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Chapter 1

“What is it? What have you got?”
Shit. Just what I didn’t need. Fucking Chad, poking his head through my door at just the wrong moment. I thought the monumental douchebag I called my roommate had left for work already. Apparently, he hadn’t.
I slid off my bed and lurched to my feet, struggling to block his view of what I was doing while also hoping he wouldn’t get any further in the door.
“Fuck off,” I told him. “It’s none of your business.”
I made it to the door, but by then it was too late. Chad had already shoved it open and tried to step past me.
“Doesn’t look like nothing to me,” he said, a superior smirk on his oh-so-punchable face. The dude had no boundaries and thought nothing of invading my privacy. I couldn’t really complain. The apartment was his, and I was just renting a room. To him, that made me a virtual nonentity while he held all the rights.
But dammit, I paid for the room, and it was the one place in the apartment I should have been able to call mine.
It had taken me just a couple of weeks to figure out what kind of guy Chad was, and I would have told him to jam his apartment straight up his ass if it weren’t for one thing.
It was cheap.
Or perhaps, it was also about the difference in our comparative status. Because that’s what the world was all about. Status. Everyone lived to improve theirs. Whether legal or otherwise, everyone had a number that described their relative status.
Chad owned this apartment and had a professional job but was a total dick in the mix. His status had risen to the mid-twenties on the legal side, but because he also liked to do a bit of blow now and then, he also had an illegal status in the single digits.
That still put him way ahead of me. I made my money as a gamer, accepting contracts from rich clients to teach their spoiled brats how to play so they could improve their status among their friends. I was a slob, a slacker who spent my days moping about in my t-shirt, boxers, and slippers, doing what I could to get by. My legal status number had peaked at nine and stayed there, and my illegal status wasn’t much better. In the world’s eyes as well as Chad’s, I was inconsequential.
I was a loser. A nothing. A nobody. And that fact pissed me off to no end.
“You can’t just push your way in here anytime you want!” I protested.
“Can’t I, though?” Chad replied, and it wasn’t a question. His superior smirk hadn’t moved from his face, and I wanted to hit him so very much. But Chad didn’t just have a higher status than me. He was also taller, naturally athletic, and if I had to admit it, he was better looking than me as well. Basically, he was everything I wasn’t, and I hated him for it.
He used his height and strength to his advantage and shoved me aside as if that wasn’t the definition of assault.
“Simon, Simon, Simon,” he said, full of condescension. “Whenever will you learn that in this world of ours, there is no such thing as can’t. Not if you’re strong enough, at any rate. The world might be full of brick walls for you, but for those strong enough to make their own way, there is nothing we cannot do.”
I wasn’t ready to give in. Not yet. He hadn’t caught me looking at porn or some weird fetish site. He had interrupted me doing something important.
So I grabbed his shirt as he tried to move past and tried my damnedest to hold him in place.
He turned on me, and with casual ease, heaved me against the wall. I hit with a crash, and before I could move, I found Chad’s forearm jammed against my throat. If anyone else was to do that, it would have been a sign of real anger. But I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. Chad was a serious douchebag. He didn’t do these things because he was mad. He did them just to show how superior he was.
Like a bully beating up a kid from a much younger grade, or a high-powered player going after a noob.
He smiled at me, enjoying himself. “Now, now, now,” he said. “Don’t forget, while you live under my roof, I own your ass. You wouldn’t want to find yourself living out on the street, would you?”
It was all I could do to seethe at him as my face grew hot, although whether that was from humiliation or because he was starting to block the blood flow to my head, I didn’t know.
Chad seemed to accept my silence as agreement and eased up the pressure a bit. The he used his free hand to slap me gently on the cheek in the most condescending way ever.
“That’s better,” he said. “Now, play nice, or I’ll take your internet privileges away.”
It was an irritating threat. He knew how I made my living and knew I couldn’t do it if I wasn’t online. But even then, he wasn’t done. He looked me up and down and wrinkled his nose in disgust.
“And you might want to think about putting your clothes into the wash every now and again. You’re starting to smell.”
With that, he let me go, and I could barely keep myself upright. I drew a deep breath and glared at his back.
“Fucking asshole,” I muttered, even though I knew he would take that as a sign of victory.
Chad paused at the edge of my bed. He’d found what I’d been trying to hide. “Now, what have we got here?” he said again. He looked at me over his shoulder and raised an eyebrow. “Has all your ass bender rubbish finally born fruit? Is that what this is? Or is it something else altogether?”




Chapter 2

Ass benders. That’s what douchebags like Chad called people like me. But we call ourselves Ascenders. You know, normal guys and girls who are looking for a leg up to the rarefied heights of the status charts.
You see, while everyone knew it was possible to get up to the high seventies or eighties by effort alone, if you wanted to get into the nineties, then you almost invariably needed divine intervention. The world’s political leaders, the famous actors, the sports stars. They were all the same. There was only so far anyone could get because of talent alone.
Taking the last step to becoming an icon always took something more.
A little guardian angel on your shoulder, for example. Or a demon at your command. Either could give a person a competitive advantage like no other.
They didn’t even have to be a complete angel or demon. An artifact would do. A feather, for example, plucked from an angel’s wing, or the blood of a demon. Even artifacts known to have just been in contact with the divine on either side contained significant power.
An entire black market had formed around not just the items themselves, of which there were only a few, but of everything you could imagine associated with it all.
My room, for example, was a veritable shrine to the pursuit of such knowledge. My bookshelf contained works like the Daemonicon, the Necronomicon, the Angel
Ascended, and those were just the tip of the iceberg. There were half-melted candles building up on my dresser, and a multitude of vials filled with all manner of ritualistic ingredients and bodily fluids. I was also a member of every online forum dedicated to the single goal of ascending through finding and using such items.
Of course, the powers that be had declared all such research and all associated activities illegal (which was why my illegal status was higher than zero), but that just meant Chad had yet another thing to hold over me. Never mind that the greatest of those in power all had their own access to the divine of one sort or another. They sought to prevent others like me from joining their ranks, doing all they could to keep us under their virtual thumbs.
“It’s nothing,” I said again, even though it was not. I had crafted a series of archaic and powerful runes on the floor, surrounded by candles and encircled by a prayer in ancient Aramaic written in sand that had been thrice cursed by a powerful shaman and had cost more than a week’s commission.
Others might have sworn by pentagrams, but we true Ascenders all knew those to be nothing but disinformation spread to keep people in their place. The real power was in runes, because they had meaning, and the ones I’d drawn were in the language of the divine beings themselves.
In the middle of my carefully contrived pattern sat my prized possession. A small tube of powder I’d accepted as partial payment for a job several months before.
The powder was reputed to be all that was left of an ancient and powerful demon. It was supposed to be the ground-up remains of one of this demon’s horns, and, according to everything I could find out, it was supposedly the only part of this long-lost demon in existence.
At the time I’d gained it, I had been suspicious. This wouldn’t have been the first time someone ground up their own toenail clippings and claimed divinity. More than one naïve Ascender had been taken in by such a scam, and if I was being totally honest, I would admit that I might have fallen for the odd one or two in my time.
But this was the genuine article. I had taken it to more than one dealer of the arcane, and the results were conclusive. Divinity detectors were expensive, much too rich for my blood, but I didn’t have to own one to see the results. Many of the dealers offered testing as a service, and while even that was open to dishonest manipulation, that’s why I went to three of them.
Divinity detected.
All three had come back with the same result. Not a strong reading, certainly not at the level the aforementioned feather from an angel might show, but real nevertheless.
“You know, if you didn’t spend all of your money on this rubbish, you might have already leveled up,” Chad said. “Who knows? If you weren’t into all this ass bending crap, you might be able to hold down a real job. You might even be able to get yourself a girlfriend or two.” Then he looked at me again and gave me his best go-fuck-yourself grin. “Then again, I doubt that. I mean, look at you!”
Just once, I would have liked to kick him hard in the nuts. The trouble was, he was right. I could have made something more of myself if I’d chosen the more well-worn path.
And as for that crack about getting a girlfriend, well, he wasn’t exactly wrong there, either. I was in my mid-twenties but could have passed for much older. Not only was I short, but my weird-ass metabolism seemed to revel in packing on unnecessary weight in unflattering places.
My ass was much better padded than I wanted it to be, and I’d developed a fine set of moobs that would have been an even greater source of humiliation than they were if they weren’t balanced by my gut. That, combined with an ongoing tendency to break out in acne, and a serious case of early-onset male pattern baldness, and it was easy to see I was far from a prize.
“That’s why I’m looking to Ascend, asshole,” I growled at him.
He had the gall to laugh in my face. Yet he didn’t refute my logic, because it was, at its heart, irrefutable. High status had been known to encourage all sorts of women to ignore all manner of physical defects.
It was also rumored that, with the power of divine at your side, you could literally negate those defects as well. I mean, all you had to do was look at the famous actors. Sure, some of them could have gained their looks by surgery alone, but I chose to believe something different.
After all, some of them were ridiculously good looking.
Ascending was no more than a fantasy for most. People like Chad would go through their lives without ever looking at anything from Heaven or Hell. And, for most of them, it didn’t matter one way or the other.
But for me, and those like me, it was our only real hope of escaping from a life of misery and disappointment.
“Seriously, what are you trying to do here?” Chad asked.
This time, there was no disrespect in his tone, no hint of his usual condescension. Perhaps it was because of this that I grudgingly answered.
“I’ve been trying to find a way to conjure the demon who is supposed to be buried in that powder. This is the latest in a long series of rituals. I’ve tried everything, but so far, nothing seems to have worked.”
Chad laughed again, his sneer back in full force. “Of course not,” he said. “Don’t you know enough by now to realize that even if this powder was real, none of the spells in these books will ever work? The people in charge don’t want you to have even a chance of gaining power. That’s why all this,” he gestured around my room, “is such a complete waste of time. Everything you read, from that bullshit Spellbook 42 all the way to your Divinity Compass has been altered. The spells and rituals within won’t work.”
Chad wasn’t trying to help me out. He wasn’t trying to tell me this out of a desire to set me on a better path. The maliciousness in his grin and the twinkle in his eye told me that his motivation was to destroy.
He wanted to take a passion of mine and stomp it into the dust. He wanted to see the efforts of years come to nothing. And, if I’d been at an earlier stage in my Ascender journey, he might have succeeded.
The thing was, I knew all this. It was common knowledge in the Ascender communities online. And we had worked very hard to find the truth in the lies, and to correct the deliberate errors in the rituals.
But Chad didn’t need to know that.
“If it’s all such bullshit,” I said. “Why don’t you just fuck off and leave me alone to waste my time with it?”
Anyone else would have been offended, but this gigantic tool just barked another laugh. He stayed where he was, his appetite for pissing me off not yet exhausted.
“Anyway, don’t you have work to go to?” I asked him, hoping he was just late.
But he shook his head. “There’s some sort of IT issue going on,” he replied. “No point in going in until it’s fixed. Looks like I can hang out here aaallll morning,” he said, favoring me with a shit-eating grin.
Great, I thought. I rolled my eyes and made a noise of irritation.
As usual, Chad was completely immune to it and turned back to my efforts on the floor. “So, tell me, what were you trying to do that’s different? Why makes you think you can raise your demon now when you couldn’t before?”
I knew he wouldn’t leave me alone until I told him. “I’m coming at it a different way. You see, there’s not much left of this demon, and it’s been in a weakened state maybe for centuries. So it may not have the power to become corporeal anymore. If that’s the case, the only option is to give it a physical body.”
Chad looked slightly confused. “What, you mean yours?” He couldn’t have put more scorn into the word if he tried.
“Yes,” I said in exasperation. “Mine. The idea is to activate the demon remnants as much as possible, then breathe the powder in. If you do it right, you effectively become the demon, and it becomes you. You end up with all the powers that the demon had when it was alive.”
Chad’s condescending smile was back. He shook his head at me. “Simon, Simon, Simon,” he said again. “Just how desperate are you?”
I glared at him. “You have no idea,” I said.
He snorted and looked at my runic diagram once more. “So, you’re saying you already activated this demon powder?” he said, and I gave him a grunt in reply. “And what were you going to do next? Snort it? Like it was blow?”
I just wanted him out of my room. “Yes,” I said. “Pretty much. Although, there’s more to it than that…” There were other rituals designed to prepare the body to be a better host for the demon’s essence. Of course, I’d completed all those as well, but Chad had started to move.
“What are you doing?” I demanded. I could do nothing but watch in horror as my asshole roommate step in among my runes, having made no preparations. He didn’t answer me, but instead reached down to the tube of demon powder in the middle and plucked it from the tiny stand it had been sitting on.
“You can’t–” I started and took a step toward him. Even then, even though I knew what sort of a prick Chad could be, I still couldn’t believe he would do what he seemed to be doing.
But he was doing it. He turned toward me and smiled his most offensive, ass-holish grin.
“Stop!” I shouted and hurled myself at him.
He stopped me with a straight arm to the throat. “Fuck you, you prick!” I said, and I couldn’t help myself. My momentum wasn’t enough to make up for the difference in size or strength, and I found myself sitting on my ass on the floor.
“Stop!” I said, then coughed at the effort of speaking. That straight arm to the throat had hurt! “You don’t know what you’re doing!” I croaked.
He laughed at me. “What are you gonna do?”
With that, he held the tube up to his nose, held one nostril closed, and breathed in my most prized possession as if it was a line of coke.




Chapter 3

I stared at him. “You unutterable fuck,” I said. “I can’t believe you just did that. You complete piece of shit.”
All my efforts over the past few months had come to nothing. They were gone, snorted in an instant by this sorry excuse for a human being.
“Do you know how much time, effort, and money you’ve just cost me?” I heaved myself up to my feet and clenched my fists at my side. I was getting over my shock at what he’d done and was working on a serious case of righteous anger.
“You are a walking, breathing piece of excrement!” I yelled. “It’s like all of the cock-heads in the world got together and elected you their King! I’d call you a rotten ballsack, but at least they have some use! You’re nothing but a crusty fuckstain, and I hope your dick rots and falls off!”
I was really mad. Sure, Chad had never been the best roommate in the world, and in fact had been close to the worst. But this was a new low, even for him. It was like the time he drank the last of my milk and never replaced it, only ten thousand times worse.
I was so angry I wouldn’t have been surprised if steam had started to rise from my skin. I wanted to hurl bricks at his face, wanted to stuff him headfirst through a window, and the only thing that prevented me was the fact that he was bigger and stronger. And he was just standing there, showing no interest whatsoever in my blossoming rage.
“Oh, don’t get your man-tits in such a tangle,” he said, just as condescending as usual. “I mean, it’s not like it was ever going to work, anyway. Look at me. Just the same as before. Where is this demon who was supposed to materialize inside of me?”
He had a point, but I was too pissed at him to care. “You rancid, festering turnip!” I yelled. “Whether it had any effect or not doesn’t matter! The point is, you had no right to take that from me. That was mine, not yours! Do I have to smash your brains with a rock before you figure it out? That powder was not yours to take!”
As I spoke, I stalked toward him, fists still clenched tightly enough that my palms were starting to ache. I could feel the cords in my throat tighten in my rage, and while I really wanted to threaten him, my voice had started to come out as a high-pitched squeak.
Nevertheless, it seemed that my fury was making an impact. Chad was still laughing at me, but at the same time, he held a hand out as if to prevent me from coming any closer.
“Hey man, calm down,” he said, and it was obvious by his tone that he wasn’t taking me seriously enough by half.
It was too much. I let out an inarticulate roar of pure rage and hurled myself at him, not that he could bash me aside with ease, just wanting to hurt him, just once, just so I knew that I could.
I expected him to move out of the way, or simply hold me in place. But for some reason, Chad seemed distracted. “Hang on, there’s something–” he began, and I hit him in the chest with my head.
He buckled. “Oof!” he said, and to my utter delight, he went down onto the floor. I landed on top of him and knew I’d finally got my chance. Even as he held his hands up to ward me off in a way that spoke more of distraction than fear, I stood over him and rained punches down on his face, his chest, and at every anything I could reach.
“Stop,” he managed, sounding almost irritated at my efforts. It was as if he barely noticed I was trying to hurt him and twisted out of the way more to give himself a moment of peace than because I was doing him harm. “There’s something—”
I just hit him again, with everything I had in me. But Chad barely noticed. His eyes grew very wide, and I saw the first hint of fear within them for the first time.
But it wasn’t fear of me or my fists of fury. There was something else going on, and it changed everything.
Chad started to seize. At first, his teeth clenched tightly shut, and he seemed to go stiff. Then he let out a series of pain-filled grunts, and it was like he was trying to sit up but couldn’t remember how. With his arms clamped tightly to his sides, he performed a series of quick crunches, punctuating each one with another grunt of pain. I was still standing astride him but soon realized something was wrong. I stepped aside to give him some room, and that’s when things started to get really freaky.
His grunts of pain ran together until they were a wailing cry that grew into a crescendo. His jaw was locked into a grimace of agony, and his arms and legs started to spasm. In moments, he had gone from being a douchebag in complete control to being a hyped-up breakdancer on the edge.
I stared at him for long moments, not understanding what had happened. But of course, it was obvious when I thought about it.
“The powder!” I breathed, and felt my own eyes grow wide. Somehow, the essence of the demon was causing this to happen. Was it toxic? Or was the demon itself trying to form within Chad’s bucking, spasming form?
“Help me!” Chad managed to force out the words interspersed with his wailing. Fear and horror flashed in his pain-filled eyes, but also a pleading expression that I’d never seen on anyone before. For another three heartbeats, I stood there with my mouth hanging open, wondering what on earth I could possibly do.
Then it was like he kicked into high gear. He was like a fly spinning its last, flopping about on the floor, completely out of control. I watched with growing horror, knowing that I could have been in Chad’s exact position if he had gone to work in the morning as he usually did. I could have snorted the demon powder just as he had done, and it might have been me dying on the floor in such a spectacular way.
Did that mean that Chad, one of the world’s greatest pricks, had inadvertently saved my life?
Maybe he had. Then again, maybe the demon essence wouldn’t have had the same effect on me, given that I’d done all the preparations needed to bring about a more successful fusion.
Nevertheless, Chad’s pleading touched a part of me I’d thought long since buried. There was no place for compassion in this world where anyone you meet will stick a knife in your gizzard for looking at them sideways, and even those who are guided by angels regularly indulge in some seriously messed up shit.
Yet that’s what I was feeling just then. Compassion for my douchebag of a roommate even though he’d made my life a living Hell ever since I’d moved in. That, and a side order of guilt for added flavor. After all, it had been my demon powder Chad had snorted. If I hadn’t accepted it in partial payment for a job, Chad wouldn’t be kicking about on the floor like a Pilates instructor on speed.
Anyone with any brains would have called for an ambulance before doing anything else. But not me. I just went back to him and tried to hold him down, tried to keep him from hurting himself.
At the same time, I began lying to him. “It’s okay,” I said. “Everything will be all right. This will be over soon, and then you’ll be back to your normal, douchebaggy self.”
For long minutes, I held him and lied, all the while thinking about how sideways everything had gone. Almost, I wished I’d never tried to activate the demon powder and that Chad was still sneering at me like the huge prick he was.
I held him as tightly as I could, accepting the occasional bruise that came my way as he lashed out in his delirium. And, finally, after a while, he began to relax.
But he wasn’t coming out of it. If anything, he was getting worse. When I was finally able to let him go, I could once again look at his face.
His eyes were still open, but unseeing. He had some sort of froth bubbling up from his throat. He seemed calm, but in reality, he was as stiff as a board. I couldn’t move his arms away from his body, and his head wouldn’t turn.
He was still breathing. His chest rose and fell, and the froth at his mouth bubbled and shifted with each breath he took. But there seemed to be no one at home. Chad had left the building. All that remained was his corporeal form.
I stared at him as a growing knot of worry formed in the pit of my stomach. “Fuck,” I said out loud. “What the fuck do I do now?”




Chapter 4

It was by far the most fucked up a thing that had happened in my life until then. I couldn’t help myself. I had to stare at Chad as he lay across my carefully wrought runic diagram in the clear space at the foot of my bed. I was sitting on the floor with my back to the wall, crunched up in the corner next to my gaming set up. One of the reasons I’d taken the room, aside from the cost, was the size. I had every everything I needed squeezed into that single room, including a mini fridge. There was even an ensuite bathrooom, so if I didn’t want to, I didn’t have to leave the room for days at a time.
And now there was Chad, still breathing, still technically alive, but messed up beyond all recognition. Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy, I guessed, and thought that I might have to start calling him FUBAR instead of Chad.
I wondered what I was going to do with him lying there on the floor. Even now, he was still pissing me off. Why couldn’t he have just thrown his fit in his own damned room? Or even the lounge? At least then I wouldn’t have to look at him then.
I shuddered, a spontaneous response to what had happened, and realized that I was doing a pretty good job of disassociating myself. But that wasn’t very useful.
“Come on, Simon,” I said to myself. “Get a grip, you big dweeb.”
It was a start, but no more than that. “Chad’s gone all catatonic, or worse. Not a problem, except that he’s in your room. So, what are you going to do about it?” I asked myself. “Here’s a thought. Why don’t you give the ambulance a call?”
I guess I was in shock. That’s my only excuse. It took me until then to even consider what anyone else would have thought of right away, and it took even longer before I could figure out that I needed to actually move if I was going to do it.
My phone was still on my bed. When Chad had interrupted me, I’d finished the ritual to activate the powder but had been checking the forums to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything. I did my best to avoid looking at Chad’s vacant stare as I made my way past him and dialed the first two numbers of the emergency code before I stopped and thought about it some more.
Chad and I didn’t really get along. It wasn’t a secret. The guys I hung out with online all new how much of a dick my roommate was, and I’d said more than once that I’d quite like to rip his balls off and jam them down his throat.
In addition, he had ingested a powdered substance that tested positive for the divine. It was my powder, and he’d taken it in my room, surrounded by arcane items, while standing in a runic diagram that clearly hadn’t been drawn by an amateur.
Attempting to make use of anything divine, whether it was no more than a simple artifact or a divine being itself, was illegal. Very illegal.
As illegal as all Hell, in fact.
Punishments varied but could include incarceration for a very long time. Given all this, did I really want to finish dialing that emergency number?
No.
No, I did not.
I put my phone down and glared at what was left of Chad. “You infuriating piece of shit,” I said to him. “It’s your own fault, you know. I’d be able to get you some help for anything else. But this? You kinda brought it on yourself.”
As if in response, Chad’s body gave a minor flinch, the merest echo of his earlier activity. Other than that, he didn’t change.
For no reason other than I didn’t know what else to do, I started to wonder why this had happened. Would it really have happened to me, given the preparations I’d made?
Was it the demon, trying to resurrect itself within Chad’s body after so many centuries being nothing but dust? Was that demon even now stuck inside him, trying to make use of a vessel that was unfit for the purpose?
At the thought, something hit me. Perhaps it wasn’t too late. Perhaps it was still possible to do what I’d planned at the start and take the demon into my own body.
Maybe I just needed to figure out how.
Chad was so far up himself that he could have brushed his teeth through his asshole. But that didn’t mean he deserved to be ignored while I ferreted through my books and the online forums for the specific knowledge I sought.
I wasn’t really a bad guy even then. I knew the difference between right and wrong.
But here’s the thing. There’s a reason this world measures status along two separate continuums. Legal and illegal. Not one or the other, but both. It’s because people aren’t just one or the other. Even Chad, who, as well as being an asshole, was also about the most law-abiding stiff you ever met. Well, except for his thing with the drugs. So as well as his healthy legal status somewhere in the mid-twenties, he also had a fairly low illegal status to go with it.
A truly good person would never have done what I did, no matter how much Chad kinda deserved it.
But, even though I wasn’t really a bad guy, I’d never thought of myself as being a particularly good person, either.
Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t go around kicking kittens or stealing sweets from toddlers. I didn’t lock people out of their computers or pretend to be their bank so I could scam their password information.
But there was a reason I was open to raising a demon when other Ascenders focused on the more angelic side of the ledger, and it wasn’t just because there was less competition.
A part of me, a small part that I kept locked in the attic and fed only scraps once in a while, actually liked the idea of being attached to a demon. Much more than being attached to an angel, if I even had that option.
I was tired of being a low-status nobody, and I liked the idea of power without limit. Did that make me a bad guy through and through?
I liked to think it did not. But if my hat of choice wasn’t black, then it wasn’t completely white either. More like a shade of grey.
Instead of doing what I could to help Chad, I did all I could to help me.
I don’t know how long it took to find what I needed. I was still in shock at what had happened. But some hours passed with me searching through all the resources I had in something akin to a fever. I tapped into forums I hadn’t used for ages, asking questions in the most oblique way, checking them every minute for an answer. I had a million or two tabs open, shining a light on all the dark corners I could find, searching for a very specific ritual, including those that the powers that be didn’t want anyone to know.
Finally, I had what I needed. All the ingredients to a dual ritual, one part of which was designed to expel a divine entity from whatever it possessed, and one part of which was about accepting a demon into myself.
If I did it right, I would be able to take the demon from Chad into myself. Hopefully, with the preparations I’d already made, I wouldn’t end up as he did.
Finally, I was ready. “Sorry about this, Chad, but I really don’t see many options.” I said. He didn’t respond, didn’t do anything much in except breathe in and out with bubbles forming at his lips.
“Here goes nothing,” I said, and tore his shirt wide open, exposing his chest.
At the same time, I started to chant, forcing words that tasted of bile through my throat, saying out loud things that haven’t been said for generations, if ever before. I knew that if I got the pronunciation wrong by even a little, then everything I did would come to naught. But as I’d said to Chad, it wasn’t like I had much of a choice.
I kept chanting, feeling the ebb and flow of the words, understanding their intent in my soul, keeping the cadence and rhythm going as I picked up the ornate, sacrificial dagger I’d purchased a couple of years earlier and never needed to use.
I’d thought at the time I might sacrifice a chicken or maybe a goat if I needed to. I never thought I would use it to sacrifice a person.
But there I was, kneeling next to Chad as I chanted, the candles starting to flicker as if blown by a wind, and the light choosing that moment to dim.
I kept chanting, repeating the words I had learned, building them into a crescendo as the weird effects continued around me. Chad was still lying in the runic design I’d made to activate the powder, as was I. It seemed as if I had summoned an unholy wind that flicked at my hair and whipped through my bathroom. It felt as if there was a storm coming, and the temperature suddenly dropped so I could see my breath.
Once again, Chad started to seize, and I wondered if whatever was left of him was somehow trying to get me to stop.
It didn’t matter. It was already too late. I had reached the end of my chant, and there was only one more thing to do.
I didn’t hesitate, bringing my dagger down in a rush, stabbing Chad in the chest and pressing down as hard as I could.
The blade buried itself all the way to the hilt, and I felt Chad clench in a moment of unconscious pain. Then he relaxed as the life left him, and I knew what Dexter felt like every time he put an end to his victim.
It was a major rush, and I didn’t think I would forget it as long as I lived. But the killing was only one part of it. The next was even more important, and it would need to be quick.
At the top of my voice, I shouted a series of syllables that should have been impossible to pronounce but which felt right to the depths of my soul. The burgeoning storm within my room seemed to choose that moment to release, and I was buffeted by a crash of thunder that shouldn’t have existed. I was Dr. Frankenstein at the top of the tower, and Chad was my monster. But instead of harnessing the electricity of the storm to give life, I was doing all I could to take it away.
With a convulsive movement, I withdrew my knife from Chad’s chest.
This was the moment of truth. The proof of the pudding. The crux of the matter. This was when the demon would cross over from Chad to myself. If, of course, the demon truly existed, and Chad’s response was more than some sort of reaction to a toxic substance he had chosen to ingest.
My room was suddenly quiet. So quiet a pin drop might have sounded like Quasimodo’s bells. The only sounds were those of my heart beating loudly in my ears and my own labored breathing. There was nothing else. Nothing at all. Not even the sounds of the building shifting as it settled in for the night.
As to whether it had worked, I couldn’t tell. Chad looked just the same, except that the light in his eyes had faded to nothing, and the bubbles on his lips seemed to have gone.
Then, I saw something that filled me with joy and trepidation all at once. A tendril of diaphanous something rose from the wound in Chad’s chest, curling its way through the air toward me.
It could have been a tendril of light, an indication of Chad’s soul as it left him.
But it wasn’t. Instead, it was dark and cloying, a black presence that seemed to crawl its way out and quest toward me.
The sight was so vile and malicious that I immediately cowered, moving away. But, as if it was prepared for that, the translucent, oily nothing seemed to lunge like a cobra, fixing itself to my mouth even as it worked its way from Chad’s chest. It forced its way in, a French kiss from a demonic presence, and I started to panic.
If it’d had any substance, I would have clawed at it and pulled it away. But it did not. It could have been no more than a hallucination that somehow tasted of sulfur and bile.
If anyone had happened to enter my room at that time, and if they had been able to see what was happening, they might have thought I was sucking something gross from Chad’s chest.
It was an awful sensation, but it was mercifully brief. Within only moments, the tendril of whatever it was left Brad completely, and, like a strand of spaghetti, slipped itself into me. I choked and swallowed and tried to hack it back out, but there was nothing I could do.
For good or ill, I had done what I set out to do, and transferred something from Chad into myself.
For long moments, I sat there on my knees, swaying at the enormity of what I had done. I broke out in a cold sweat and told myself just to breathe, that everything would be all right, that this would be over soon enough.
I recognized the very same words I’d spoken to Chad, and knew I was lying again.
And that was enough. Suddenly, I was laughing out loud. I felt a sense of euphoria I couldn’t explain, and all my worries seemed to fade away. I started to feel really good, but the laughter wouldn’t stop. I kept going until my sides started to ache, and I felt myself getting lightheaded.
I’d never heard of anyone laughing themselves to death before. There were rumors of a kind of mushroom that might have that effect, but it wasn’t exactly the type of thing where the proof was easy to find. I didn’t even know if it was possible to do it. Maybe if the victim laughed themselves into a heart attack, or maybe a stroke. But for me, I just kept on laughing in a bout of mania that didn’t seem to stop. I was in my room with the corpse of my roommate beside me, the bloodied knife still in my hand, and I’d just ingested whatever it was that had killed him.
I laughed and laughed and laughed, until I could laugh no more.
My last thought as I started to lose consciousness was that at least it was better than how Chad had gone out. He’d spent his last moments in terror, whereas I would be found with a broad grin all over my face and the echoes of my laughter still in my room.




Chapter 5

It turns out, I didn’t die.
The next thing I knew, I was making my gradual way back to consciousness. It took forever and seemed to happen in stages. First, I became very aware of my right hand as if that was the only part of me that was awake. Fairly useless, I had to admit, but it was a start.
Then my back started to signal the type of dull, throbbing pain that you might get after your first gym session at the start of the year. You know the one. It’s the one you turn up to out of a sense of obligation, having thoroughly ignored any form of physical activity for about ten months straight. You signed up along with everyone else as part of a new year’s resolution and booked a personal trainer so you would have no excuses. You did the work, feeling pretty good about yourself, until the next day.
Yeah. Like that. Pain in muscles I didn’t know existed. A deep, centralized ache that made it feel like I’d aged sixty years overnight.
Of course, you would never go back to the gym after that because it just hurt too damn much and it was easier to sit on the couch. But that was beside the point. The point was that I lay there, quietly suffering, aware of my back and my hand for several minutes before everything else clicked into place.
Then I wished it hadn’t. The ache in my back was bad enough, but it was nothing to the screaming in my thighs.
“What new Hell is this?” I grunted, dimly aware that I was still alive. The ritual hadn’t killed me, nor had some crazy roommate come along and stabbed me through the heart. I couldn’t work out why my thighs would hurt so much, then realized it was because of the way I had been laying.
Anyone normal would have flopped onto their side as they lost consciousness. But no. Not me. I’d been kneeling over the corpse of my roommate with my head flung back as I laughed at the ceiling. Of course, when that laughter had become too much and I collapsed, I’d simply fallen back from a kneeling position, with my feet still tucked under my ass.
I had been blessed (if that was the right word) with a combination of physical attributes that would have made any self-respecting athlete laugh. Weak muscles were a given. Bones that didn’t fit into the “brittle” category from a medical perspective but were close enough that as a kid I’d grown used to wearing a cast.
And, to top it all off, weak ligaments and tendons as well.
I had dislocated shoulders, elbows, and even my knees on a regular basis. Sounds awful, and it pretty much was, but if there was any benefit to be had from this disappointing configuration, it was that I was more flexible than most.
But even that wasn’t enough to protect me from the agony of lying in such an unusual position for so long.
I groaned in pain, and even though my brain seemed to be the last part of me to fully wake up, by then I was conscious enough to flop around for a bit as I tried to straighten my legs.
Finally, I managed to do so, kicking something soft, heavy, and yielding in the process. The part of my mind that was still asleep knew what it was and began shrieking on the inside of my skull. But the rest of me didn’t want to listen. I knew it was something awful, but just for the moment, I wanted to enjoy the comparative pleasure of not having my legs cry out in pain.
Unfortunately, it was then that I became aware of my other various ills.
My mouth and throat felt like they were covered in dry wall dust. It was unpleasant and made swallowing impossible. My eyes, even though I had yet to open them, felt scratchy, as if someone had attacked them with heavy grade sandpaper.
But that was nothing compared with what was going on in my head. It felt like someone had wrapped a steel band around my skull, heated it to a thousand degrees, and then tightened it to the point where my brain was in danger of exploding.
Every heartbeat felt like it increased the pressure on my brain, and with it came the type of nausea usually reserved for bobbing about on the high seas in a tiny boat.
My physical self was a long way from being a gift from the gods. It was almost like I was the result of a genetic experiment where all the good DNA went to my theoretical twin and I was the result of the mess that remained.
But if there was one thing I had that pleased me, it was my cast iron stomach.
Sure, I could get queasy, but things had to get very bad indeed before I threw up.
I felt like I had the worst hangover ever. A solid ten on the alcohol overindulgence scale. The type of hangover that made strong men swear off drinking for life.
But it wasn’t quite bad enough to make me throw up on the spot.
“Wake up.”
Huh? What?
I was sure I’d heard something. A voice telling me to wake up. As if that wasn’t what I was trying to do anyway.
Out of no more than a desire to be contrary, I shook my head. Just a little, just until the world seemed to slosh my brains about in my skull.
“Don’t wanna,” I managed, forcing the words through my dry, scratchy throat. At the same time, the effort of my denial was enough to push me across the final barrier between sleep and awake.
I opened my eyes to see the nub of a candle inches away from my face. It had burned down to just a couple of inches before drowning itself in its own wax. I found myself looking at it, not really thinking much, just admiring the arcane designs I’d carved into the length of it before it was lit.
I wondered how long it would take for such a thick candle to burn down so low, and how long it had been out. Hours, I guessed. Hours and hours.
Did that mean I’d been asleep for that long?
“Wake up,” came the same dry voice in my head once again.
“Yeah, yeah,” I said even as I frowned in puzzlement at the disembodied voice. “I’ll get right on that.”
Despite my words, I didn’t move again for long moments. I knew I was lying on the floor, and that it was likely I’d slept there for some time. But for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why. Although, if I was honest, I had to admit that I wasn’t putting a lot of energy effort into figuring it out.
The last thing that seemed to wake up was my sense of smell. The candle was the first thing to announce itself to my olfactory sense. The neutral odor of wax combined with the sharp tang of smoke still lingering in the air from when the candle snuffed out. Then I caught a whiff of something metallic, a hint of sulfur, and then the worst smell of all.
Shit.
That did it. All at once, I was wide awake and sitting up. My first thought was that somehow I’d crapped myself in my sleep, but I quickly dismissed that as a possibility. The events of–when was it? This morning sometime? Yesterday? I didn’t know for sure and had no way of knowing.
It didn’t matter. The events that had led to me losing consciousness came crashing back all at once. I knew what had happened, knew what I’d tried to do. And knew that the smell of shit and blood came from my roommate, who was still lying on the floor next to me, just as dead as he’d been before.
I couldn’t help myself. My first instinct was to scramble away, and I did exactly that, pushing myself back into the corner against the wall next to my gaming set up. My heart had started pounding in my chest as it had done before, and all of a sudden, I found I could talk more easily.
“What the fuck?” I said.
It had all been real. For the few minutes it had taken for me to fully wake up, I had forgotten what had happened. Or maybe I hadn’t. That small part of me that had been screaming now seemed to sit back with an air of satisfaction at my self-induced horror.
It had really happened. Chad, a finalist for the asshole of the year competition, had ingested my powdered demon horn as if it was nothing. He’d had a fit, and in response, I had done what literally no one in their right mind would think to do.
Used him as a human sacrifice for a ritual that only had an infinitesimally small chance of success.
I was disgusted with myself, appalled, even, and yet also strangely proud. It wasn’t like I could tell anyone what I’d done, but if I could… some of the guys from the boards I hung out on would treat me as if I had suddenly become royalty.
But the big question was this: Had it worked?
I took a deep breath to steady myself and looked at my hands as if they would tell me if I’d merged with something demonic. But they looked the same as always. I stood and moved about to see if I could feel any difference, but aside from the lingering aches and pains, I felt the same as normal.
With one minor exception. I had to pee.
With a disappointed sigh, and not even considering where the voice that had told me to wake up had come from, I headed to the bathroom.
When I was washing my hands, I glanced in the mirror above the sink. I had the type of face that led me to avoid mirrors as a matter of course. But every now and again, I had to check to see if my hair was in place or if I’d developed a huge zit on my nose.
This time, instead of a pale, pockmarked face with a mashup of unfortunate features staring back at me, it was the face of a demon.




Chapter 6

I may have yelled and put my soapy hands on the sink to steady myself, but I’ll never outright admit it.
Everything was different. What little hair I’d had no longer existed, replaced by a crown of sharpened horns Darth Maul would have been proud of. My skin had changed color, becoming almost black, and my eyes glowed with red fire. I looked positively demonic, and for that reason alone, I should have been hideous to look at. But the face that stared back at me from the mirror was undeniably, spectacularly, good-looking.
But that wasn’t enough to stop me flinching away in a panic, clutching at my head with my hands to confirm or deny what I was seeing.
“What the fuck?” I said again, even though it should have been very clear what had happened. I mean, I had been trying to absorb the essence of a demon. What did I expect to happen if I succeeded?
Nevertheless, I couldn’t believe it. The demon face in my mirror took on an expression of shock as I felt around for any evidence of those sharpened horns, but found none. With my mouth gaping open, I could see that my teeth had been replaced by a row of serious fangs, and I ran my tongue over them just to see if they were real or not.
But just as I could feel my dark, thinning hair with my fingers, I could also feel my real teeth with my tongue.
I took a deep breath to calm myself down and stared at the image in the mirror. “This isn’t real,” I said out loud. “This can’t be real.”
“Why not?” came the voice in my mind.
“Fuck!” I shouted, flinching away from the mirror, catching myself awkwardly against the back wall of the bathroom and knocking the ornamental, metallic lizard sculpture hanging there askew. “Shit!” I said. “Fuck shit!”
In the dark recesses of my mind, I got the impression of laughter.
It was enough to cut through my panic. I had been laughed at all my life, for one reason or another. My lack of height was one thing, but let’s get real here. School kids are mean. They picked on everything, from my lack of coordination to my weight, and if you think my unfortunate facial characteristics earned me a pass, then you would be sadly mistaken.
Even as a kid, my status had been so low as to almost be nonexistent. Ironic, given that I now made much of my income helping kids improve their status.
Regardless, there was one thing I’d learned in the face of all the awful comments and teasing.
I’d learned how to make them stop.
I clenched my fists at my side and glared at myself in the mirror.
“Yeah, yeah, very funny.” I said. The best way I’d found to stop people picking on me was to get angry. Of course, with major-league assholes like Chad, not even that worked, but even he got his in the end.
The thought of Chad lying dead on my floor was enough to bring a smirk to my lips.
“I guess it worked, then?” I said, talking out loud to the face in the mirror.
“If you are referring to your attempts to draw my essence into the world and into yourself, then yes, it worked.”
Unbidden, my smile grew broader. It had worked! Somehow, despite Chad’s attempt to screw everything up, I had managed to draw the essence of a demon into myself. I had taken the first step along the path to Ascension, the first step along the road to fame, fortune, and everything I could ever desire.
I had woken a demon from its millennial slumber and drawn it into myself, and now and forever, its powers would be mine to control.
But first, there was something I needed to do.
“Tell me your name,” I said.
Once more, I sensed the demonic presence in my mind stifle a laugh. “What does it matter what my name is?”
“You know as well as I do that drawing your essence into my body is just the first part. As things stand, there’s nothing stopping you from leaving me at the first opportunity and seeking a different host, or even making your way back down to Hell. With the effort I’ve put in to finding you, and what I had to go through to draw you in, I will not have that happen. So, tell me your name!”
The demon’s laughter grew stronger.
“You are not a good host for my essence. In the time you’ve been sleeping, I have been working my way through your mind. You are the least of all possible human hosts, and if I had the option, I would have already left you behind. I will not tell you my name. You will not have the chance to bind me. Instead, I will take what power I can from you, and take my leave as soon as I am able. If you let me go willingly, I will grant you enough of your strength to continue your pathetic existence. If you try to resist, I will suck you dry and leave nothing but a husk in your place.”
It was a chilling threat, and I knew for a fact the demon could do as it said. All the lore I had read pointed to just such an end for those who were not prepared.
But I’d spent years studying for just such a day. And I would not be denied.
With a convulsive movement, I grabbed the neck of my t-shirt. I would have torn it in a dramatic gesture to show him I wasn’t some bumbling fool to be trifled with. But the fabric proved stronger than I expected, so instead of the dramatic gesture I was going for, I spent a few moments bumbling about trying to take my shirt off over my head.
Finally, I managed to get it done, so that the demon could see the runes I had tattooed onto my test for just such an occasion.
“By the power granted me by these runes, by the will of Lucifer himself, tell me your name!”
The demon’s laughter in my head abruptly stopped. In its place, I could sense a simmering rage as the monster I’d conjured began to understand his plight. The runes on my chest had been painful to get, as well as expensive. A combination of tattoos and scarification, they had been infused with tinctures of silver and lead, and their purpose was simple. They allowed me to make one command of any demon whose essence I happened to absorb, and that demon would be compelled to answer.
I got the first of the runes as soon as I’d very verified the authenticity of the powdered demon horn. The last had yet to heal fully, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that it was there, and that it had been carved into my flesh by an expert.
The demon had no choice. It had to answer, and it knew it. Even so, it didn’t seem to want to make it easy.
“I am a demon from the deepest pit from Hell,” it began. “I have had many names over the millennia, but my true name has been spoken by no mortal tongue for thousands of years. My powers were once legion, and I commanded an army of demons and Hell beasts second to none. At my height, my power was second only to that of Lucifer himself, and even that was open for debate. Before me, you are no more than an insect. A mote of dust. A drop single drop of water in the face of an ocean. You are less than nothing to me, and at my peak, I could have obliterated you and everything you hold dear with the click of a finger. Why in all of Hell should I tell you my name?”
Despite myself, I couldn’t help but be impressed. When I’d gained my powdered demon horn, I had no clue what sort of demon it had come from. Neither had the guy who’d offered it to me.
I’d thought it most likely that it had been the remnants of a lower level demon. They were by far the more common. But from what the voice in my head said, it sounded like I had conjured a true Prince of Hell.
It was exciting and intimidating both at once. If I did this right, if I could bind him as I needed to do, then the world would truly be my oyster.
“Because you are a long way from your peak strength,” I answered. “Before I conjured you, you were nothing but a vial full of powdered demon horn, with no strength at all. And because you have no choice. Now, for the love of fuck, tell me your name!”
It was a battle of wills. The demon in my mind clearly didn’t want to comply, yet I’d given it no leeway. Even so, it maintained its silence for far longer than I wanted, and eventually it was me who spoke once again.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake! Tell me your fucking name!”
I’d done everything right. The runes, the ritual, everything. The demon truly did have no choice. It was compelled to obey me. And it couldn’t even wriggle out through abuse of semantics.
In the stories where the hero struck a deal with the devil, there was always some clever verbal loophole for the devil to exploit. With my command, the demon in my mind could have pointed out that I hadn’t specified a time. It could have agreed to tell me its name but could have given itself an open time limit to do so.
If this was a fairy tale story of some sort, then perhaps that’s what would have happened. But this was the real world, and I knew of that loophole as well.
The runes on my chest didn’t just give me the power to compel the demon to obey. It compelled the demon to obey my intent as well as the actual words I said.
When I demanded that it tell me its name, my intent was clear. The demon had to tell me its name then and there.
At one point in its life, the demon in my mind might have been the second most powerful creature in Hell. If it still maintained such strength, then perhaps all my efforts would have been in vain. But it didn’t. It was diminished.
In the end, it had no choice.
“My name is Azrael,” the demon said.
With a sense of victory surging within me, I completed the binding. “Azrael, demon of Hell, I bind you to me from this moment on. You will do as I ask to the best of your abilities. You will use your power to serve me, in all things, and you will not, through action or inaction, allow me to come to harm any harm. You are mine from this moment on, until such time as I grant you your freedom. Do you understand me?”
After a long, resentful silence, Azrael spoke. “I do.”
With a growing sense of exaltation, I asked it one more question. “Azrael, who am I to you?”
With a tone full of resentment and something that might have been close to demonic despair, the monster in my mind gave me the answer I wanted.
“You are my master. I am bound to your will. We are as one.”




Chapter 7

All the trials I’d gone through to get to this point suddenly felt far less significant. The trauma of growing up as me. The continual disappointments of my adult life that seemed to multiply with everything I touched. Even Chad’s perpetual superior sneer seemed like so long ago, and his death, so stark and fresh just a few moments before, seemed much less consequential now. It had happened, but now it didn’t seem that important anymore.
At Azrael’s acceptance of my authority over him, I felt exultant. As if anything was possible. It was like I’d won the lottery in life, and it was only a matter of time before my status climbed all the way to one hundred. Legal, illegal, I didn’t care. It was enough that I’d found my shortcut and now had a far better plan of attack than just shut my eyes to the realities of the world and hope for the best.
Almost giddy with anticipation, I stood there in the bathroom with my shirt off, the face of the demon superimposed on my own but the rest of my body still looking its usual soft, pudgy self.
“Right,” I said. “Great. Now, let’s get started. I want it all. Everything you can do for me. I want riches, the face and body of a god, the ability to charm all the ladies, and power. Let’s not forget that. I want the power to do what I want, when I want, and how I want to do it. That’s it for the time being. Now, go to it. Do what you have to do.”
There was a long, vaguely uncomfortable silence.
“Azrael?” I said. Then I hardened my voice. “Azrael, I am your master–”
“Yes, yes, you are my master. We established that already,” Azrael said, and I have to say, I wasn’t entirely pleased with the flippancy in his voice. Yet before I could correct him on it and tell him to show me the proper respect, he continued. “But that isn’t how all this works.”
“Huh? Not how it works? What do you mean?” I asked.
“I am not some kind of all-powerful genie. I can’t snap my fingers or fold my arms across my chest and blink to change reality. Even at my peak, that wasn’t something I could ever do. Now, as you pointed out, I am far from my peak. I have existed for thousands of years as no more than a memory of what I once was. It will take time to recover much of my strength.”
My giddy enthusiasm turned into simmering disappointment. “Well, that’s just great, isn’t it? What fucking good are you then?”
I didn’t know if a demon could feel humiliation, but if so, Azrael showed it then. It was as if his current reality was shameful to him. He answered me anyway.
“There are still some significant things I can do. I can offer advice. And as my power grows, I will be able to do other things as well.”
“Great. Advice from a being who hasn’t walked the earth for thousands of years. What could you possibly advise me to do that would have any relevance to me in this modern world?”
I’d always had a gift for getting under the skin of others. Not ideal considering my chances in a fight were next to nil no matter who I was up against. It seemed that this talent extended to the demon as well. I could almost hear him wanting to gnash his teeth in irritation.
“Remember, while you were unconscious, I went through your mind. How is it, do you think, that I, a demon who last strode the Earth thousands of years ago, would know the language you speak? I know more than enough about you and this world to be of significant assistance.”
I thought about the demon’s answer and simmered in quiet fury. “So, what advice would you give me?”
“Well, for one, I can help you get rid of that mess in your bedroom.”




Chapter 8

As much as it galled me to admit it, I was already beginning to realize I’d never understood the mechanism of how those at the top had reached their lofty status, even with divine aid at their side.
I was like thousands of other Ascenders in the forums online, working as hard as I could to gain access to a divine power. As a group, we exchanged information on possible leads, as well as doing all we could to gain a deeper understanding of the rituals we would need to use. There was even a network of experts, like my tattoo artist, and relic hunters, engineers who dealt with some of the tools of the trade, and even a priest or two who didn’t mind lending their wisdom to those who might use it for selfish gain.
It was a thriving community, with many members like me who had been playing in the same sandpit for years. At the same time, there were those who would come and go, sometimes within a matter of weeks, and sometimes after having spent years in the game.
I’d often thought of those temporary sorts as people who couldn’t hack it. Pretenders, wannabe Ascenders who didn’t have the will to keep going when it just seemed so unlikely that they would ever see a result.
But as I stood looking at Chad’s corpse, another possibility came to mind. Perhaps some of those who disappeared were like me. They’d learned all they could in the Ascender forums and actually found the key to the door, only to realize that stepping through was just the first step.
Perhaps some of these vanishing Ascenders hadn’t given up as I’d thought. Perhaps they’d moved on to other forums, other sources of information, that would help them understand the next step on the path and enable them to walk upon it.
I understood that trusting my demon might not have been the smartest thing I could do. But my need for information was fairly immediate, and I didn’t have a lot of other options. Sure, the whole Ascender lifestyle was technically illegal, and I’d taken steps to hide my activities at online. But if I was to start googling things like ‘how to dispose of a body,’ I was pretty sure I would have someone knocking at my door in a very short time.
Dabbling in the arcane was one thing. Trying to get away with murder was a whole other level.
And besides, Azrael was bound to me more tightly than my own hair. If I couldn’t trust my own minion of Hell to do my bidding, then who could I trust?
Nor was he lying about the information he had access to. It turned out he was better at advising me how to get rid of Chad’s body than he had any right to be.
“First off, you need to make it look like a missing person rather than a murder. Given that the police have yet to pound on your door, I think it’s safe to say that Chad’s flailing about as he died went unnoticed. It will take a couple of days for his employer to grow suspicious, which means the main thing you have to worry about is the body being found.”
It made sense to me. Murders weren’t uncommon in El Diablo, but they always drew far more attention than something more innocent. As soon as Chad’s body was found, it would be hard to mistake it for anything but a murder.
But if it never was?
As Chad’s roommate, I could even spin a story about Chad wanting to get away from it all. I could sound surprised that he hadn’t called anyone he knew and suggest that he sounded a bit down when he left. None of that was true, but it would give the police reason to suspect that Chad might have had gone off the deep end somewhere or skipped town rather than being killed as part of a demon-binding ritual.
I doubted that the cops would put as much effort into solving a case like that when there were real crimes for them to deal with.
“So, what do you suggest?” I asked.
“Incinerate him,” Azrael said.
“What? How? Where?”
It turned out Azrael had cremation on his demonic mind. But not at a normal crematorium, the kind of thing you might find attached to a funeral parlor or in the bowels of a hospital morgue.
In a city like El Diablo where I lived, with the level of crime we had to endure, such places were typically guarded as well as any bank vault. Instead, my unseen companion guided me to a pet crematorium, used when wealthy pet owners wanted to say goodbye to Fluffy or Tex, or even Mr Dingles, their pet turtle or snake.
The only downside to that idea was that the crematorium catered to a much smaller casket. Which meant I had to hack poor old Chad up into bits before I did anything else.
It wasn’t a task I looked forward to. I stared at Chad with a sense of distaste and had never been more thankful for my cast iron stomach. But it had to be done if I wanted to keep living on the right side of the judicial system. So I gritted my teeth, and armed with a selection of knives from the kitchen, I got to work.
Once again, Azrael proved to be full of useful advice.
“Open up a few plastic bin liners and tape them together,” he said. “When you have a large enough area, put it on the floor and roll him onto it. It will make the cleanup much easier after.”
Once I’d done that, Azrael spoke again. “You might as well leave him in his clothes as you work. As long as you have a knife sharp enough to cut through it, it’ll make handling the pieces much easier, and it will soak up some of the fluids as well.”
I started at Chad’s legs. “Go for the joints. Knees, hips, shoulders. You don’t have a bone saw, or anything you can use as such. The joints, you don’t need one. Just work your way through the flesh all the way around, and you ought to be able to pull it apart.”
I did as the demon in my mind suggested, trying all the while not to think about what I was doing. In a surprisingly short time, I had a stack of Chad pieces piled up on my plastic. Lower legs had come first, then the thighs, but I hadn’t bothered to separate the arms from forearms from the rest, instead taking the entire arms off at the shoulder. I figured these bits were smaller than the legs, and I could fold them at the elbow as I needed.
By then, all that remained was Chad’s torso and head, which I studied with a morbid sense of curiosity. More than once, I resisted the urge to give him a kick for all the shit he’d pulled on me in the time I’d been his roommate. The demon in my mind saw nothing wrong with doing that, and actively encouraged me to do so.
“Go on,” he said. “Where is the harm? It’s not like you’re gonna hurt him anymore, is it? And it might be good for you. Cathartic, even.”
But even though I’d loathed Chad in person and rated him as no more than a living turd on two legs, I could not bring myself to do it. Despite how he had treated me, he was still human. He had family somewhere, friends and colleagues. Maybe to them he was more than just a huge prick, and that had to count for something.
So I treated him with a modicum of respect as I cut through his flesh, dismembering him like he was a cooked chicken ready to serve.
Thick droplets of half congealed blood dripped from his wounds onto the plastic, and I quietly thanked Azrael for the idea of putting it down on the floor.
“Now what?” I asked him.
“You know what’s next,” he said. “The whole idea is to be able to get him from here to the crematorium without attracting attention. That means putting him in your suitcase. Do you really want to walk around with a suitcase with his head sticking out from the top?”
I swear, I could hear Azrael’s sarcasm as he spoke in my mind. He didn’t seem to like the idea of being bound to me, and let his feelings show in that way.
“You know what you need to do,” he repeated.
I sighed out loud and looked at my knife. For some reason, cutting off his arms and legs hadn’t been that hard, but removing his head from his body? It wasn’t something I wanted to do.
Yet, it didn’t seem like I had much choice. With a heavy sigh, I got to work.




Chapter 9

It was easier than it should have been. Two taxi rides from my apartment to the pet crematorium and back with a single large suitcase. The taxi driver even helped me lift Chad’s remains into the trunk, a courtesy for which I was grateful, because lifting about a hundred pounds at a time was too much for me to handle.
I asked the driver to take me not to the vet directly, but to the backpackers’ accommodation across the road and down half a block. From there, I walked the rest of the way, doing all I could to seem casual.
Even breaking into the crematorium itself was easy. One of the windows around the back had been left partially open, secured by the type of window stay that looked solid, but which proved vulnerable to a sharp tug on the window while forcing the mechanism sideways at the same time.
Once inside, I checked for cameras and, finding none, unlocked the front door to wheel in my suitcase.
Operating the cremator itself was a little tricky, but with Azrael’s advice, I soon figured it out.
And then, just like that, I was done and back in my apartment.
It was just after midnight. I’d woken just before noon and had spent the whole day disposing of Chad’s remains. I’d reached the crematorium by eight in the evening, several hours after the last worker had gone home, and I figured by the time they returned in the morning, the cremator would be cool and all evidence of Chad would be gone.
All in all, it was a very successful operation, and I was feeling surprisingly good about how it had gone. At the same time, I was a little wired, so I fixed myself a stiff drink from Chad’s supplies, a rum and coke, heavy on the rum and light on the coke, and sat down in Chad’s favorite armchair to enjoy it.
I had suffered one moment of panic during the entire adventure, and that was when I first reached the landing outside the apartment with Chad’s legs, arms, and head wrapped in plastic in my suitcase. I’d become suddenly self-conscious, believing the city’s eyes were focused my way, and thought for a frightening instant that everyone could see Azrael’s face instead of my own.
“They can’t see it,” the demon had assured me, “but someone is bound to take notice if you keep standing there like a junkie, all jittery and nervous. Get a hold of yourself.”
I did what I could to calm myself down, and the cold sweat on my brow had largely dissipated by the time the taxi pulled up in front of me.
I took a deep swallow of my drink, which burned my throat on the way down. I almost spat it back out as I coughed. In the recesses of my mind, I could almost hear the demon laughing at my lack of composure, but I didn’t care.
I’d done it! For once, everything had gone my way. Not only had I successfully become the host for a full demon and rid myself of my awful roommate at the same time, but I had also succeeded in getting rid of the evidence. I’d even wiped down the floorboards in my room with bleach and cleaned all my knives the same way.
As far as anyone was concerned, Chad had simply disappeared. Only the lingering scent of bleach in the air could even hint at a more sinister end. And even that, my dark passenger assured me, would be gone by the morning.
I took another sip of my drink, more carefully this time, and let out a sigh as I sank low in the chair.
It had been a long day, but I wasn’t yet ready to hit the sack. Instead, I was wired. I wanted to keep going, to take the next step along the path, no matter what that step might be.
“So, Azrael, once mighty Demon, second only to Lucifer himself. What’s next?”
“That depends entirely on what you desire,” the demon responded.
I snorted at his answer and took another sip. “You already know what I want. Money. Power. Fame or infamy, I don’t really care which. Women. But above all else, I want status. I’m tired of being a low-level loser. I want to rub shoulders with the big boys. I want to be King of the world, and then some. Status one hundred or bust.”
“You want money, power, fame, and everything that comes with it.”
“And women,” I said, already a little tipsy. My tolerance for alcohol had never been great.
“And women,” the voice in my head repeated. “I can help with all of that. But to do so, I need to regain some of the strength I used to possess.”
I thought about what the demon was saying. “So, I help you regain your power, and you use that to help me achieve my goals. Is that about right?”
“Yes, that is correct.”
“Well in that case, how does a demon regain its power?”
“It depends on the demon. Some of us, blood demons mostly, require a sacrifice in blood. Others feed off the hate and anger that lives in the hearts of men. Both methods have their merits, for it taps into the base desires of humanity as a whole. Throughout all your history, there has never been a shortage of hate, and as you have shown yourself, your species is more than willing to sacrifice the lives of others for their own benefit.”
“So, that’s all I need to do?” I asked, already wondering how I might find a second sacrifice for my demon.
“While I can make use of the power that comes with such actions, I am not a blood demon.”
I realized then that I had never once thought to wonder what sort of monster my parasitic friend might have been. “Then what are you?”
“I am an Incubus. I gain my strength through sexual conquest.”
I almost spat out my latest mouthful of rum. For a moment, I choked on it, and had to pound myself on my chest and breathe through my nose to recover. Even then, I had to swallow twice before I could speak once again. I felt myself grinning very broadly, thinking that the day just kept getting better and better.
“What, you mean I can help you increase your power by bonking?”
It really did sound like all my dreams had come true.
“Well, it’s a little more complex than that, but essentially, yes,” the demon confirmed.
“No shit.” If possible, my grin grew even broader. “Well, when do we start?”




Chapter 10

I’ve already mentioned that I was short, overweight, balding, and suffered from a variety of skin complaints that meant women tried not to look at me for too long. In addition, I hadn’t exactly been blessed with a silver tongue. I couldn’t woo the ladies with poetry or witty banter, and in fact had been told that my voice was as grating as the screech of an owl with a cold. If you add to that a lifetime of resentfulness and my perennially low status as well, you wouldn’t lose much money if you bet on me not having had luck in the female conquest arena of life.
I wasn’t a virgin, but that was due more to drunken pity than anything else, and those few memories all seemed to end the same way—with a look of disgust and shame when they sobered up and saw me next to them in the morning.
And when I say “them” and “they,” I’m not talking about a long list. You could count the number of sexual partners I’d had on one hand, even if you lost a couple of fingers in an industrial accident.
I’d never had a real girlfriend, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t willing. For much of my life, I’d been resigned to my physical defects. There didn’t seem to be much I could do about them. But my status was another thing entirely, and really, that’s all that mattered. With a high enough status, girls could ignore everything else.
It was one of the main reasons I’d become an Ascender to start with.
It had been a long time since I’d gone out trying to score, but tonight was far from normal. I had a demon inside me, and I was starting to sense that things could indeed be different.
With a real-life Incubus to help me, how could I fail?
It had been a long, strange day, but I hit the shower with a growing sense of enthusiasm and renewed energy, and then climbed into my going-out clothes before once again checking myself out in the mirror.
Azrael’s face looked back at me. “Lose the fedora,” he said.
“What do you mean?”
“Trust me,” the demon said, and I could hear the mental eyeroll in his voice. It was as if he couldn’t believe he’d been saddled with someone so far down the totem pole as me.
I wanted to argue. “It’s a ‘what’s it.’ An unusual item that gives people an excuse to ask about it.”
“No, it isn’t. A pretty necklace is a what’s it. A bracelet, or any item of jewelry. For guys, it depends on your look. A patterned shirt, maybe a tie. But this particular type of fedora, worn by someone like you, sends the wrong signals entirely. First of all, you shouldn’t wear a hat inside, and let’s face it, most women will be taller than you are. Your fedora will effectively hide your face, as well as advertising that you are socially inept. Lose it.”
I felt my cheeks start to flush, resenting Azrael even as I acknowledged he was probably right. I took off my hat even though it meant I was showing my thinning hair to the world.
“Lose the neck beard as well,” Azrael said.
“It makes me seem older. More mature.”
“No. It looks like a bunch of pubes attached to your face. Your beard is too thin and scraggly, and says nothing more than, ‘I don’t know how to take care of myself.’ Lose it.”
Now he was just making me mad. I wanted to argue some more, but he forestalled me.
“Are you really going to argue with an Incubus over this? Think of it this way. I want you to get laid. I need you to get laid. If I am to recover my power, you have to get laid. I am therefore going to do all I can to make that happen. I don’t yet have the power to make you taller or give you a more appealing physique, but at least I can offer try to stop you getting in your own way. Lose. The. Beard.”
For long moments, I stared at myself in the mirror and seethed. I still wanted to argue, but something he’d said slowly seeped through my irritated mind.
“Wait,” I said. “Hang on there a moment. You said you don’t yet have the power to make me taller. Are you saying that you could, if you had all your power?”
“Taller, stronger, better looking, better in every way you can imagine. This is the first true power I possess. Control over your corporeal self. There are others as well, powers that are akin to what you call magic–”
Not long ago, I’d thought my demon to be fairly useless. But that didn’t seem to be the case after all. “But you can’t do any of that now?” I demanded.
The demon hesitated.
“Answer me!”
It was Azrael’s turn to sound resentful. “I have little of the power I once had. Such things have a cost I cannot yet pay.”
To me, it sounded as if there was something he wasn’t telling me. So I asked him directly. “Is there anything you can do for me now to improve my physical appeal to the ladies?”
“I… may… be able to clear up your complexion. But if I do–”
I cut him off. “Do it!” I demanded, feeling pleased with myself.
“But…”
“No arguments. Just do it. And show me my own face in the mirror. I want to see.”
I could sense Azrael’s annoyance. Nevertheless, he did as I demanded. In front of my eyes, the acne that had bothered me for years faded, and even some of the pock marks that I’d started to think of as just my face became less severe.
I didn’t turn into a modern Adonis. I was still me, a pasty, unhealthy looking guy with a bent nose, overly fleshy lips, and uneven eyes, all under a tuft of dark hair. But at least I didn’t look like I was suffering from some sort of skin-eating disease.
I broke into a spontaneous grin, and then thought maybe I shouldn’t do that too much when I was trying to score. Or at least, not so much that it showed my teeth.
“Hey, Azrael, do you think you could do anything about my teeth? Straighten them out? Turn them whiter?”
The demon inside me didn’t answer.
“Azrael? Answer!”
“…No… strength…”
I felt a moment of panic. “What do you mean? What’s wrong?”
“…The cost… of fixing… your face. It… drains me.”
Of course. I glared at myself in consternation. “How long until you recover?”
“… A day or so…”
“Fuck,” I said.
Here was me, ready to hit the town, looking to score for the first time in ages, with my trusty Incubus acting as a pickup coach in my mind. And I’d blown it. Out of a sense of vanity, I’d made Azrael use more of his power than he could spare, which meant that he was no longer available to be my wingman.
Of course, I could head out anyway. But let’s get real here. We all knew how that would end up. Instead, I uttered a heartfelt sigh.
“Ahh, fuck it,” I said.
With no better solution, and feeling strangely tired myself, I decided to hit the sack.
I slept a deep, dreamless sleep, completely free of any guilt associated with killing Chad. Perhaps, deep down, I believed it wasn’t really my fault. After all, he had chosen to snort Azrael’s powdered horn all by himself, and in my mind, that was the point where his fate had been sealed. Sure, if I had got him to a hospital quickly enough, they might have been able to do something, but the look in his eyes told me different. He was gone before I plunged my knife into his chest.
Or, perhaps I was an uncaring psychopathic bastard, out for my own best interests and to Hell with anyone who got in my way.
The reality was probably somewhere in between. I’ve never thought of myself as completely heartless, and yet, I hadn’t really hesitated when it came to offing the dickhead who could have made my life more enjoyable, but chose to do the opposite.
I awoke feeling refreshed and invigorated, and sent a tentative thought to my parasitic demon.
“Are you there?” I asked.
“… I am… Still here.”
That wasn’t really the question I wanted him to answer, but the effort he took to project his thoughts told me all I needed to know. With a sigh that mixed disappointment with impatience, I figured I didn’t have much choice than to start the day.
And wait.
I only had one client that day, a snot-nosed little shit who had the gall to treat me like the loser I was even though I was helping him raise his junior status. Already, he had the bearing of one of the silver spoon fraternity. Barring some unforeseen misadventure, he would go far, and by the time he was my age, he would likely be into the thirties or higher on the status charts.
Of course, I hated him as a matter of course, and it was all I could do to bite my tongue when I would have preferred to rip him a new one.
After that, I played a couple of games with my friends, lamenting that society’s status ratings didn’t take all that much notice of what happened in the online world where gamers hung out.
All in all, if it weren’t for my impatience with Azrael, it would have been a fairly decent day. It was Chad who took most of the fun out of my life, and this was the first day in forever when I didn’t have to worry about him.
Finally, not quite twenty-four hours after he went offline, Azrael had regained his strength enough that he could advise me again.
I got showered and dressed to go out once more, made sure my face was freshly shaved, and barely glanced at my fedora. Even though he might have preferred that I wore a nicer shirt, Azrael pronounced me fit to go out in the world.
I was ready, I thought. Time to hit the town and do what I could to score.




Chapter 11

It’s funny how things worked. I found disposing of a body easier than getting into the better clubs around town. If I’d been tall, beautiful, and of course female, I could have sauntered up to the front of the line of any club I chose, and the bouncers would have waved me through. For guys, the criteria was slightly different. Tall and good-looking were just part of the equation, with the third piece of the puzzle having high status as well.
Of course, I failed on each point, a fact which made me grind my teeth in resentment. I promised myself I would one day be back, and each and every one of those clubs would beg to have me visit. But for the time being, there wasn’t even any point in lining up.
Nor was there any value in trying to sneak in through the staff entrance or otherwise con my way in. My goal was simple. I was looking to hook up. And what chance would I have if I was by far the shortest, ugliest, and lowest status guy in the whole place?
It was this grim reality as much as anything that had kept me away from the club scene for so long. But in a city like El Diablo, there were more than just the popular hangouts. There were all sorts of bars and clubs, catering to all segments of the population.
I found one that looked promising, a dive that offered no more than a place to drink and maybe play a game of pool or darts, all in the comfort of lighting that was a shade too dim and background music that occasionally broke through the sound of people talking.
Nevertheless, it was busy enough, and at first glance it seemed there were plenty of single women to choose from.
“So,” I muttered to my internal companion. “What’s the plan? What’s your pickup technique of choice? Do you have some sort of magic line that never fails? Do you use negging or some other psychological technique? Or what?”
As I asked the question, I looked around, feeling like a predator in search of its prey. Yet I knew from past experience that I probably looked more like a creeper looking for someone to stalk.
“In times past, I would select the women I wanted and tell them they were coming with me,” came Azrael’s reply. I caught both the plural and the tone of dismissal, but before I could respond to either one, he continued. “However, that takes confidence, charisma, and the sure knowledge that it’s going to work. None of which you possess.”
“Yeah, I get that,” I sneered silently at my companion. “I don’t need you to tell me what I can’t do. Tell me what I can do.”
“In your case, you really have only one option.”
“And what’s that?”
“Playing the numbers.”
I paused in the middle of the floor. I wanted to express my disdain for Azrael’s suggestion as clearly as I could but didn’t want anyone’s first impression of me to be any worse than it had to be. And I was pretty certain that talking to myself was not going to help.
Even so, I couldn’t keep the look of irritation off my face as I thought the words to Azrael as hard as I could.
“Are you serious? All your worldly experience, thousands of years practice as an Incubus, a male sex demon, and that’s the best that you got? Play the numbers?”
“Well, it’s not like we have a lot to work with here–” Azrael started to reply.
“So, to be clear. You think my best chance of getting laid is to go up to every single woman in this place, one after the other, and try my luck?”
“Exactly.”
“Unbelievable. Here was me thinking you had some Incubus magic that would help. And that’s all you’ve got? Fuck me.”
“That is indeed the goal,” came Azrael’s reply, and it was the first evidence I’d found of a sense of humor in the demon.
I drew a deep breath and let it out.
“You are not an attractive man,” Azrael told me, as if I didn’t know. “At this time, I lack the power to do anything about it. In addition, you have a bad attitude, and  rifling through your memories, I’ve yet to see any evidence of any sense of romance. You have little to offer any of the women here. Fortunately, there will be some for whom ‘little’ is all that is required.”
I bristled at Azrael’s phrasing, but before I could object, the demon inside me continued. “You want to get laid as much as I want you to get laid, if not more. I have given you the most viable option for doing so. The only question that remains is whether or not you will follow it through, or if you will punk out as you have done every other time you have tried to pick up women in the past.”
“I haven’t–” I began.
“I’ve seen all of your memories,” Azrael reminded me. “I may be bound to you, and I may be obliged to follow your orders as best as I can, but I am under no obligation to pretend you are something you’re not. Now, are you going to do what you need to do? Or not?”
I stood in the middle of the bar with my fists clenched at my side and my teeth grinding together in anger. At the same time, I knew Azrael was right. I’d never had the balls to simply use a numbers approach, although I’d witnessed other guys doing exactly that.
Nor could I object to Azrael’s assessment. I didn’t have much else to offer. So maybe, just maybe, he was right. Dammit. This was not how I had envisioned the night going.
“Perhaps you might find it easier if you were to have a drink or two first,” Azrael suggested.
With an act of sheer will, I forced myself to relax and headed to the bar. My drink of choice was a rum and coke, so I ordered a triple, and choked it down as quickly as I could. Then I stood there, hesitating, just like I’d always done in the past.
“What have you got to lose?” Azrael said. “Rejection is good for the soul.”
Great, I thought. I had a demon passenger in my mind, and instead of offering me everything I could desire, he gave me one-liner motivational quotes.
Even when my life goes right, it still goes stunningly, spectacularly wrong.
I ordered another rum and coke, just a single this time, and downed that as well, and by the time I was done, the world had started to wobble a bit on its axis.
“There’s no time like the present,” Azrael said. “Just do it.”
“Enough with the motivation already,” I muttered, speaking loud enough that the guy next to me turned my way. I waved him away with a frown. “All right already, I’m doing it!”
With that, I turned toward the nearest woman, a brunette in a red dress that was trying to keep her rolls of fat in place, and stepped up to her as if I had a right to do so.
She looked at me in surprise, and I felt my cheeks starting to burn. “Uh, hi,” I said. “Um, is there any chance, do you think, that you… Could you… uh.”
“Spit it out,” Azrael said.
“Do you want to have sex with me?” I blurted.
I could see it in her eyes. The moment when surprise and polite interest turned into rejection. There wasn’t even a hint of her considering my proposition for even an instant. Her eyes just went blank, and she dismissed me without a second thought.
She turned away before she even started speaking. “No. Go away.”
I stayed at her table for half a second as my world turned into pure humiliation. What had I expected? I wondered. How could that have possibly worked?
Feeling as if everyone I’d ever met or known was laughing at me for my failure, I turned and stumbled away, intent on leaving the bar and never coming back.
“Well done,” came the voice in my head. “The first one is always the hardest. Try again, and this time start with a smile.”
The demon’s words were totally at odds with how I was feeling. I reeled toward the door, but something kept me from going through it.
“Are you crazy?” I demanded of my internal passenger. “Did you not see what just happened?”
“I saw you take the first step. I saw you start to play the numbers game. Did you really expect it to work on the first person you tried?”
He had a point. I hadn’t expected it to work.
“Now try again. Smile. Open with a compliment.”
Slowly, my humiliation began to fade. I found myself nodding. I could do this. Hell, it wasn’t as if she had pulled out a knife and cut my throat with it. All she had done was reject me.
And really, what did that matter?
Perhaps it was the alcohol in my bloodstream giving me a confidence I didn’t usually feel. But I turned back around and headed to my next target with a comparative spring in my step and my head held high.
“Hi,” I said, then belatedly remembered to smile. This woman was blonde, with blue eyes and a round, pretty face. “You look very pretty,” I managed. “Would you like to come back to my place?”
She didn’t even bother to respond out loud. Just shook her head and back to her conversation with her friend.
I turned to her next. Another blonde, this one was slim, but less pretty. “How about you?” I said. My cheeks were still burning, but nowhere near as much as they had been with the first.
This time, my target at least paused for a moment to look me up and down. But it was still a firm no, and I had no choice but to seek someone new.
“Good, good,” Azrael said, a bit grudgingly by the sound of his voice. “Keep going. Sooner or later we’ll find someone with low enough standards. Try the curly haired one over there.”
I tried. Again and again I tried. I smiled, complemented, and made my pitch to every woman in the bar. It didn’t matter if they were old or young, pretty or not, I approached them all. Most of the time, my approaches were met with instant refusal, but every now and again, someone would pause as if to consider her options. Once or twice I even thought I might be in with a chance, but that’s when my status really came into play.
I could sense it. Maybe if I’d been better looking, it wouldn’t have mattered. But then, if I’d been better looking, likely my status would have been better as well. Nevertheless, I could sense those who might have said yes mentally weighing up my perceived status in their mind, and that led to only one answer.
A shake of the head, maybe tinged with a little regret, but not much.
One of them, a chubby woman with a gap between her front teeth, summed it up nicely.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I admire your courage, but the night is still young. There’s still time for someone better to come along.”
I had no argument against that. It was all I could do to nod and keep trying.
Except that by then, I literally couldn’t. My efforts had not gone unnoticed. Suddenly, I found myself face to face with a large, overweight guy who glared down at me as he folded his arms over his ample stomach.
“You’re the one that’s been bothering all the woman here,” he said, and his tone told me everything I needed to know. He had decided that he was their self-appointed guardian angel.
I felt the sneer twist my lips before I could do anything to stop it. “Mind your own fucking business,” I said, and knew it was a mistake as soon as the words left my mouth.
I thought the fat man would throw a punch and got ready to duck. But it wasn’t him. Instead, one of his mates grabbed me from behind and lifted me into the air.
“Hey! Leave me alone!” I yelled. But the fat man just grinned. “You’re outta here,” the fat man said, and his unseen friend carried me bodily to the door. I kicked and squirmed, but there was nothing I could do. The fat man opened the door for his friend, and then I flew through the air to crash painfully onto the concrete pavement outside.
The fat man looked extraordinarily pleased with himself, and his friend, a muscular guy with a bushy moustache, did as well. I filed their faces away in that place in my mind I kept for petty revenge, and glared at them.
“And don’t come back,” the fat man said before turning back inside.
I lay on the pavement, cataloguing all the various hurts I had gained from hitting the ground. “Fat lot of help you were,” I said to my demon friend, but he didn’t even bother to answer. It was as if he had nothing to add to my failure.
I thought about hauling myself to my feet, but it just seemed too hard. Instead, I just lay there, staring up into the night.
Within just a few seconds, a face appeared above me. “Are you all right?” the face said.
Dark-haired, white make up, black lips. A Goth girl, complete with glasses and a piercing in her nose, and a drawn-on tattoo of a cross next to her eye.
“You’re pretty,” I said, out of habit, and because she was. To my surprise, she smiled at me.
“Thank you,” she said. “You’re not,” she added, but there was no malice in her words. “But I guess you know that already. Do you want some company?”
I frowned, puzzled. For a moment, I didn’t say anything. Then Azrael piped up again in my mind. “Say something!”
“Um, sure,” I said.
The Goth girl smiled again, but instead of helping me up or doing anything like that, she lay down beside me as if it was the most normal thing in the world.
“I’m Rachel,” she said. “What’s your name?”




Chapter 12

“Simon. Simon Kingman,” I said.
She laughed beside me as if I had told a small joke. “Well Simon, Simon Kingman,” she said. “Tell me. Why are we lying on the pavement, staring up at the sky on this fine evening?”
Perhaps it was the comfortable, relaxed way she asked. Or, it might have been the alcohol still sloshing about in my bloodstream, combined with the endless sequence of failures I had endured during the evening. I mean, I had the help of an Incubus in my ear, and I still had struck out every time I went to bat.
I couldn’t help but be disappointed.
More likely, it was simply because it had been so long since anyone had taken any real interest in me at all.
Either way, I found myself speaking honestly, with no motivation in mind other than to answer her question.
“I thought my life might be finally turning around,” I said. “I found myself the essence of a demon and managed to resurrect it. I thought that would be my key to everything. Power, status, everything I’ve ever wanted. But it seems I’m too big a loser for even that to help.”
“You have a demon on your side?” Rachel asked, her curiosity plain.
“Yes. His name is Azrael, and I have bound him to me. I can hear his voice in my head.”
“Wow,” Rachel said. “I’ve never met anyone who had access to a real demon before. What sort is it? What can it do?”
I let out a laugh. “It can’t do much of anything at the moment. It’s in a diminished state, with barely any power at all.” I rubbed my elbow, the one that had taken much of the impact when the two guys had thrown me out of the bar. “It’s an Incubus, which means it gains strength through sex.” I laughed again, this time at my own inabilities. “Which would be fine if I had any hope in the world of getting laid. Which, it turns out, I don’t.”
Rachel pushed herself up onto one elbow so I could see her. She gave me a contemplative look, biting her lower lip in the process. I thought again about how pretty she was. I had no idea what her status might have been, but it was clearly much higher than mine.
She was a long, long way out of my league. “So, you’re saying you’ve effectively got a key to the castle, but you don’t have the ability to use it?”
“Yeah,” I said, chuckling at the irony. I was the one person in El Diablo who could most use Azrael’s help. At the same time, I was perhaps Azrael’s worst ever option for a host. Anyone else would have been able to get laid, thus granting Azrael some of the power he’d lost.
But me? It was hopeless.
“All I need is one to get the ball rolling,” I said, talking to myself more than anything. I didn’t really expect Rachel to answer at all.
“Okay, then,” she said. “Let’s do this.”
I looked at her, not understanding. “Huh?”
“You’re a low status guy looking for a leg up. Or, you know, a leg over. You have a demon in you that gains power from sex, and right now, it’s not worth anything much. But if you were to get laid, it might be the start of something great. Have I got that right?”
Still unsure where she was heading with all this, I nodded from my place on the pavement.
She grinned. “I’ll sleep with you,” she said. She gave a small shrug. “I mean, what’s the big deal? You look like the kind of guy who needs a boost. If I can give you one, at no real cost to myself, then why not?” She reached out and gave my nose a playful tap. “And who knows? I might even enjoy it.”
I could hardly believe it was so easy. I stared at her in confusion. After all the rejections I’d gained that evening, this was the last thing I had expected. I felt Azrael’s satisfaction in my mind even though my demon had done little to lead to this outcome.
“You’re sure?” I asked, and she nodded. “You’re not doing this just out of pity?”
She gave a snort that was mixed with a laugh. “Of course I am!” she said. “But it still counts, right? And anyway, I’ve never had the chance to sleep with a demon before. So, score one to me, right?”
With that, as if she she’d made up her mind and didn’t want to wait for me to say the wrong thing, she stood and offered me a helping hand.
“Come on,” she said. “You’ve got a place, right?”
I accepted her hand, and in moments I was standing beside her. She was taller than me by some inches, and I found myself grinning from ear to ear.
“Sure,” I said.




Chapter 13

It was only a short ride back to the apartment, and I must have spent every moment of it repeating the same phrase to myself over and over.
“Don’t blow it, don’t blow it, don’t blow it.”
I could feel the echo of my words repeated back to me by Azrael. But where mine were tinted with anxiety and excitement, the demon’s seemed almost despairing, as if he fully expected me to mess it all up. Several times, I thought to say something to Rachel, only to have Azrael throw up a caution.
“Do you really want to say that?”
I analyzed what I intended to say, and each time pulled the pin. There was no need to grovel my thanks or ask her again if she was sure. That type of dumb comment would just talk me out of a done deal.
Yet nothing could stop me from looking at her with an incredulous expression while she sat in the back of the taxi with me, calm and at ease, perfectly content with her place in the world. She was very pretty, with long legs and a nice hourglass figure.
Really, way out of my league, but I tried not to think about that so I wouldn’t be too nervous.
It didn’t help.
Even though the ride back wasn’t very long, to me, it felt like forever. Finally, we arrived and took the elevator up to my floor. I had so little experience in the art of seduction that I didn’t know quite what to do. Should I try to hold her hand?
“She’s not your girlfriend,” Azrael drawled, his dry voice aloof and vaguely condescending, as if he was talking to a slow-to-learn child.
Nor did Rachel seem to want to hold hands. She seemed happy enough to walk by my side until we reached my apartment, and then to follow me in.
“Nice place,” she said, looking around. “Is it yours?” she asked in a tone of surprise.
I almost told her about Chad and might have done so if Azrael hadn’t offered a quick warning.
“Don’t!” he said, and it didn’t take much to figure out why.
“I rent it,” I said, and even that gained a look of approval. “I have a roommate, but he’s not here at the moment,” I added, skirting around a truth that was sure to chase her away.
For a moment, I stood awkwardly, unsure how to proceed.
“Offer her a drink,” Azrael said.
“Would you like a drink?” I blurted.
Rachel didn’t answer but smiled coyly at me. “Your roommate isn’t likely to come back any time soon, is he?”
“I don’t think so,” I said. If only she knew.
It was enough. Rachel nodded, and without another word, began stripping off her clothes. She did it methodically, casually, and all I could do was stare, my heart pumping loudly in my chest. First came her black, tailored jacket, which she casually dropped on the floor. Then her boots, tough-looking, practical footwear in purple that would have served her well on a hike or a building site. She kicked them off and stood in her socks, which in contrast to everything else she wore, were a rainbow of colors aligned in horizontal rows.
“Nice socks,” I said, acutely aware of the blood rushing to my cheeks, and also straight to another place, as well.
“Thanks,” Rachel said, and she began unbuttoning her shirt, which in the darkness outside I’d taken for black but now saw to be a dark indigo blue. She shrugged out of the sleeves, and the shirt joined her jacket on the floor, leaving her standing before me in a lacy, black bra standing out sharply against her pale white skin.
She was a dress size or two bigger than most of the models the magazine industry decried as the norm, but to me, she was perfect. My breath caught in my throat at the sight. This was the closest I’d come to a real live naked woman in longer than I cared to admit, and even though all the good bits were still hidden, Rachel was still more appealing than all the porn sites on the web put together.
She was real, and right there in front of me.
I realized my mouth had dropped open, and there might have been a bit of drool escaping the corner. I wiped at it with the back of my hand, hoping it hadn’t put her off, and she smiled again.
“It’s nice to be appreciated,” she said, and kept going. Her jeans were next, and for a moment, she stood there in her matching panties and bra, with her multi-colored socks on her feet. “Which room is yours?” she asked.
I gestured, and that was all she needed.
“Come along,” she said, talking to me as if I was a puppy, and it was her who led the way.
I suffered a quick flashback, thinking madly that Chad’s body was still on the floor at the end of my bed, but of course it was not. There wasn’t anything left of my roommate at all.
So I did my best to get the image out of my mind and followed Rachel into my room. I watched as she ran her fingers over my collection of occult books, candles, and various other items of the arcane.
“Nice,” she said, then turned back to me. “Care to do the honors?” she asked, and for a moment I had no clue what she was talking about.
“Her bra,” Azrael supplied, and I could almost hear the unspoken word he hadn’t added to the end. Idiot. “She wants you to unhook her bra.”
I found myself blinking and swallowing at the same time. “Sure,” I managed, and stumbled toward her. Obligingly, she turned around, and I willed my hands to stop shaking as I did as she asked, the tips of my fingers brushing against her skin.
For me, the slight touch felt electric. “Steady,” came Azrael’s dry voice in my mind. “If you blow your load too early, it doesn’t count, and all this would have been for nothing.”
I found myself wanting to snap at him, telling him to speak for himself. As things were then, this was still the best night I’d had for ages even if it were to end right then and there.
Ironically, my quick bout of temper had the effect of cooling me down just enough. I slid the straps from Rachel’s shoulders, and she turned back toward me at the same time as she dropped the bra to the floor.
Melons, I thought. Big, pendulous melons, surprisingly even and well balanced. I found myself staring as if under hypnosis. She let me for a moment, then suddenly stepped in close and wrapped her arms around my back, pressing those warm, wonderful melons against my chest through my shirt.
But she wasn’t done there. She kissed me like I’d seldom been kissed before, pressing her lips firmly against my own and questing with her tongue. I clutched at her spasmodically and would have jammed my tongue in her mouth with everything I had if Azrael hadn’t offered another of his warnings.
“Steady,” he said. “Just a taste for the moment. I know you’re desperate, but think about her needs more than your own. Tease her, leave her wanting more, rather than diving all the way in.”
“Are you going to be looking over my shoulder every step of the way?” I demanded quite silently.
“Of course,” came his reply. “And, by the looks of things, it’s probably a good thing as well. You really need my advice.”
I didn’t have any comeback for that. He was right. So I did what I could to rein myself in, offering her just a single flick of my tongue and no more.
Rachel pulled away from me then, just a little, her expression slightly puzzled but also pleased. She gave a more genuine smile than she had in the past, and nodded, as if pleased with her decision. Then she began unbuttoning my shirt but paused to study the tattoos on my chest.
“Glyphs?” she asked.
I nodded. “Runes.”
“It’s all true then, isn’t it?” she asked. “That stuff you said about the demon?”
I nodded, and she seemed very pleased. “Good,” she said, and tugged at the sleeves of my shirt in just the right way that it joined her bra on the floor.
All at once, I thought about her comment about sleeping with a demon, and understood that this was more than just a sympathy shag. Rachel’s expression, the way she admired my collection of arcane items, and her interest in Azrael, it all made sense.
If she wasn’t an Ascender herself, then she at least shared the interest.
Rachel fully intended to sleep with me because of the demon within me. And for some reason, that knowledge cooled my passion.
But again, Azrael spoke in my mind. “Does it matter?” he asked.
As Rachel began fiddling with my belt, I decided that it did not. My lust returned with a vengeance, and with it came a full serving of impatience. I climbed out of my pants and slid my underwear down, and then I was standing naked in front of a woman for the first time in more than a year.
She eyed me up and down, pausing here and there, and I felt excruciatingly vulnerable. But she made no negative comment and kept smiling.
“Socks on?” she asked with a raised eyebrow, and I blurted out an apology.
“Sorry,” I said, and bent to fix the problem. But she put out a hand to stop me.
“No, it’s fine,” she said. “I like to keep my feet warm as well.” With that, she stepped out of her panties, giving me my first look at her shaved pubic area.
I found myself thinking she was beautiful and regretting that my own saggy flesh fell so far short of the mark. But again, she didn’t seem to mind. She just took me by the hand and led me to the bed, pushing the covers aside as she climbed in. Then she took off her glasses and placed them carefully on the nightstand before kissing me again.
I pressed her soft, female flesh against me, luxuriating in the feel of her, and the next several minutes vanished into a world of different sensations. I kissed her all over, starting at her the base of her throat, moving over her collarbones before focusing on those magnificent, full breasts. Under Azrael’s guidance, I teased her pale nipples into taut peaks, and she seemed to like it because she arched a bit into me. That encouraged me to move my attention down to her hips. When I kissed her again and again where she had shaved, Rachel wriggled beneath me. But before I could explore even further, she pulled me back up and pushed me onto my back.
“Is your demon with you even now?” she asked, and I nodded in reply. “Good,” she said, and climbed on top.
With not even the slightest hint of uncertainty, Rachel reached down and stuffed me inside her all at once. She was soft and wet, but I’d barely had a chance to register anything before she began to ride me, going from zero to one hundred without any transition.
It was all I could do to hang on. So I did, clutching at her hips with all my strength, listening to the sound of the bed thump into the wall with her increasingly energetic motions, enjoying the hell out of myself at the same time as hoping she wouldn’t move too vigorously and make me fall out.
Of all the sexual experiences I’d had until then, this one with Rachel was by far the best, and with Azrael in my head forcing me to hold on, it was the longest lasting as well.
Rachel seemed to be enjoying herself as well. Within less than a minute, she started puffing and blowing like a horse, and even with my limited experience, I could tell she was getting close.
And then, something very strange happened. I became very aware of Azrael’s presence, but it wasn’t like he had taken over. It was still me, still Rachel, and nothing could deny it. It was just that Azrael seemed to make an adjustment, a little tweak that I didn’t fully understand, although it seemed to have the instant effect of ramping up the pleasure.
“When you are ready,” Azrael said, in his dry, aloof voice. “You will enjoy this.”
No shit, Sherlock, I thought. Like, wasn’t I enjoying it already?
Rachel bounced up and down on me twice, three times, then once more, and let out a scream of pleasure that I’m sure the neighbors on all sides would have heard. But she didn’t stop then, bouncing on me again and again, and then it was my turn.
I shuddered and groaned under Rachel’s ministrations, enjoying the best orgasm I’d ever had in my life. I thought it was over, thought that the last of my shuddering signaled the end, only to have Azrael’s voice say something unexpected in my head.
“Buckle up,” he said. “This is going to knock your socks off.”
I wondered what on earth he could be talking about, and then it hit me. With Rachel collapsing on top of me, I felt a huge surge of energy. It was like being hit by cosmic rays or some such, or the quickening, as if I’d just chopped off the head of a foe. It continued to build like I didn’t know what, until it seemed like I was surrounded by a field of pure power. It wouldn’t have surprised me to find that Rachel and I were floating ten feet off the bed, nor was I the only one to experience it.
Into the storm of new power, I heard Rachel’s voice. “What the hell?” she said.
At the same time, I could sense Azrael’s laughter in the back of my mind, and something told me what had happened.
Azrael the Incubus had just leveled up.
For long minutes, the sense of power continued. I felt like my hair was standing on end, and all over my skin, it was like goosebumps. I shuddered again, still holding on to Rachel for dear life, and eventually everything calmed back down to normal.
Rachel looked at me with an expression of surprise mixed with wonder.
“What was that?” she asked.
I grinned but didn’t tell her. Even though I thought I understood, at that time, it was little more than suspicion. Then I watched in growing horror as Rachel’s eyes rolled back up into her head, and she fell off me.
Just like Chad had done when he snorted Azrael’s powdered remains, Rachel started to seize.




Chapter 14

I panicked.
“What’s happening? What did you do?” I yelled at the demon inside my head. At the same time, I lurched upright in the bed and grabbed hold of Rachel as if I could help. I had wanted to get laid very badly but was suddenly afraid of the cost. What if Rachel died like Chad? Was that the price of sleeping with someone who carried a demon around with them?
Would I have to cut Rachel up into pieces and take her to the pet crematorium?
It was a perverse, crazy thing to worry about, yet of the many things going around in my mind, it was the one that scared me more than most of the others. I didn’t want her to die and didn’t know if I could face having to chop her into bits.
“Calm down,” Azrael said, his voice filled with scorn. “She’ll be fine. She’s just going through her own transition.”
“Transition? What the fuck are you talking about?” I bellowed. At the same time, I did what I could to help the woman who was seizing on my bed, moving her into the recovery position and wondering what to do next. Mouth to mouth? No, that was if someone had stopped breathing. Chest compressions? I felt her neck and found her pulse easily enough.
All I could do was hold her in place and try to keep her from hurting herself.
“It’s going to be all right,” I said to her. “Don’t worry.” Even though I was as worried as it was possible to be.
“Yes, transition. It’s part of the binding process.”
If Azrael had been a separate entity, I would have stared at him with disbelief. “Are you trying to be difficult?” I demanded. “How about you start at the beginning and tell me what the fuck is going on!”
I felt a glimmer of annoyance from my demonic passenger.
“You really have no clue, do you?”
“Of course not! Why would I be asking these questions if I already knew the answers?”
“I thought you were some sort of Ascender expert,” Azrael replied, providing no useful information but raising my eyebrow another notch. “You’ve studied all the rituals, got the wounds engraved in your skin. Are you seriously telling me that you spent so much time studying how to bind an entity like me without comprehending what I can do?”
I sat there holding onto Rachel at the same time as I spat at the thing in my head. “You’ve gone through my memories. You know damn well what I know and what I do not!”
“I knew. I just didn’t believe it…”
I sensed Azrael draw a deep, metaphysical breath, and let it back out. “Well, where do I start?”
“How about at the beginning. Tell me how it all works. What have I gotten myself in to?”
“Very well,” Azrael replied. “As you understand, I am far from what I once was. As a demon, my power is much diminished. Where once I was second only to Lucifer–”
“Yeah, yeah, I get that part! What I don’t get–hang on.” I’d had a flash of inspiration. “You keep using all these words to explain things, but that’s not how my brain works. How about you translate everything you’re going to say into gamer terms?”
It was Azrael’s turn to sound uncertain. “What do you mean?”
“You talk about power. How about referring to it as levels? Like, the status levels that our society is built around. You once were a level one hundred demon. Now you’re level, what? One? Search through my memories. The information’s all there. Translate it like that and it’ll make more sense.”
The demon paused, and I turned my attention back to Rachel. She was still seizing, but it didn’t seem anywhere near as bad as what Chad had gone through.
“Hang in there,” I said. “I’m trying to figure out what’s going on.”
“When you first absorbed my essence, then yes, I was at level one. But now we have Rachel. Having sex with her has allowed me to level up. I am now at about level three, assuming my peak was level one hundred. But it works both ways. The leveling up process binds your partners to us, tapping into whatever demonic nature they have and bringing it to the fore. Rachel had achieved different levels on the legal and illegal status scales. Now, just as we have done, she has leveled up on the demonic scale as well.”
“What, you mean she is a level one demon herself?” I asked, incredulous. I hadn’t even thought that could have been a possibility.
“Demoness. And, yes.”
It was much to consider. “What about me?”
“I already told you. You are at level three.”
“Me? I thought you were now at level three.”
There was a pause. “It seems there is still a gap in your understanding. The binding you performed on me has changed both of us irrevocably. There is no you and me. We are one in the same. When I say I have powered up to level three, so have you.”
I sat there for a moment as the demon’s words sank in. “Holy shit.”
“Yes,” the Demon replied.
At the same time, I had a new, different thought. “So, what, we infected Rachel with a demoness?”
“Yes. In a manner of speaking.”
“So you’re like a demonic STD or something?”
“Well, I don’t know about being referred to as a disease, but the analogy is apt.”
All sorts of thoughts were going through my mind. As we had been speaking, Rachel’s seizure had eased, but that didn’t mean whatever she was going through had reached its end. It seemed to be just the beginning. As I watched her, she seemed to be changing. In front of my eyes, she turned from a beautiful goth girl with awesome, oversized boobs into something else entirely.
Her skin changed color from milky white into something more sinister. She gained a pinkish, reddish tinge all over. At each side of her forehead, she developed a pair of substantial goat horns.
That was shocking enough to see, but it was far from the greatest change she was going through. From her back near her shoulder blades, two massive bat wings erupted, becoming full-sized within the blink of an eye. It was so shocking and unexpected that I almost missed one final change.
Before my eyes, Rachel grew a tail, complete with a barbed end.
I couldn’t believe it. Before my eyes, Rachel had turned from a Goth girl into a full-fledged succubus.
She was still asleep. Nor did I dare to wake her.
“Holy shit,” I repeated.
“Yes,” Azrael said again in my mind.
But there was something that didn’t quite compute. “But why don’t I look like this? If I’m already a level three demon?”
“Oh, but you do. This is her spirit form, not her real one. She could wander the streets as you can, and nobody would be able to see any difference. It’s only because you have spirit sight, because you have bound with me, that you can see who she has become.”
“It’s like seeing your face in the mirror,” I said.
“Yes. But it’s your face as well.”
The implications were beyond what I could process. My brain was making connections all over the place, and all of a sudden, there was one that I had to speak out loud.
“You’re a damned vampire!” I said.
In my mind, Azrael laughed. “Yes,” he agreed. “Although, not quite. I do not kill people by draining them of blood, nor do I create other vampires by feeding them my own. But the principle is much the same, and I might indeed be the source of the stories so prevalent in fiction. I – we – can infect others, creating a plague of demons as we do, and gaining strength all the while. And those we create can create others, each of whom adds their strength to our own as well.”
“It’s like some demonic pyramid scheme,” I said, understanding now just how Azrael had once been the second most powerful demon in all of Hell. The more people he–we–infected, the stronger we would become.
“Exactly,” Azrael agreed.
The implications were astounding. I had gone from believing that because I couldn’t get laid, the demon in my head was useless. I’d also believed that he was largely without power. But now I could truly see the potential. With Azrael’s help, I really could become all powerful.
Except…
“But how does this help me?” I asked him.
“The more powerful I become, the more I can share that power with you. It’s like what I did to clear up your complexion. Think of it in terms of character attributes. I have leveled up. That gives me the power to add points to your various attributes. Say I have one hundred points to give away. I can put all those points into one attribute, perhaps strength or durability, or spread them around. At the moment, you have a lot of attributes that are lacking. Strength, durability, constitution, healing, speed, pretty much everything physical. Even your height can be considered an attribute, and right now, you are down at the low end. But there is also the character side of things. Charisma, courage, wisdom, I can adjust all of these and more. It’s only your core personality that I can’t impact.”
To say I was astonished would have been an understatement. I was boggled. “So you’re saying that, because I had sex with Rachel, your power has increased. And because of that, you can upgrade me along virtually any dimension?”
“That’s about the size of it,” Azrael said. “But that is just the beginning. When I have leveled up enough, I will be able to do even more.”
Next to me, it seemed like Rachel was beginning to recover. She moved about like someone trying to wake after a deep sleep. For the time being, I ignored her.
“Well, don’t just sit there, do it!” I said. Then I had a thought. “But don’t drain yourself so completely this time.”
“What would you like me to adjust?”
“Um,” I said. I was looking through the catalogue of my own deficits. There was a lot I could have chosen. I mean, take your pick. With me, it really wasn’t difficult to find a characteristic that could be improved.
That said, there were few that were a given. I was very, very tired of being such a pushover, and being mostly ignored. And then there was the whole gamer angle.
I’d always thought that if I had better reflexes, I could have done a lot better.
“I want to be stronger. More capable. Better looking. Maybe spread the points between strength, reflexes, and attractiveness. Oh, and while you’re at it, give me a decent head of hair, and however much height you can manage with what’s left. Does that work?”
“It is done,” Azrael said.
I felt a moment of dizziness, but that was all. I except… I felt strong. Much stronger than before. Like, almost unbelievably strong. I wanted to jump up and check myself out in the mirror, but before I could do it, Rachel crossed the threshold between sleep and awake.
I smiled down at her as she looked at me, and her eyes grew very large. “I can see your demon,” she said.
She didn’t seem particularly worried about the reality. In fact, her expression immediately changed to one almost of delight. “Cool!” she said. Then, “What happened?”
My own desire to check myself out momentarily forgotten, I filled her in as quickly as I could, telling her everything. During the conversation, it became apparent that not only could she see my demon, but she could hear Azrael speaking as well.
When it came to her own demonic form, she immediately climbed out of bed, grabbing her glasses off the nightstand as she stood. “Where is your mirror?” she asked.
“Bathroom,” I replied. “To your left.”
That was all she needed. I followed her but stopped at the doorway, giving her the option of privacy if she wished. She left it open.
“Cool,” she said, looking at herself from every direction. Then she frowned. “How do I get them to work?”
It was Azrael who answered. “You need to level up.”
“And how do I do that?”
Azrael told her the same thing he’d told me, which effectively amounted to, “Infect others.”
But she didn’t seem that interested in the idea. “Is that the only way?”
“You are my first of my demonic progeny,” Azrael said. “You will level up as I do, and almost as quickly, gaining powers as you do. When I recover my full strength, you will be at level ninety without having to lift a finger.”
“Awesome!” she said. Then, “But others can’t see this side of me? This demoness in the mirror?”
“No. To all those without demonic sight, you will appear to be just as you were.”
She simply nodded, pleased to have the information.
I had to admit, if I’d heard that for the first time, I might have been a little more excited. But Rachel took it in stride. She seemed satisfied but a long way from awestruck. In fact, she was so at peace with what had happened, so unperturbed, that she even noticed the changes in me. She tilted her head to the side, just a little, and pursed her lips in an assessing way.
“You look a little different,” she said.
I grinned at her. “Azrael has the power to adjust my attributes, within reason. The more he levels up, the more he will be able to do it.”
Rachel accepted my answer as if it was just another of a thousand impossible things she accepted before noon. Or midnight, as the case may be.
“I approve,” she said. She eyed me up and down once again and offered a smile. “Although, you could have asked for an improvement in a slightly different area,” she said slyly.
All at once, I remembered I was still stark naked. This was the first time I’d felt comfortable being so in front of an actual, real live woman for so long, I was surprised to realize it. At the same time, I did wish she hadn’t pointed out that particular lack.
Forgetting she could now hear Azrael’s comments, I shot him a quick request. “How about it?” I asked silently.
Once more, I heard him laughing. “I have used all available points,” he replied. “I will have to level up again to make any additional changes.”
As if sensing my disappointment, Rachel continued to grin.
“Not to worry,” she said. “You’re fine as you are.”
With that, she left the bathroom and returned to my bed, completely oblivious to the own nakedness (aside from her glasses and socks), sitting up with her legs crossed in front of her.
“Speaking of which,” she said. “What’s next? Where do we go from here?”
There were several different possible meanings behind her question, and while it sounded as if she had just joined my quest for global domination, I thought it best to make sure. Not that I had any objection. Rachel was already showing herself to be about the coolest chick I’d ever known, and I was more than happy with her ongoing company.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I mean, you started the ball rolling,” she said. “You’ve got your demon. When we first met, you said that it didn’t matter because you weren’t able to do what was necessary to help him unlock his power.” She smiled a lot more than I thought a Goth girl ought to smile, but it suited her. “Now, it seems you’ve got that ball rolling.” As she said it, she seemed to preen a little, and I understood she took full credit for that. As well she should. “So, what’s next?”
It was a very good question. “My goal is simple. I want as much status as I can get. Which means Azrael needs to be as powerful as possible. And that means binding with more women. Bringing out their inner demons and leveling up. The problem with that, of course, is that I’m not very good at picking women up.”
Rachel raised an eye. “I don’t know about that. I mean, you did all right with me, didn’t you?”
“I’m not so sure I see it the same way,” I said. She didn’t argue the point, and I took a deep breath. “The problem is status,” I said. “Mine is simply too low. If it was higher, it would be easier to keep that ball rolling. As it is, it’s like it gets stuck pretty quickly.”
Rachel nodded, accepting my summary without question. “So,” she said. “What can you do right now to raise your status?”




Chapter 15

In the city of El Diablo, a person’s status was made up of a variety of things. It included the obvious, like wealth, power, and career, as well as the less tangible. The amount of respect you gained from your peers was important, which meant that two people in the same job, with the same amount of power and wealth, could have different statuses.
Positions counted, but not as much as how your community viewed you, and online communities were considered as well, but were given a far lower weighting.
Married people were given higher status than singles, as were those with kids, but there were limits and conditions associated with everything. Both legal and illegal status was measured by completely impartial–and separate–AIs, and they in turn were adjusted as new indicators gained or lost prominence.
Overall, they were a very good reflection of the true status of an individual in society, regardless of how much I wished that wasn’t so.
The only limitation on the accuracy of the status measurements was whether something was known.
For example, getting a girlfriend, if that’s what Rachel was, could improve my status, but only if it wasn’t secret. Same with killing my roommate. That action wouldn’t impact my legal status one way or another, but if the AI governing illegal statuses were to somehow find out, it might actually raise my status on that metric.
As for the physical improvements Azrael had made, and the presence of Azrael himself, right at that moment, they made no difference at all. It was only when people started to notice and changed their behaviors accordingly that it would have an impact.
Which left me with one response to Rachel’s question.
I stared at her blankly.
She waited until it became clear I had no answer.
“Well,” she said. “Let’s come at it from a different direction. What is your status now, and what have you done to get it there?”
I was embarrassed to answer. Yet I did, even though my cheeks were burning bright red.
“Status nine legal, twelve illegal. I work as a gaming trainer, helping wealthy kids improve their own status in that part of their lives. I work from home, and I don’t have many clients because I’m not great at marketing myself. So, yeah. Less than minimum wage, and I’m not exactly respected. I don’t have many real-world friends either, and those online friends I have are mostly gamers or part of the Ascenders’ community.” I offered a humiliated shrug. “Which is why my illegal status is higher.”
Rachel stared at me. She’d known my status was low, but the look on her face suggested she was surprised by exactly how low it truly was. I mean, most people had a higher status than that straight out of school, with no money, job, or place to call their own.
It was like I’d done all I could to make sure my status was as low as possible and worked hard to keep it that way.
Yet she swallowed any judgment she might have made about that. She understood my potential better than anyone and had even hitched her horse to my wagon. As my status improved, so would hers.
“What other skills do you have? Is there anything else you can do? And do you prefer legal or illegal?”
“Legal or illegal doesn’t really matter to me,” I said. “But if I knew how to leverage the skills I have, don’t you think I would have done it already?” I couldn’t help but let my exasperation show.
Surprisingly, especially given that she looked like a female demon to me, Rachel responded with compassion. She reached for me, placing a comforting hand on my knee and offering me a smile.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll figure this out. You have an advantage that not many people have.”
She was right, but I’d already blown all the points I currently had. In retrospect, perhaps I should have waited until after this conversation before allocating them. But what was done was done, and I couldn’t do much about it after the fact.
“Maybe I need to go out and try to pick up someone else,” I muttered out loud. “Maybe, if my demon levels up enough, and I could put more points where they matter, I wouldn’t have this trouble.”
“Isn’t that the very problem we’re trying to fix?” she asked.
I just nodded my head.
For a moment, we sat in silence. Both naked, sitting on the bed. Despite my seemingly insoluble problem, it was still a good night.
“Is there anything you haven’t told me?” Rachel asked. “Anything at all that might help?”
Before I could stop him, Azrael answered for me. “Simon knows how to kill, and how to dispose of a body.”
If I’d had some way to strangle the demon in my mind, I would have done so. I panicked, demanding why he had said that out loud, fearing the absolute worst from Rachel. How could she not respond with horror? How could she not turn against me and call the police?
I wanted to blurt out some sort of reassurance, telling her it was a one-off, or maybe suggest that Azrael’s claim of my knowledge was no more than academic.
But once more, Rachel surprised me. Instead of the shock I expected, the newly made succubus sitting on my bed simply raised an eyebrow and tilted her head to the side in an expression of interest.
“Really?” she asked, her tone suggesting no more than fascination. “Do tell.”
I thought about lying, thought about saying it was just a misunderstanding. But it wasn’t a misunderstanding, and Rachel knew it.
With a sigh, I deflated, and hung my head in shame. “I killed my roommate,” I admitted. “That’s why he is not likely to come home.”
“Why?” Rachel’s tone didn’t imply recrimination or horror, merely curiosity.
“Because he was a prick!” I said. Then I shook my head. “It wasn’t really a conscious choice. You see, I was trying to resurrect Azrael, and Chad kinda spoiled everything.”
I told her the rest of the story, going into details about what Chad had done and how it had caused him to fit and froth at the mouth.
“So, really, he was kind of dead already,” I said, before telling her the rest. The knife, the ritual, and even my trips to the crematorium.
If she wanted to, Rachel could have taken this information to the police and told them everything. But for some reason, I didn’t believe she would. We were connected, the three of us. Me, Azrael, and Rachel. And something told me we always would be.
If we were modern-day sex vampires, then this was the start of our coven.
When I was done, I looked back up at Rachel, and still saw no judgment in her expression. In fact, what I saw gave me some hope.
She looked thoughtful. More than thoughtful. It looked like she had some sort of idea.
As I watched her, she gave a quiet nod. “What if I told you that this might be your ticket to everything?” she asked.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, who has the highest status in the world? World leaders, right? They have high legal and illegal status both. Stars of music or film have mostly high legal status. Business people, again, they have a mixture of the two. Religious leaders have high legal status, and maybe some of them might have high illegal status as well.” She paused for a moment to study me. “I’m not sure what steps you might take to reach the peaks of any of those. But there is one option that might suit you nicely.”
Now that she didn’t seem to be about to run away and call the cops, I was increasingly curious about where she was heading.
“What is that option?” I asked.
“Who is at the very top of the illegal status rankings? Apart from the dictators running their countries with an iron fist. Who else?”
I thought about it. There was only one I could think of. “The heads of the international crime syndicates.”
“Yes!” Rachel exclaimed. Then her grin came out again. “To rise to the head of an organization like that will take time, effort, and perhaps a demon on your side. But before any of that, you need a way in.”
I nodded, agreeing with everything that she said. “And?”
“How do you feel about becoming a hitman?”
I blinked in surprise. My first thought was to dismiss the idea outright. What did I know about becoming a hitman?
And yet… maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea. Sure, I didn’t have any military training to speak of, unless you counted about nine thousand hours playing games that simulated exactly that. But I had murdered my roommate in relatively cold blood, and doing so had left me largely unmoved, which suggested a certain psychological malleability that might serve me well. And I’d successfully gotten rid of the body.
Rachel wasn’t finished. “Hitmen have a pretty decent status, and they earn well from right out of the gate. You could do a lot worse.”
Unbelievably, I found myself nodding my head. It might be worth a go.
“But how do I break into that kind of thing?” I asked. “I mean, there’s got to be more to it than going around killing strangers on the street, doesn’t there?”
Rachel hadn’t stopped grinning. “You know, you haven’t asked me what I do for a living,” she said casually.
The comment took me by surprise. I swallowed, looked at her, and decided to respond. “Okay. I’ll bite. What do you do for a living?”
She looked away, studying her fingernails in a pose of purest contentment. She may as well have started to purr.
“I work for the Gambetti Syndicate. It isn’t the biggest crime organization in the world, but it’s a pretty good size. A good place for you to get a foot in the door. My job is with the IT department, managing many of their systems.”
She looked back at me, as if daring me to ask her to carry on.
“Go on,” I said, accepting her challenge.
“You’d be amazed at the things that are systematized these days. All sorts of things that you wouldn’t expect. One of them is their hit list.” She paused for a moment, letting the importance of her words sink in.
Then she dropped the other shoe. “I can give you all the information you need to pick your targets. I can even put you in the system as a known freelancer.”
I stared at her. “You can do that?”
Rachel grinned at me. She looked magnificent as a succubus, I decided. “It’d be easy. The question is, do you want me to?”
Maybe I was still a little drunk from the quick rum and cokes I had downed. Maybe I was in a state close to giddy delirium because I’d finally managed to get laid for the first time in forever. Maybe it was because I was feeling strong and capable, courtesy of Azrael’s attribute boost.
Either way, I couldn’t see any real downside. And anyway, what choice did I have? It was either do something drastic to change my life or keep plodding along with my long-term plan that was no more than wishful thinking.
“Sure,” I said. “What’s the worst that could happen?”
“Excellent!” Azrael said.
Rachel was more practical. “Right,” she said. “I’ll get onto it first thing in the morning, when I get into work. Hopefully, I’ll be able to give you remote access, and then you’ll see a list of possible targets. But for now, it’s getting pretty late. I know Goth girls are supposed to want to stay up until dawn, but this one has a day job. So, I’m going to sleep.”
The way she said it left no doubt in my mind that she already considered my bed to be hers as well, and that she fully intended to stay.




Chapter 16

Rachel proved to be as good as her word and called in barely an hour after she’d left for work.
“I’ve set you up in the system and given you remote access. Your username is SimonSaysDie, all one word. The account is linked to your status accounts, but don’t worry. It’s heavily encrypted so the legal authorities can’t ever use it against you. Sorry, gotta go.”
And then she was gone. Even in that brief message, she sounded excited, as if she was doing something she thought of as fun.
Personally, I didn’t know quite what to think or feel. Things were moving very swiftly and in a direction I would never have thought possible even a couple of days earlier.
The status and power I craved may still have been heading my way, but it wouldn’t come without effort.
If I could get there at all, I would have to work for it.
“Well?” said Azrael. “Are you going to just sit there? Or are you going to log in and see what we’ll be doing today?”
Azrael was part of me. I knew this. And we were working toward the same goal. The more he leveled up, the more I would be able to achieve the things that I desired most.
In addition, he was bound to obey my every command.
Despite all this, there was something about him, the way he spoke, that annoyed the shit out of me. Perhaps it was the lack of respect with which he spoke to me. The ongoing sense of suffering that he had been saddled with someone like me instead of, well, anyone else.
I knew objectively that even Chad would have been a better option. Tall, good-looking, capable, and full of himself, he wouldn’t have had any problem getting laid, and Azrael’s progression would have been that much faster.
That said, Azrael’s attitude toward me was no different from that of most people in my life. I should have been able to ignore it.
But then, it was probably that very fact that annoyed me. I had resurrected him from nothing but dust. After maybe thousands of years clinging to mere survival with the very last of his strength. Surely a little gratitude wouldn’t have gone amiss?
“Or are you waiting for the right moment?” Azrael said, his voice tinged with derision.
“Yeah, yeah,” I grunted at him. “Keep your panties on. I’m getting to it.”
In truth, part of what irritated me about Azrael just then was that yet again, he was right. I was putting off checking out what Rachel had sent me.
I had reached a crossroads. Before this moment, I was just a low status dweeb, a wannabe Ascender whose existence made barely a blip in the greater scheme of things. But the moment I took the first step along the path we’d mapped out the night before, that would no longer be the case. I would be making a choice to be something different.
Something more.
I would be leaving my former life behind and stepping into the new.
You might think that was exactly what I’d been looking to do all my adult life. And you would be exactly right. That was the whole point of being part of the Ascender community. None of us were happy with what we had. All of us had looked at the possibilities dangling just in front of our noses and conceived a desire to reach out and grab them.
But there is comfort in familiarity. And I’d been a low status nobody for so long that I was used to it. It was like an old coat that had become part of me, one with which I was deeply familiar.
Despite my best efforts, I was at home with it. ‘Low status nobody’ had become my identity. And despite my desire to leave it behind and become something new, the actual reality of doing so was scary.
It was like the first time I’d ever had sex. It was what I wanted more than anything else, but when faced with the prospect, I’d been so nervous it had almost all gone awry.
“I’m not seeing a lot in terms of action,” Azrael observed.
I let out a snarl of anger. Not at him so much, but at my pathetic, low-status self.
“You’re not going to hold me back anymore,” I said out loud. “It’s time to nut up or shut up. And I don’t feel much like shutting up anymore.”
I could sense Azrael’s confusion, and knew he thought I was talking to him. But I ignored him entirely and headed to the one place I’d always felt reasonably safe. My gaming set up wasn’t the fastest—I’d never had enough spare cash for that—but it was still pretty good. I had a bank of screens two high and three across, giving me an arc of vision that was almost immersive. It was all connected to a beast of a processor that, if it was no longer the latest generation, then at least it was boosted by a top-of-the-line graphics card and a turbo hack that meant it still did pretty well.
I sat in my well-worn command chair, thinking about all the hours I’d spent immersing myself in different worlds, often playing single player first person shooters, me against the whole world, but also dipping into anything else that caught my fancy.
If my real-world status matched my online prowess at all, then I would have at least been far closer to the middle than I currently was. But the way these things worked, it was only the top end of the gaming world that could also claim a decent real-world status. The guys who won the international competitions. Those who did run-throughs for others to follow. The gurus who always seemed to know the latest cheat code or how to mod a character for the coolest effect, or even how to exploit a glitch.
People like me, freelance trainers working to give wealthy kids a status boost they didn’t need or deserve, weren’t very high on the ladder.
Nevertheless, there were other measures of a successful life. Fun, for example. And I had always enjoyed my time in the chair.
But this time, I didn’t bring up my favorite game or the training portal through which I coached those snot-nosed kids.
Instead, with a deep breath, I brought up my messaging application and clicked on the message Rachel had sent me. It contained the username she’d mentioned on the phone, a randomly generated password twelve digits long, and a link.
I stared at that link for long minutes.
“This is it,” I said to myself, and clicked it.
The window that opened up on my screen was labeled innocuously enough. Syndicate Contracts, it said, and at first glance it looked like nothing more than an old-fashioned dating site, with a list of targets that included names, faces, and, interestingly, the value of each target and a button for more information.
On closer inspection, I noticed that there were multiple tabs, including ones that read ‘Syndicate Targets,’ ‘Vendettas,’ and ‘Completed Contracts.’
As well, each contract on the Syndicate Contracts and Vendettas pages was color coded, either highlighted green or a neutral grey. Those that were green showed a field labeled, ‘Awaiting Contractor,’ with a line of text beneath giving more detail. “If you wish to take on this contract, enter your username in the field provided. This contract is open to one contractor only.”
As I glanced down to those contracts that had been greyed out, I saw that this field had been filled in. Someone called Megadeath#4 had taken on the contracts to take out two city officials, a witness in a forthcoming court case, a random old woman, and a gambler who had racked up a substantial debt. There were several other contracts that had gone to Doingitforfun, and someone called ManoEMano, and Ladykiller. But it was Megadeath who interested me most because his name turned up the most often.
On a whim, I clicked on his name to bring up his profile. There was no picture, just a short blurb. It read:
“I am the Syndicate’s number one contractor. Military background, expertise includes small arms, bladed weapons, explosives, hand-to-hand, heavy artillery, ETC. Specialties include “accidents” and “statements.” No target too big or too small.”
I read it twice with a sinking feeling that I had none of what Megadeath#4 had. I had no military training, and my only experience in actually killing someone didn’t really count. I mean, Chad had been barely alive at the time anyway. It wasn’t like he was in any state to fight back.
Out of nothing more than morbid curiosity, I clicked on the profile icon next to my name at the top of the window, to see what Rachel had put in there for me, if she had gone that far.
It turned out she had. My profile was no more than two sentences. “New kid on the block. Looking to make a name for myself.”
Hardly a threatening profile, I thought. If Megadeath#4 happened to see it, he might have laughed.
It was like comparing a newborn baby to a seasoned assassin, and I wondered what the hell I thought I was doing.
Surprisingly, Azrael chose that moment to offer unexpected encouragement. “You don’t have to compete with other contractors,” he said. “All you need to do is choose a target and take them out.”
He was right. It didn’t matter that Megadeath#4 was bristling with capabilities. That he was like a max level character in a game, and I was just a noob. All it meant was that while he could stand toe-to-toe against the final boss, I would have to be a bit choosier when it came to my targets.
With that thought in mind, and a little more confidence than I’d felt just a few moments before, I headed back to the pages displaying open contracts.
“What the hell?” I said.
Where before there had been multiple possible targets, now there were only two. As I watched, one of those targets changed from green to grey, and Megadeath#4’s name appeared in the contractor field.
“He’s going through and accepting all of the contracts!” Azrael said. “If you don’t hurry, he’ll get that last one as well.”
For what must have been the hundredth time in just a matter of hours, I panicked. If I’d stopped to think, maybe I would have just waited until more contracts appeared and picked one that best suited my skill level. Instead, I went for the last open contract, and, without even stopping to see who it was, I entered my username in the field and hit enter.
Instead of turning grey, this contract turned orange, and a message appeared at the top. “Congratulations! You have been awarded this contract.”
At the same time, the full details of my target opened on the screen.
With my heart in my mouth, I scanned the text in front of me.
“Fuck me,” I said as I realized what I had done.




Chapter 17

“Fuck,” I repeated. I felt the sweat break out on my forehead and on the palms of my hands. My breathing became quicker and filled with anxiety. “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
I had thought to choose an easy target. The old woman, for example, whatever her story might have been. I didn’t know how she had wound up on the wrong side of this Syndicate, nor did I particularly care. All I knew was that unless she had a whole host of hidden skills, it would be a lot easier to complete her contract than some of the others.
If not her–and the idea of murdering an old woman in cold blood didn’t exactly appeal–then maybe the guy who was struggling with his gambling debts. Someone like him might even face the prospect of a long good night with relief. Even if not, he was just one guy. Someone normal, ill-equipped to deal with a threat to his life.
But no. I had reacted on impulse and signed up for someone without checking them out.
There’s an old saying, I’d rather be lucky than good. That expression had defined my whole life, but not in a good way. Sure, I couldn’t really claim to be good at much either, but when ill luck was there to pull the rug out from under your feet at any moment, what did it matter?
I’d been unlucky right from the start. Bad genes, bad timing, bad everything. It’s how I’d got to where I was, a grown-ass man struggling to make an impression on the status rankings.
I thought it might have changed with the advent of Azrael, but it seemed that my ill luck was still with me.
My target wasn’t the old woman or the gambler. Instead, my target was a mini boss, a young man in his prime, maybe five or so years older than me, a mid-level mover and shaker making his way up the ranks in a rival crime syndicate.
Marcel Marionetti. Six foot one, one-ninety pounds, the photo showed him looking angular and fit, with a smooth, handsome face showing clever eyes and a well-maintained moustache. Part of the Marionetti family, he oversaw their protection side of the business, which suggested he had an army of thugs at his command.
The online file came complete with Marionetti’s address and a detailed report into his daily activities. But, really, none of that mattered. I was out of my depth, and I knew it.
“Fuck me,” I said once again.
“Interesting target,” Azrael said. “Look at that. He is apparently worth thirty thousand dollars.”
“Yeah,” I said. I’d seen that as well, along with the need to make a statement. I didn’t know who this Marionetti guy had pissed off, but he must have done a good job of it.
I didn’t know how much status such a windfall might bring me, but it didn’t matter anyway. “I can’t do this,” I said. “How do I open the job back up for someone else?”
“What do you mean?” Azrael demanded. “This is perfect! You want to make a splash, don’t you? Do you think you could do it by taking out no-risk opponents? This one will get you noticed! Isn’t that what you need to give your status a boost?”
He was right. At the same time… “That’s only if I can actually do the job,” I said. “I mean, look at him! How could I possibly get near him, let alone take him out!” I shook my head again. “This is a job for someone who knows what they’re doing.”
Azrael was silent for a moment. I expected him to come up with another argument, to try to convince me to go through with it. But instead, when he spoke again, he seemed resigned.
“You are right,” he said. “Look at you. You have no training, no experience, and no expertise. Sure, you have an increase in strength and reflexes that should give you an unexpected advantage, but I guess, when it comes down to it, you’re nothing but a dreamer. You’re not someone who gets stuck in and does what they need to do.” He gave an exaggerated sigh. “I guess I’m going to be stuck here for the rest of eternity, joined to a low status loser forever.”
It was obvious he was trying to bait me. Yet, knowing that did nothing to lessen its effectiveness. Even though what he said was largely true, hearing him say it made me angry.
“You’re not supposed to talk to me like that!” I said.
“Why not?”
“Because you are my demon. I control you! You are here to do my bidding!”
So? What has that got to do with your being a loser?”
I almost snarled at him. “I’m not going to be a loser forever!”
“Prove it! It’s time to man up and show some balls. Are you going to take the contract, or not?”
For some moments, I just sat there and fumed at my demonic passenger. I thought he was done, but he decided to twist the knife.
“I’ll give you a clue. You already accepted it, and there doesn’t appear to be any way to back out. What do you think will happen to you if you fail to complete a contract that has been assigned?”
I didn’t like it one bit, but that was a very good point. Through gritted teeth, I asked him a question. “What do you suggest?”
“Go through with it. Do the job. Get the money and the status that goes with it. Move on to the next.”
Simple, I thought. But that wasn’t what I meant.
“How?” I demanded.
It was as if Azrael had been waiting for me to ask. “Use what you’ve got,” he said.
I found myself looking at my hands. They still looked like the same, pudgy hands I’d always had, but now they were stronger. Was that enough?
I didn’t know.
“What have I got?” I asked.
“Well, for one, you don’t look like a hitman.”
I don’t look like a hitman.
The words reverberated around in my head for some moments. I don’t look like a hitman.
They were just words, at first totally meaningless, like the distant murmur of a crowd caught by the wind. But then I understood what he meant.
I didn’t look like a hitman. Which meant I could probably wander right up to Marcel Marionetti and stick my knife in his guts before he even realized that what I intended to do.
For the first time since I’d entered my username in the fateful field, my panic was down to a manageable level.
I even managed to smile.
“That’s better,” Azrael said with grudging approval. “Now, let’s get down to business.”




Chapter 18

According to the background information attached to the Marionetti contract, Marcel Marionetti operated from the back offices of the Marionetti family bistro, a busy, lively restaurant in the South End.
But this didn’t turn out to be true. I’d taken a taxi there and arrived just in time for the lunch rush, and despite how busy the place seemed to be, Marionetti seemed perfectly content to take up the largest booth on the side, conducting his business out in the open while surrounded by those who could only be characterized as “his people.”
I sat at a small table nursing a plate of pasta and meatballs topped with Parmesan cheese, doing my best to study my target while avoiding the notice of his men.
The meatballs were surprisingly tasty. I found myself wondering if Rachel liked Italian food and kept watching.
Today seemed to be the day when Marionetti’s thugs turned up to hand over their ill-gotten gains. Every few minutes, someone new would arrive, mostly big men who looked mean, and present themselves in front of Marcel Marionetti’s table.
Marionetti’s guards would pat the thugs down before admitting them into their boss’s presence. After brief greetings, the thugs would make their offerings, usually in the form of a role of bills.
Marcel Marionetti’s assistant, a squat, balding man who shared some of the unfortunate genetic traits as I did, would count the cash before secreting it away in a large container, and saying something to his boss.
I wasn’t close enough to hear the details, but Marionetti would respond in one of three ways. He would either nod curtly, accepting the offering with little comment as if it was nothing more than expected. Or he would offer a small smile of genuine but understated pleasure if the offering was greater than he expected.
But it was his third response that told me all I needed to know of the man. If he wasn’t happy with the offering, his face would grow dark.
Marionetti wasn’t eating a meal, not exactly, but he did have a selection of dishes laid out before him from which he would sample occasionally. When displeased, his fist would clench around his fork, and he would say something low and dangerous to the one who displeased him.
Such was Marionetti’s status and visible threat that each man he dealt with in this way would respond the same. They would plead with him, begging to be given another chance to show their value. I couldn’t hear them, but their body language made it very clear what they were doing.
And, mostly, it was enough. Marionetti would sit back as if in consideration, then dismiss the man with a gesture.
Except for once. Perhaps the greasy-haired thug who disappointed him had a long history of doing so. Perhaps Marionetti believed him to be holding back. Either way, instead of offering that same dismissal, he made a different signal, and his two guards immediately closed in around the man. They didn’t drag him away, but rather herded him between them out to the back of the restaurant.
It was done with quiet efficiency, and few of the other patrons seemed to notice. They kept eating and talking as if nothing had happened, and such was the ambient volume that the screams coming from out back were all but drowned out.
But I heard them. Maybe a few others did as well. I didn’t know what they were doing to the man, but it can’t have been pleasant.
“What am I doing here?” I muttered to myself.
“If I’m not mistaken, you called it reconnaissance,” came Azrael’s response. He was right. That was what I’d called it. But at the same time, I figured if I saw my chance, I would take it.
If I’d been ready to act when the guards herded the greasy-haired thug away would have been just the ticket. But I didn’t have a solid plan of attack and didn’t know how soon they’d be back. So I just sat where I was.
Marionetti was seated against a wall and had watchful, alert eyes just like his men. It had to be next to impossible for someone like me to get close enough to hurt him.
Perhaps if I had some sort of gun–or rocket launcher, perhaps–then I could have done what I needed to do. But even that would have been somewhat uncertain. All Marionetti would need to do to avoid getting shot from a distance was duck down under the table. And while a rocket launcher might do significant damage, and while Megadeath#4 might have gone with it as an option, it was a little too random for me to want to use.
This was my first contract. I didn’t want to risk making a mess only to have Marionetti crawl away, his legs blown off, or maybe an arm, but still very much alive.
And besides, I didn’t have a rocket launcher. In fact, as far as weapons went, I had very few. I hadn’t even taken my kitchen knives with me, the ones I had used to chop Chad into pieces.
All I had on me that could be used as a weapon were my keys, and maybe my belt. Not the best choice for going up against trained bodyguards and what appeared to be a wily, dangerous man.
But here’s the funny thing. In my observation, I had noticed a weakness. The guards were very diligent when it came to most people in the restaurant. They watched everyone as if looking for a threat to their boss.
Except for the wait staff, who could effectively wander around as if they were invisible.
I didn’t look like a contract killer. I knew that. But I figured I could pass for a waiter easily enough.
I hadn’t finished my meal. Not even close. My stomach was tied up in knots of anxiety, and I couldn’t eat another bite. So I paid my bill, got up and walked out the front door. But instead of catching a cab back to my apartment and trying to come up with a better plan, I just walked straight back through the service entrance as if I belonged, much to the satisfaction of my partner in crime.
For most of my working life, I’d been a gamer. But sometimes, when I didn’t have enough clients to cover my bills, I had to resort to finding other ways to make ends meet.
Restaurant work was easy to get. I’d worked as a waiter before, often in the same sort of place as Marionetti’s Bistro. So I knew just what to expect in the back end of this one and wasn’t surprised in the least to find a rabbit warren of offices, a staffroom, and more, including a professional kitchen and cleanup station.
It was busy, with people hurrying to and fro, doing all the things that needed to be done to keep a restaurant running. I kept my head down and pretended like I belonged, and perhaps conjuring Azrael really had changed my luck. I managed to find what I was looking for before anyone asked me why I was there.
A storage room. A quick glance left and right told me I wasn’t being observed, and I ducked inside before closing the door behind me.
I stood in pitch blackness for long seconds, my heart beating hard in my chest. What was I doing? I asked myself. Did I really intend to go through with this?
Yes. I did.
Because I had a plan. It wasn’t much of one, relying hugely on the element of surprise, but I was almost sure it would work.
I didn’t look like a contract killer. That fact alone was the key. I didn’t look like a threat, and as such, I should be able to get far closer to my target than a real professional might.
Sure, that was a big-ass ‘should,’ but I was tired of being a nobody. I was tired of being a low status loser, and I had to do something.
And Azrael had enhanced my strength and reflexes enough to give me an unexpected edge.
So I fumbled around in the dark for a bit until I found a light switch and turned it on.
The storage room of a restaurant can contain all sorts of different things. Everything from pieces of art for the walls to balloons and candles, plates, glasses and cutlery to be rolled out to replace any breakages or loss, an old microwave that was kept just in case, pens, paper, stacks of toilet paper, Christmas decorations, and more. This one even had a desk set up with a PC, which suggested they had someone work here occasionally. But none of that was why I was there. I had one objective, and one only.
Any restaurant of this size would have significant staff turnover. Waiters, waitresses, cooks, busboys and more would work for a short time before moving on or getting fired. Sometimes even the management would be transient.
All these people would have to be replaced, often at short notice. And that meant it made sense to have spare uniforms on hand all the time.
They weren’t difficult to spot. There was a whole row of them, hung on a rack as if this was a clothing store. With a quiet, self-congratulatory grin, I headed over and picked out a white and gold waiter’s shirt and a pair of black pants in my size, and quickly pulled them on over my regular clothes.
If anyone looked too closely, they might think I was a little untidy, but that was the point. I didn’t look like a killer, and people didn’t look very closely at waiters in a restaurant.
Within less than a minute, I was ready. Time to put up or shut up. Do or die.
I acknowledged to myself that the latter was a real possibility.
Unless…
“Hey, Azrael,” I said. “You’ve been alive for thousands of years. Does that mean you can keep me alive as well? Like, if something was to happen?”
“At my strongest, I was close to unkillable. But now? If I had the power, I could increase your durability to the point where bullets would bounce off your skin, or improve your healing to the point where you could regrow a lost limb. But we are as yet a number of seductions away from that point. If someone cuts you, or if you get shot, you will bleed.”
Well, that was disappointing. “And if I should die?” I asked.
“Then my essence will remain bound to you until such time as I gain the strength to move on, or someone else resurrects me as you have done.”
Judging from his tone, he didn’t like the idea very much. “So, your best hope is that I survive, and survive for long enough to make you strong again. Correct?”
I could sense Azrael’s simmering anger. “Correct.”
I smiled at myself one more time. “So, if there’s anything you can think of that might help to keep me alive, now would be the time.”
I wasn’t sure if Azrael would have anything to add, but he surprised me. “If you can manage it, approach your target from his left. Act quickly. This will give you a direct route to the exit. Act quickly enough, and you might even be able to get out in one piece.”
It wasn’t bad advice. And in truth, I hadn’t even considered how I might make my escape. My planning had gone as far as how I might kill Marionetti, and no further.
“Thank you,” I said, genuinely appreciating his answer. “Got anything else?”
“Next time, bring a gun.”
I couldn’t argue with that either. Marcel Marionetti’s guards searched everyone who approached him, but not the waiters. If I had a gun tucked down the back of my pants, I could basically walk right up to him and blow him away before they even realized it.
Depending, of course, on if I could even fire a real one. And that was an open question. Not counting my games, I’d never held a gun of any type in my hands.
I figured that was something to rectify if I was to be in this business long term.
For this job, however, I had to resort to something more familiar. After a couple of minutes of searching, I found my weapon of choice. A chef’s knife, with a blade almost as long as my forearm, pointed and sharp. But I couldn’t very well wander out into the restaurant brandishing it as a weapon, so I wrapped the blade in a makeshift sheath I made out of a rolled up placemat, and tucked it into my trousers at the side so I could reach it with ease.
As I turned to go, I asked myself one more time if I was really doing this.
Could I, Simon Kingman, really go out into the restaurant and do my best to kill Marcel Marionetti?
I’d already killed my roommate. That, combined with a lifetime of low-status living, where even the kids I trained looked down on me, meant I had my answer. I damned well could kill Marionetti. And anyone else who got in my way.
The only thing that could stop me was a lack of physical ability to do it, and with Azrael’s help, I should have had that covered.
I stood for a few seconds with my hand on the doorknob, and took two quick, deep breaths.
“You got this,” I said to myself. “High status living, here I come!”




Chapter 19

I made my way through the back-end rabbit warren to stand for a few moments next to the door leading to the main restaurant. Once there, I took a deep breath and started to repeat motivational quotes I’d seen or heard in an attempt to give myself some courage.
“It’s now or never,” I said. “You can do this. Fear is the mind killer. Do or die, the time is now, just do it.”
As far as motivation went, I figured those quotes would work better when my life wasn’t literally on the line. And yet, as I repeated them to myself, a strange thing happened.
I should have been terrified. Like a toddler at the Olympics, I was out of my depth, by a wide margin. I’d never been the kind of guy strangers would point at and say, “I bet he is a natural born killer.” I was more like the kind of guy they might point to and say, “I bet he screams like a girl when he sees a cockroach.”
And, really, they would have been right.
This was by far my biggest ever challenge, and I had no real right to expect it to go well.
“You don’t look like a killer,” Azrael had said. And dressed as a waiter, I looked even less like one.
But that doesn’t mean I wasn’t a killer. I’d already done it once, hadn’t I? I had my knife and was ready to go.
I should have been terrified. Too scared to act. Marionetti’s guards were the sorts of guys who’d sneered at me all my life. Who was I to even think of getting past them to my target?
And yet…
As I stood behind the door, gearing myself up for action, I started to grin.
So what if I was out of my depth? Who cared that those guards could have torn me in half without trying? None of that mattered a damn.
All that mattered was I had a job to do, and I was damned if I was going to die not knowing what it was like to try.
The two guards could suck my dick. They didn’t matter. Only my target mattered, and if I had to break through a wall to get to him, then that’s what I would do.
For a moment, I actually considered that as an option. Maybe I could just drive a car through the wall against which Marionetti was sitting?
But again, if I did that, I couldn’t be certain that I’d finished the job. And besides, I was already inside, ready to go.
“Use what you’ve got,” I muttered to myself. Maximum effort. You miss every shot you don’t take. You got to know when to hold them–no, that wasn’t a motivational quote. Oh well. I was as ready as I ever would be.
I just needed one more thing to go with my knife, and I figured I knew just where to get it.
It was time to man up or shut up. Time to shit or get off the pot.
Time to make a real difference to my life.
And, of course, to Marionetti, but that didn’t matter. He was a bad guy. He worked for a crime family, and it was his job to make life miserable for anyone but him. In my mind, the world would probably be better off without him.
And, anyway. Everyone dies, and it’s rarely at a convenient time.
I realized then I was stalling, and tried to shake myself out of it.
“Come on, man. You can do this. How many times have you ambushed an unsuspecting target in a game?”
At the same time, I knew full well that there was a difference between games and real life.
“Use what you’ve got,” I repeated.
What I had was the element of surprise, enhanced strength and reflexes, and a certain gleeful sense of anticipation that was just strong enough to counter my fear.
Marcel Marionetti wouldn’t know what hit him.
With that thought in mind, I pushed the door wide and strode out into the restaurant floor as if I had every right to be there. A quick glance around, and I saw what I was looking for. A pot of fresh brewed coffee sitting unattended at the bar.
That was the last piece of my puzzle, and I strode toward it as if in a dream, reaching out and picking it up by the handle.
Then I turned and focused on my target.
I could sense the anticipation rising and couldn’t immediately tell if it was my own or if it was that of my demonic passenger. Not that it mattered much either way. All that mattered was that as I approached, the guards barely paid me any attention at all.
It was just as I had expected. I strode up to the guard on the right, noting that he was a good eight inches taller than me and probably outmassed me by about double. Yet even as I stopped in front of him and gave him my best grin, he didn’t see me as a threat in the least. His eyes roamed the restaurant for another half a second before turning toward me with an almost bored expression.
“Yes?” he said, still expecting no threat.
With the blood surging in my veins, I flipped the top of the coffee jug and hurled the scalding hot liquid straight at the guard’s face.
He reacted at once, raising his hands and letting out the first part of a scream of pain. But I’d already turned to his companion, who was just starting to focus on me, and hurled the half empty coffee pot in his direction.
This guard was quicker. He managed to bat the coffee pot aside and half duck beneath the scalding liquid. At the same time, he began reaching for something under his jacket. Something that I couldn’t let him reach.
Fortunately, the pot was just my first move. I had no intention of standing there, watching the havoc it caused. Instead, I’d already drawn my knife, and followed up on my threat with a lunge at the second guard.
I stabbed him once in the stomach, mostly to distract him from everything else, and took the knife back away before he could react. Instead of continuing to reach for his weapon, he instead clasped at his wound, grimacing in new anger as he let out a bellow of pain and rage.
I was still grinning wildly. So far, everything had gone so much better than I could have hoped. The first guard was still screaming, clawing at his face, and wouldn’t be of any further use in this fight. The second guy seemed to be unsure if he should keep fighting, or if he should just try to stay alive.
But I’d already turned to Marcel Marionetti, who no longer looked like the arrogant mid-level boss he had seemed all morning. Instead, he looked as white as a ghost. Nor did he seem to be reaching for a weapon. He sat there, stock still, as if he couldn’t quite believe what was happening.
I didn’t look like a killer. I looked like a pudgy, normal guy in a waiter’s uniform, and I was moving more quickly than I should.
Azrael’s strength boost was serving me well. On any other day, I would already be panting for breath, and maybe that would have been enough to end my attempt. But because of Azrael’s intervention, I was still feeling strong. Strong enough to leap onto Marionetti’s table and take a quick step toward him.
In all the action movies I’d ever seen, the hero always took a moment to look down at the bad guy before they delivered the final blow. They would say something witty that also showed the bad guy that he had lost.
If this was such a film instead of real life, I might have grinned at Marionetti and said, “The Syndicate sends its greetings,” or something. Maybe, “You might like to know that you’re my first official kill. But you won’t be my last.”
Something threatening, but decisive.
But this was real life, and I had no time for that sort of thing. Instead, I just slashed at him, aiming for the big artery on the side of his neck.
That’s when Marionetti started to move, and it was more of a natural reflex than anything else. He stuck up a hand to protect himself, with the result that three of his fingers went flying.
He managed to deflect my slash enough that it opened a huge gash under his eye. He let out a scream, and I glared at him.
“Hold still!” I demanded, and had another go.
This time, he couldn’t stop me. My blade bit through skin and flesh, and Marionetti’s blood started to spray.
I figured there wasn’t any chance of him surviving for more than a couple of minutes, and knew my job was done.
Time to get out of there.
A quick glance around showed I was in no danger. The accountant-looking guy was staring at me in real fear, shaking his head as if he thought he would be my next victim. The first guard was still wailing on the floor, and the second had given up any thought of drawing his gun and had sunk to the ground with a growing stain of red spreading out over his shirt.
For no reason other than I saw it sitting on the table, I picked up one of Marionetti’s fingers, saw he had been wearing a ring, and tucked it away in my pocket. Then, to the tune of the restaurant staff and customers starting to panic, I hurried to the main exit.
As soon as I was outside, I stripped off the waiter’s shirt. Wrapping around the bloodied knife in my hand, I looked for my next step.
There was a row of taxis waiting outside the restaurant. Without any hesitation, I climbed into the back of the first one in the row and shut the door behind me.
The cabbie, a thin man wearing a hat, glanced at me in the mirror. “Where to, buddy?” he asked.
With my heart still pounding in my chest and a huge grin on my face, I gave him an address a block and a half away from my apartment.




Chapter 20

“Well done!” Asrael’s voice thundered in my brain. He seemed both pleased and surprised at my success.
I had done it. Not only that, it seemed I had got away clean. I couldn’t help but grin in giddy joy at the thought. I was now a hitman working for the Syndicate. I could almost feel my status improving already.
I didn’t care that it was just my illegal status. All that mattered was that I would no longer be so close to absolute zero.
I was still grinning with maniacal glee when the taxi dropped me off. Still grinning as I walked the block and a half to my apartment. I was grinning so hard my cheeks were starting to hurt in the elevator, and it was almost a relief to get inside so I could laugh out loud. I had done it!
Me!
A couple of days ago, I had few real prospects, an asshole roommate, and little to differentiate myself from thousands of others all over the country.
Now, I had a resident demon in my head, a woman who was bound to me in a very interesting way, and I’d just taken a major step to an immediate, significant status boost.
I wanted to shout from the rooftops. I wanted to bathe in the glory of what I had done. I was brimming with energy that I didn’t know what to do with, so I fixed myself a large rum and coke from Chad’s supply, then turned on the TV in the living room and scanned for the news.
This was the other side of the equation. The part I couldn’t control. The contract had specified, ‘Make a statement,’ and I figured I’d done that. I’d killed the man in a crowded restaurant, and probably blinded one of his guards as well.
I expected the guard I stabbed in the belly might live, but he’d been losing a lot of blood. It depended entirely on how quickly he managed to get to a hospital.
But the real question was whether someone had managed to get it all on camera.
The Marionetti Bistro was a front for the Marionetti criminal operation. Thugs and low-level operatives had been wandering in and out throughout the day. I’d looked around and seen no cameras in evidence, which was easy to understand given the nature of the place.
But these days, the whole world carried cameras around with them in their pockets. If someone in the restaurant had been fast enough, if they had been at the point of taking a photo of their food, then perhaps I was shortly to be made famous.
It had been a risk attacking Marionetti in such a place. It had worked, but only time would tell if I’d really gotten away with it as clean as it seemed.
In a city like El Diablo, murders were common enough that they rarely made the news so quickly. Yet my efforts were just the type of thing the networks looked for. Brazen, messy, with just enough hint of something scandalous.
My target was part of the Marionetti crime family. He was an up and comer in the organization. Surely his brutal and unexpected death was worthy of a twenty second segment to someone?
I flicked back and forth between news stations with a drink in my hand, unsure how I would feel if I saw my own face on the screen.
Despite my fixation, I still almost missed it. One of the stations ran a brief local news segment in between the big political scandals and international corporate evil stories that seemed to dominate the airways from dawn until dusk. Suddenly, the screen showed a close-up of Marcel Marionetti’s dead face as he stared sightlessly at the ceiling, his whole right side from his neck down covered in blood.
I lurched forward in my seat and almost spilled the remains of my drink, and my breath caught in my throat. The reporter, a spectacular blonde woman who could deliver the grimmest of news with a serious expression only to finish with a beaming smile, launched into the story with no hesitation, as if it was no more significant than discussing a picnic at a beach.
“Some viewers might find the images in our next story disturbing,” she said. “Reports have come in that just after noon today, Marcel Marionetti was murdered in broad daylight while eating his lunch. Witnesses say one of the waiters went on a frenzied attack, wounding two others before fatally stabbing Marionetti in the neck. The murder was described as sudden and horrific, and Marionetti was pronounced dead at the scene.”
The reporter barely paused to draw a breath before she continued.
“The killer is still at large, and as yet, the motive for this brutal act is unknown. If anyone has information about a nondescript man, shorter than average, wearing a white and gold waiter’s uniform, then please use the number on your screen to contact the police.”
And that was it. The next news story was about a gas explosion somewhere that killed three people, but by then I’d stopped listening. The only thing in my mind was that they didn’t know who I was. There was no picture, and that description–a nondescript man in a white and gold waiter’s uniform–was laughable in its potential effectiveness.
I don’t look like a killer, Azrael had said. Nor, as it turned out, was I particularly memorable either.
With my grin firmly back in place, I relaxed in my chair and started to laugh once again.
I’d done it! I’d taken out a target who should have been way out of my league.
Then again, that seemed to be a common theme now.
With that thought in mind, I reach for my phone and called Rachel to tell her my good news.




Chapter 21

I was already well on my way to a pleasant buzz by the time Rachel showed up after her work. She seemed genuinely pleased to see me, in an understated, Gothic way. I found myself seeing her both as she was and in her succubus form at the same time, and invited her into an apartment filled with music and rotating lights that made it look a little like a club.
“Well,” Rachel said. “Quite the party you have going on in here. Who else is coming?”
“Just you and me,” I replied. “And Azrael, of course. Didn’t think it was appropriate to invite anyone else given that we’re celebrating a murder.”
Rachel nodded as if she heard sentences like that every day, dropped her handbag to the floor, and started dancing to the music. I watched for some moments before Azrael gave me the necessary prod.
“Dance with her,” he said.
If I had been strictly sober, I wouldn’t have even tried. But with a new rum and coke in my hand, I couldn’t see any reason not to, and did my absolute best not to look awkward as I moved with her.
While we danced, I couldn’t help but think that this was much more than the sympathy shag it had started as. Last night, it had been Rachel who guided me in my new direction, and even then she had seemed content to stay at my side.
It was a totally new experience to me. The few other girls I’d slept with had all quietly disappeared after, never to be seen again. But for some reason, Rachel seemed immune to my repellent nature. She even smiled at me as she danced, gyrating to a beat in time with the music, yet somehow much slower and more sensual as well.
“It is the nature of binding,” Azrael supplied in my mind. For the moment at least, he seemed to have lost his disappointment at being linked to someone like me. Perhaps the alcohol in my blood mellowed him as much as it did me. Or perhaps he was basking in the afterglow of my success with my first contract, the same way I was.
“Think of it like this. To her, it doesn’t matter what your real-world status might be. Because of the binding, because I have drawn out the demon within her, you and I will always be status one hundred.”
I knew Rachel could hear Azrael just as clearly as I could, but she didn’t seem to mind that he spoke to me and not her. In fact, she swayed closer to me and draped her arms around my neck, and I wrapped my free hand around her, resting it on the curve between the back and her butt.
“He’s right, you know,” Rachel said, as cool as a breeze. “Yesterday, you were just a guy who was down on his luck. I figured a quick shag wouldn’t cost me the lot, and it might make your whole year. But now…” she frowned a little. “Now it’s different. Like, my future is wrapped up in yours. You know?” She shrugged as if that wasn’t the most meaningful thing I’d ever heard any woman say to me. “And besides, I kinda like this new me as well. It feels… naughty.” She smiled a little, raising her eyebrows in a quick expression of enjoyment. “And delicious. It’s like I am now free to be who I always was but didn’t really know it.”
Before I could ask what she meant, she leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. I noticed she had a warm, delicate scent that reminded me of one of my candles, and I realized we had both stopped swaying to the music.
Rachel closed her eyes and breathed me in, in the same way I was doing with her. Then she let all it all back out in a rush and held me away from her a little.
“Oh, the things I’m going to do to you,” she said, and flashed me a grin. “But first, you need to fix me a drink. And tell me how it all went. Oh, and we should probably check your status as well. It’s probably updated by now. What do you think?”
I thought it was a damn good idea. I turned the music down so we could talk, and fixed her a rum and coke like mine because it was one of the few drinks I knew how to make. At the same time, I told her, in detail, how my day had gone. She listened with surprising interest, but only asked a single question.
“How did it feel?”
I looked at her curiously. “What do you mean?”
“When you killed him. When you sliced open his artery with your knife.”
I thought about it for a moment. I knew she wasn’t talking about the slight resistance I’d felt through the blade, or the feeling of tension I’d felt due to not being sure if I could get away. She was asking a very specific question.
“You’re asking how it felt to kill him?” I asked, and she nodded. “It felt… satisfying. Like it was something I’d been wanting to do for a while. Not killing him, not exactly, but killing someone. Like I’d achieved some sort of personal goal.” I thought about it some more. “And it felt liberating. Chad–well, he was just practice. But this one was real. It was a buzz like I never imagined.”
Rachel gave me a slow, lingering smile, as if gaining the same sort of sensation just listening to my words. She nodded.
“Excellent,” she said. “Now, let’s check out that status, shall we?”
Suddenly, I was nervous. I’d long ago stopped checking my status on a regular basis because it rarely seemed to change, and it wasn’t great to look at. All I’d done was watch people I knew rise in leaps and bounds, leaving me a long way behind.
But now, I had a reason to check again.
We went to my bedroom, and I brought up the app. With shaking fingers, I entered my username and password, and my status showed in bold letters on the screen.
Legal status–that hadn’t changed. A wildly underwhelming nine. But my illegal status was stronger than it had ever been. A solid eighteen.
Still not impressive as far as that sort of thing went, but I was no longer a complete loser. A lot of guys my age had a status like that, or even a little below.
Finally, I felt like I was on my way.
I stared at the screen for long moments, then found Rachel watching me closely. “How does that feel?” she asked.
It was my turn to take a deep breath. “It feels… good. Really good.”
Rachel smiled again. “Good,” she said. “Now, how do you feel about doing it again?”
“Hell, yes!” I said. Then I thought about it. “Although, next time I think I would like to be a bit better prepared. And maybe choose a simpler target.”
Both Rachel and Azrael agreed. They both seemed to understand as well as I did that I’d made it through my first contract not because of any particular skill, but because I’d been able to get close before anyone recognized the danger. And relying on that long-term would be suicide. Sooner or later, an overly wary bodyguard or target would see through my apparent harmlessness, and that would be it.
I understood very clearly that Marionetti’s bodyguards were the reason I was able to fill my contract today. They’d had a blind spot, and I’d exploited it. But if they had been more attentive, I would never have been able to get close.
“Great,” Rachel said. “Why not see if there’s a suitable target already?”
I was in the driver’s seat, so I brought up the app. But there was nothing new on the list. I was about to close the app again when Rachel pointed at the screen.
“Look,” she said. “You’ve got a message.”
Curious and somewhat surprised, I clicked on the icon next to my profile, and saw she was right.
It was a message from Megadeath#4.
“Congratulations on your first kill. I look forward to watching you work in the future. It will be interesting to learn your habits and preferences. One can never tell when such knowledge can be the difference between life and death.”
I read it through twice in rapid succession. “What the fuck does he mean by that?”
“I’m not sure,” Rachel responded. “But I was looking at this app today. This isn’t the first Megadeath. He’s the fourth by that name, and he gained it by killing the third.”
It wasn’t a pleasant thought, and I decided I didn’t like that I’d attracted the attention of the Syndicate’s number one killer. Yet, Megadeath#4 was a problem for later. Sure, he was the most prolific killer on the app, but he wasn’t the only one. There were others who took contracts as well, besides me, and he hadn’t killed them. Right?
So, his almost-threatening message was probably just his way of intimidating the competition.
Well, I decided. That wasn’t going to work with me. I had discovered a taste for this type of work, and it satisfied all my current needs. The only issue was that Megadeath#4 seemed to be greedy, snapping up all the contracts on offer before anyone else had a moment to think…
“Rachel,” I said, an idea forming in my mind. “Just how much control do you have over this app? What are you able to do with it?”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Well, this Megadeath guy put his name forward on nearly all the contracts listed. It was just chance that let me snag the one I got from under his nose. Is there any way you could put a delay on when the contracts show up? Just for him, I mean? So I get to choose the ones I want, rather than having to accept whatever I can get?”
Rachel’s eyes brightened with interest. “Sure. I can do that,” she said.
“Excellent!” I said. Then I thought about the fee I’d earned for completing my contract. “But right now, it’s time to celebrate. I’m not keen on heading out, just in case someone did take my picture. But there’s plenty of places that offer delivery. What’s your celebratory meal of choice? And your favorite poison? I’m in the mood to party!”




Chapter 22

We ended up ordering all the luxuries either of us could imagine. Lobster, caviar, champagne, you name it. We even had one of those pretentious deserts, the thing that looked for all the world like an orange dipped in a pale sauce, but was instead a multilayered confectionery made with all manner of delicious somethings that I couldn’t possibly name, but which was just as amazing to taste as it was to look at.
Rachel ate and drank as much as I did, and by the time we were done, she was more than a little tipsy as well. She started telling stories of the weird shit she’d seen in the Syndicate, and I quickly learned she had a greater understanding of how it all worked as a business than I would have expected.
She even knew, by digging into the financial reports, how much the business was worth.
It was a mind-blowing figure, with more zeros on the end than I knew how to name.
“Wait,” I slurred at her. “Hang on. Why have financial records when the whole business is illegal? It’s not like the Syndicate pays taxes, does it?”
She held up a half-empty glass of champagne and shook her head extravagantly. “No, it’s not for taxes. But they still need to know how much they’re making, and how they’re making it. They need to know if they can afford all the bribes from one week to the next, and if they can pay everyone on their payroll. So, yeah, they still need financial accounting, just like everyone else.”
It was eye-opening, but the nature of the syndicate’s business wasn’t the only topic of conversation.
I started talking about me, and my sad history, and for the first time, I felt safe doing so. I wasn’t going to chase Rachel away, and besides, I wasn’t the same loser I’d been before I’d met her anyway.
She listened as I inexpertly tried to spin some of my past as humorous, but stopped me when I spoke about the lack of women in my life.
“Wait, so you’re telling me you’ve never slept with the same woman twice?” she asked.
Feeling vaguely embarrassed despite the warm feeling of my victory combined with the drink, I shook my head.
“Well, we can fix that at least, can’t we?” she asked, and her wings arched seductively.
Even my alcohol-sodden brain understood what she meant. “I sure hope so,” I replied.
And that was enough. For the second time in two days, I ended up naked, hammering away as best I could within Rachel’s embrace. This time, I didn’t think of anything other than enjoying myself, forgetting all about Azrael, forgetting about everything except the wonderful, voluptuous woman beneath me on the bed, and trying my hardest not to let it all end too soon.
At some point, I realized Rachel had folded her spiritual demon wings around me as well, wrapping both of us up like a bat or burrito. Maybe I should have had some concerns about the direction my life had taken at that point, because I was a long way away from living the ideal as far as my local church group might see it. But I didn’t care. I just thrust into Rachel again and again, enjoying every moment, until she cried out in her pleasure and dug her nails into my shoulders hard enough to draw blood.
If I had been expecting the same sort of empowering reaction this time as had happened before, then I was in for disappointment. There was a brief explosion of power, but nothing like the scale of the first time.
I didn’t need Azrael to tell me the reason. Rachel was already bound to me. She had already helped Azrael level up as much as she could.
Not that it mattered much to me at that moment. There were other reasons for banging a hot Goth chick than to level up the demon living in my mind.
Over the next couple of days, I watched the contract app closely, looking for a suitable job. At the same time, I did my best to give myself any advantage I could if it came to a fight. Rachel and Azrael were both helpful in this, offering regular, useful suggestions.
Azrael pointed me toward different methods of hiding knives at various parts of my body, and I found a cool quick release system that would deliver a weapon to the palm of my hand with a flick of my wrist. I found myself practicing different moves at all hours of the day, and when my throwing knives arrived, things got much more interesting. I learned then that throwing knives was a skill that would take me a fair while to master, but they were so cool I took to carrying them with me wherever I went anyway.
He also suggested a different type of weapon. I didn’t know how to pick up a gun without leaving a paper trail, so instead, I went for something a little more unusual: a garrote. Inexpensive, easy to hide, and simple to use. A good combination of attributes.
Speaking about guns, Rachel suggested wearing a bullet-proof vest. I thought they were cumbersome and bulky pieces of equipment, but Rachel managed to find one that was anything but. In addition, she also sourced clothing made of a fabric that was resistant to cutting.
That was interesting on two fronts. First, I quickly purchased a casual suit made of the stuff and modified my training to take it into account should a target happen to be wearing the same.
In addition, no one had yet come looking for Chad, which was a relief, and I was starting to suspect that his coworkers hadn’t cared for him as much as he’d always let on. Still, with Azrael’s help, I’d double- and triple-checked the apartment for any lingering evidence of his unfortunate but helpful demise. I’d long ago disassembled and destroyed his phone and then thrown it out with the trash, so it was currently useless in a city landfill somewhere. So, feeling in the clear, I put Chad out of my mind.
As well as all that, I hadn’t forgotten Azrael’s needs. Rachel was great, but she was just the first of many, if Azrael was ever to return to his former glory (and, of course, take me along for the ride).
I had leveled up. No longer a single digit loser, I had a status of eighteen and was looking to move even higher. I might have still been pudgy, but I was no longer bald, and my face had stayed free of the problems I had suffered before.
But that didn’t mean I was free to go out and score at will. I wanted to keep a low profile for at least a few days, for fear that my face was about to be spread all over the news. And that meant my options were limited.
Azrael encouraged me to set up an online profile on a dating site or two, but so far, the results had been disappointing.
It wasn’t exactly what you’d call a dry spell, but the women of El Diablo weren’t trying to break down my door.
For a little while at least, it looked like I–we–were going to have to make do with just Rachel by my side.
Five days after my first contract kill, I saw the contract that looked to be a good choice for my second.




Chapter 23

Big Bob Morris was a one-time enforcer for the Syndicate and must have pissed off someone fairly badly. His name appeared in the Vendettas section, which suggested that whatever he had done was of a more personal than professional nature. Like, if it was the Syndicate as a whole he had offended, perhaps by skimming a little too much from the top, he would have been in the other category.
I figured Big Bob would be a good target for me because even though he was listed at six foot four and nearly three hundred and seventy pounds, he was also in his late fifties, and had effectively been retired since his knee blew out a dozen years ago.
His picture suggested that at one time, he had been a big slab of meat. But that meat had long turned to flab, and the only thing that suggested how tough he had been in his prime was his flat, scowl of a face.
So, he was older, immobile, and unfit to boot. Three ticks in the right column as far as I was concerned. In addition, being retired suggested he wouldn’t have any guards looking out for him the way Marionetti had done.
He also lived alone in a bungalow in a poor area of town. Which meant there wasn’t likely to be much security I would need to bypass.
The fee for this job was less than half of what I’d received for offing Marionetti. But, really, while the money was nice, I was doing this for status more than anything else. To give myself a fighting chance with the ladies, to help my demon level up.
So this time, instead of entering my username in the field in a state of panic, I thought about what I was doing for some minutes.
Rachel had already added the time delay to the app, so I wasn’t much worried about Megadeath#4 swooping in and scooping up all the contracts before I could make my decision. I just needed to take a moment to make sure I was happy.
“Short of an octogenarian hooked up to a heart-lung machine, this Bob seems to be almost ideal,” Azrael said in my mind. “Or are you waiting for some sort of status fairy to pop into existence and wave her magic wand?”
After a brief interlude when I had made my first kill and the demon had treated me with a modicum of respect, Azrael had reverted to his usual scorn. Perhaps it was because of my ongoing failure at online dating. But that was hardly my fault. There were too many things that weren’t in my favor. Sure, my overall status had gained a boost, but I was still fairly short, still overweight, and it had taken some creative photography to find an image of my face that looked even half decent.
In a world where there were thousands of taller, slimmer, and better-looking guys, a great many of them still with a higher status than me and all available with the swipe of a finger, it was easy to see why I didn’t have much luck.
The best I could hope for was to improve my status even more, perhaps with this job and another one or two, and then I would be in with a better shot.
Until then, I was still in that place somewhere between here and there. No man’s land.
But it could have been worse. At least, now I had Rachel. And I had Azrael as well. He wasn’t exactly my greatest ever friend, but at least he was always there.
I had thought about it long enough. Big Bob would be victim number two.
“Okay already,” I said, replying to the demon. “You’re right. Big Bob, your number is up. You will be SimonSaysDie’s second kill.”
With that, I entered my username, and with far less anxiety than I had displayed the first time, I hit the enter button.
As the congratulatory note appeared on the screen, I sat back in my chair and played with a bunch of ideas that might help with ending Big Bob’s life.
“Just keep it simple,” Azrael said. “And play to your strengths.”
Even though he didn’t say anything about it, the demon seemed happy again.




Chapter 24

In my ongoing quest not to leave a recognizable trail, I took two different buses and a taxi to Bob Morris’ place. It took nearly two hours to get there, and by the time I reached his suburb, I was grumbling under my breath.
Up until then, I’d never needed a car. I could work in my pajamas from my bedroom, and for all his faults, Chad had at least picked a good location to live. There was everything I needed within spitting distance, and I had rarely needed to wander beyond a five-mile radius of the apartment.
But my life had changed. If I was going to be a hitman for the Syndicate, I would need to be more mobile. Either that, or I would have to pick my victims based on their proximity to where I lived.
I laughed at myself as I thought of that. What a great idea. Create a cluster of murders within walking distance of my apartment. Maybe, in a city like El Diablo, it would take a while before anyone noticed. But why should I make it easy for the authorities should they wish to hunt me down?
So, at some point, I would need a car. But that was a problem for later. Just at the moment, I had more immediate things on my mind.
The taxi came to a stop across the road from Big Bob’s place. I paid the driver, a large, bearded man who’d kept the cab very clean, and stepped out. I was about to close the door when the cabbie called to me.
“Hey, buddy. Don’t forget your bag,” he said, and I had to laugh at myself.
I thanked him again, and grabbed my bag, a small duffle type of thing I’d taken from Chad’s wardrobe. He used it for his gym gear, but for me, it was the perfect size to stash the knives I might need to hack Big Bob into pieces.
Unlike with Marionetti, this contract had made no mention of making a statement. While that wasn’t exactly the same as asking for it to be discreet, I figured there was always less of a chance of being caught if it wasn’t even apparent that a murder had been committed.
So I intended to carry Big Bob, in pieces, to the pet crematorium I had used before. Given my lack of transport, I figured it might be a tad awkward, but I’d find a way. And anyway, it wasn’t like I wouldn’t have time. I could come back more than once, cutting pieces of Big Bob away one at a time.
Assuming, of course, that everything went well with the killing.
As the taxi pulled away, I stared at my target’s home for a moment, taking it all in. The neighborhood as a whole was as it had been described. Rundown, with a plethora of old cars up on blocks out in front, missing roof shingles, fences in need of repair, and a fair amount of grass that could have done with a trim.
It wasn’t the type of place where people would choose to go out for a walk. I was the only person outside that I could see and figured this was a good thing. The people in this area no doubt kept to themselves and likely wouldn’t want to talk to the cops about anything in their neighborhood, let alone a killing.
Big Bob’s place was no different from the rest. A bit tidier, maybe, without a derelict car out in front, but with a tangle of shrubs that looked overgrown and untended. By looks alone, it was hard to tell if anyone lived there. But the number on the corner of the bungalow, visible from the road, matched the one on the contract, and this was the right street.
This was the right place. All going well, my target would be there, awaiting my knife. All I had to do was head over and put my plan into action.
It was a simple enough plan. As far as I knew, Big Bob didn’t know there was a contract out on him. He would have no reason to think anything was wrong, and no reason to worry if a stranger walked up and knocked on his front door.
I even had a cover story set up. In my suit, I figured I could pass for a lawyer. I would tell him my name and say I represented the estate of a dead relative who had left him some money. All he needed to do was sign some paperwork, and in a few weeks, the money would be in his bank.
I figured at the very least, that story would get me invited inside, and then it would be a matter of waiting for my chance. Sooner or later, Big Bob would present his back to me, and I would stick a knife between his ribs and into his heart.
I’d played the scenario through in my mind more than a dozen times, and with Azrael’s suggestions, I had refined everything I needed to do. The knife I would use was a new one I’d bought for just this type of occasion and hooked it into the harness at my forearm.
It took less than a second for that contraption to deliver the knife to my hand. It was silent and smooth, and I had practiced with that until I was entirely comfortable with its operation.
So, I was ready. I drew a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and crossed the road. Then I opened his gate and strolled up to Big Bob’s front doorway as if I had every right in the world to be there.
The entrance area was very much in need of a clean. But there was a welcome mat on the ground outside the door, even if it was a bit frayed around the edges.
Judging from his picture in the file, I would have expected signs indicating the opposite. No trespassers signs. Beware of the dog type of thing, even though the file suggested no pets at all. But to find none of that was a pleasant surprise.
It made the task ahead seem a little easier.
With a smile on my lips and the thought of murder in my mind, I raised my hand and pressed the doorbell.
Nothing.
I waited twenty, maybe thirty seconds, then tried it again.
Still nothing.
“Try knocking,” Azrael said, and I followed the advice. In a neighborhood like this, what were the odds of a doorbell that just didn’t work?
Still, my knocking also yielded no response.
“He’s not in,” I muttered.
“So?” Azrael responded. “This doesn’t change anything. In fact, it might even make it easier.”
As usual, he was right. I’d planned for this possibility as well.
I offered one more knock, just to make sure, and when Big Bob still failed to show, I took a casual step back and looked around to make sure I wasn’t being watched.
Then, as casually as I could, I started walking around the bungalow, looking for any signs of life, but also for a way in. A side door didn’t look like it saw much use, but it was locked down tight.
At the back of the house, I found what I wanted. A window that had been left slightly ajar. Moving swiftly, I opened it wider and poked my head in.
Big Bob’s bathroom. Tidy enough but faded, the vanity top cracked with age and the mirror showing evidence of age and despair.
I didn’t hesitate. I dropped my bag inside and heaved myself up and in.
I had never been athletic as a child. Always clumsy as well as a tad overweight, I’d been the last to be picked for everything. As an adult, I made my living as a gamer, which required a certain amount of coordination, timing, and judgment. Even then, I was a long way from the best.
But since Azrael had upped my strength and reflexes, everything that might have once been nearly impossible had come just a little bit easier.
An earlier, less coordinated version of me might have found himself stuck in the window. But I clambered through without too much effort and stood easily inside.
Now it was a matter of finding a good place to hide. Somewhere behind the front door might be a go. Big Bob’s garage was separate from his house, so even if he had taken his car somewhere, he would still need to walk in the front door.
I made my way through his dark, dingy house, and found that the small entranceway was wide enough for me to do exactly as I’d planned. I triggered the device at my arm and wrapped my hand around the hilt of my knife as I settled myself in.
Now, there was just one thing to do, and that was wait for my target to arrive.
And hope I didn’t need to pee at just the wrong time.




Chapter 25

It was curious, I thought. How simple it was to end a life. A quick slash or stab at a vital place, and that would be it. It didn’t even need to be a knife. A pencil would do it. Jam it all the way into someone’s ear and wiggle it about a little.
Sure, guns made things easier but were far from essential. Theoretically, you could knock someone out with a brick, and if that didn’t do the job, you could just hold their nose and cover their mouth until the lack of oxygen to the brain finished them off.
So simple. And yet, so difficult as well.
El Diablo seemed rife with killings, but it was a big city, and the rate of murders was surprisingly low. Most people could go through their entire lives and never be close to one.
The same couldn’t be said about cancer. Everyone had a brother, aunt, or friend who had succumbed to the illness. And yet, it was the murders that filled the news networks.
It wasn’t that hard to figure out why. Nobody chose to go out and get cancer. Nobody handed it out to strangers. But murders? That was a choice, and it went against everything everyone was taught throughout their whole lives.
Taking a life was the ultimate taboo. Most people would go out of their way to avoid doing it, even accidentally. Which made those who were okay with the idea surprisingly valuable.
As I stood in place behind Big Bob’s door, I wondered about my own lack of guilt or remorse over what I’d already done. Sure, Chad’s death had been a little traumatic. But Marionetti? I’d killed him nearly a week before and still felt echoes of the glory I’d felt in doing so. And as I waited for Big Bob to turn up, I felt a sense of anticipation, of excitement over what would be my next kill.
I mean, who feels that way? What the fuck was wrong with me?
At the thought, I felt Azrael chuckle in the back of my head.
“Well? Out with it!” I demanded to my demonic companion. “Is it you? Have you done something to make me this way?”
“No,” came the demon’s flat reply. “All I’ve done is clarified it a little. I have provided encouragement when you needed to hear it, and scorn when you needed to hear that. But the underlying traits are yours and yours alone.”
I didn’t quite know what to think about that, but the demon had more to say. “It is ironic, but it may be this this blasé response you have to murder that might be the thing you need most. It might be the thing that gets you to where you want to go.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Think about it. You are capable of making decisions to further your own interests regardless of the cost to others. You can be brutal when you need to be. Callous and cool from the perspective of others. It’s what you’ve got, and you don’t seem averse to using it.”
I thought about what the demon had said, but he still wasn’t finished. “You are selfish. Without that, even my presence would likely be insufficient to allow you to achieve your goals. Especially given your lack of other useful qualities. But with it? It may just be enough.”
I wasn’t sure I liked the demon’s assessment of my character. I stood there and growled, only to hear him chuckle away in the back of my mind. I wanted to bring him to task, to order him to show some respect, but before I did, he changed the subject.
“What was that?” he asked. “Did you hear something?”
I immediately brought my mind back to the task at hand. Was Big Bob walking up the path to the door? Was that what Azrael heard?
I regretted not looking through the garage window to check if there was a car there, or if he had taken it. I didn’t know how Big Bob might arrive.
Then I realized the sound wasn’t coming from outside at all, but from inside Big Bob’s house.
For a moment, I froze. Was he still inside? Had I somehow missed seeing him?
This time, I was sure. I heard movement coming from the living room, where there hadn’t been any movement before.
Azrael figured it out before I did. “He’s got a basement!” he said. Then, “Quickly, or you’ll lose the element of surprise!”
I was way ahead of him. The excitement of being on the hunt had turned into a surge of anxiety. Adrenaline spiked, and I moved as quickly and quietly as I could toward the sounds only to stop four feet into the dark, dingy living room.
Big Bob wasn’t just big. He was enormous. His photo in the file had done him no justice at all. Three hundred and seventy pounds was a gross underestimate. This man was big enough that he would have struggled to get through his own doorways.
How he’d made it up from his basement, I’ll never know. But he was panting and blowing as he lowered the trapdoor to the floor.
If he hadn’t been so impossibly huge, I would have charged in and enacted my plan exactly as described, stabbing him through the heart from the back.
But as it was, I couldn’t figure out if my blade would be enough to reach anything vital. I could hack and slash for hours and carve away nothing but flab.
Because of this, I took a moment to reassess. Or at least, that’s the optimistic way of looking at it. In reality, I simply hesitated, overawed by the man’s bulk, with nothing going through my head at all.
Unfortunately, I kept not thinking anything for long enough that Big Bob turned his massive bulk my way and stared at me in shock.
“Who the fuck are you?” he yelled at me. “Get the fuck out of my house!”
His voice was a rumble of thunder, and it was packed with justifiable rage. At the same time, he obviously hadn’t picked me for a killer, there to collect on a contract, even though I still held my knife in my hand. If he had, maybe he would have thought twice, but again, I didn’t look like a hitman. So he did what any large, angry man might do upon finding a stranger in his house.
He let out a roar and charged toward me with his hands out front like he was a character out of a comic book.
The house shook with each stride he took, and the sight of his blubber jiggling about on his massive frame kept me paralyzed for almost too long.
“Move!” bellowed a voice in my head, and for the life of me, I didn’t know if it was Azrael’s or my own.
Either way, it jolted me into action. Still doing my best to come to grips with the man’s unexpected size, I ducked and lashed out with my knife at the same time as I moved out of his reach.
My blade caught him. He was wearing a stained and dirty vest over a huge pair of track pants that should have been baggy, but which fit him more like yoga pants instead. Not a memory to treasure, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that my blade made a hole in his vest just above the waistband of his track pants. It took half a moment for Big Bob to register what I’d done, and then he let out a bellow of pain.
“You little prick!” he bellowed, at the same time as he pressed a hand to his wound. He brought it away and stared incredulously at the blood on his palm. “Did you fucking stab me?” he asked, but he didn’t give me the chance to respond. Instead, his face grew dark and murderous. “You shit-sucking little cunt! I’ll fucking kill you! How fucking dare you come into my home? I’ll smash you into a paste!”
As he bellowed, I tried to put some distance between us. I knew without any doubt that he could do just what he said. My knife had seemed a good option for my burgeoning career as a killer, but not anymore.
Once again, I was out of my depth. The blood on Big Bob’s vest was spreading even as he heaved his bulk toward me, but I couldn’t see any evidence of it slowing him down. Built as he was, it was like he had a natural defense against my weapon of choice. I could puncture him a hundred times and still not hit anything vital.
So, for precious seconds, I just backed away until I was in the dining area, getting his old Formica table between him and myself.
He was like an earthquake coming toward me. With an inarticulate bellow of rage, he swept the table and chairs to one side.
I felt real panic and wondered if my short career as a hitman was already over, wondering also if there was anything like an easy kill.
It was then that Azrael spoke again. “Go for the jugular!” he said. “Sure, his neck is protected by a layer of fat as well, but it’s nowhere near as thick. Use your speed to your advantage!”
I wasn’t sure when Azrael had decided to play an active part in my efforts, but at that time, I was very grateful he had.
I followed his advice, lunging at the huge man’s throat with my knife.
He batted me aside with contemptuous ease. My knife went flying and I landed in a heap on the floor. Now Big Bob stopped bellowing in rage, and instead barked a laugh.
“I am going to fucking kill you!” he said, and it was all I could do to scamper away on my ass.
As quickly as I could, I got back to my feet and drew another of my knives. Big Bob’s expression returned to one of rage, but there was a sneer of condescension in with it.
“You think your little knives are any match for me?” he bellowed. At the same time, he picked up one of the dining chairs and flung it at me with unexpected ferocity. I uttered a yelp and ducked away, but still caught a glancing blow on my shoulder. My second knife went clattering to the floor, and but before I could pick it up, Big Bob reached for another chair.
I had to dive out of the way. Bob’s strength was prodigious. It had weight behind it, the force of years of excess. Even with Azrael’s enhancements, I would have struggled to hurl the dining room chair with that much force, but he did it with little more than a flick of his wrist.
I knew then how much trouble I was in. So much for an easy mark. Big Bob was already causing me more trouble than Marionetti had managed. And he was all by himself!
“Move!” Azrael bellowed in my mind, and I didn’t stop to think. I just charged into the living room as another dining room chair bounced off just where my head had been.
For a moment I stood in front of his TV, thinking that he would be less likely to hurl something at me if it might damage what appeared to be his most prized possession, judging by the wear of the large chair sitting in front of it. But that was a foolish hope to rest my survival on, and I knew it.
Big Bob stepped toward me with a massive grin on his face, and I realized he was enjoying himself. Despite the fact I’d poked a hole in his immense gut, he thought he was in total control. He was going to smash me, as he said, into a wet paste on the floor, and he was going to enjoy the process.
“Hold still, you little maggot!” he growled. “Hold still, and I’ll make it quick. But if you make me fucking work for at, I’ll keep you alive for a week!”
I noticed that the more in control of the situation he felt himself to be, the fewer swear words came spewing out of his mouth. Which made perfect sense to me, as I was much the same. Just then, I felt letting out a continuous stream of swear words with no end.
Except for one thing.
I didn’t much like the way he was looking at me as if I was nothing.
I’d seen that look every day of my life, from almost everyone I had ever met. Teachers had looked at me like that when I was in school. Coworkers, assholes who contacted me to help out their kids. Even those silver-spoon shitheads themselves.
And I was tired of seeing it.
I had a demon inside me. I would have given a lot to show Big Bob what I could see in the mirror, just to see the look on his face. But all I could do was snarl at him and reach for another of my knives.
Sure, Big Bob was proving to be more trouble than I had bargained for. He was a monster, a creature of unexpected power and strength. But I had a job to do, and while I still lived, I didn’t see any reason why I should give up.
“No! Not a knife!” Azrael said.
I paused with my fingers touching a handle, to ask him what he meant.
“Use the garrote!” came his reply.
I found myself looking at Big Bob as if he was the embodiment of every last ounce of disrespect that had come my way. I found myself hating him with every fiber of my being, and all I could think of was the pleasure I would gain from pulling a Princess Leia and throttling his Jabba the Hutt ass in the most personal way.
I didn’t think about how, or even if it was possible. I just instinctively followed Azrael’s suggestion and pulled my garrote from where I kept it in an inside pocket of my jacket.
Big Bob had a moment to laugh at me as I pulled the handles of my garrote apart. The thin line of piano wire in between the handles didn’t look like much. But, with everything I had, I darted to the side and around behind Big Bob.
His bulk made him slow, and I remembered what I’d seen about him having a blown-out knee. He couldn’t turn around fast enough to keep me in front of him.
This was where I’d planned to be from the start. Behind the monstrous man with a weapon in my hands. But instead of plunging a knife between his ribs, I launched myself at him, looping the piano wire over his head and pulling backward with all my strength.
Big Bob roared again in anger, but this time there was a tinge of fear in it as well. He took a stumbling step backward, and I feared he might crush me if he was to fall back against the wall or land on the floor. But instead, he righted himself, and I hung on.
Then I did more than just hang on. I gritted my teeth, cursed his bulk beneath my breath, and pulled on the handles with everything I had. Big Bob roared again and flailed about, but he was too fat to reach behind him with his hands. All he could do was pluck at the cord buried within the layers of flesh around his neck. And, already, his roaring sounded strangled.
I pulled again, putting everything into it, even jamming one of my knees into his back for leverage.
Big Bob tried to roar again, but it sounded as if his air was being choked off. He stumbled, fell to his knees, but kept flailing about with his hands.
With my own arms and shoulders starting to ache, with the grips in my hands becoming slick with my sweat, I growled as I tried to increase the pressure even more.
Finally, after what seemed like forever, Big Bob toppled forward onto the ground and let out a strangled gurgle.
I kept up the pressure for another minute, perhaps even more, and Big Bob didn’t move.
Finally, I started to relax. I let go of the garrote.
Still, the flabby monster didn’t move.
Just to be sure, I took out another one of my knives, but I didn’t need to use it. I’d intended to cut his throat, but the garrote had already cut him so deeply around the neck that blood was pouring out.
I had done it. Big Bob was officially Victim Number Two.




Chapter 26

Once again, I felt a sense of elation. I had done it! This was my second official kill, and my third overall. Just one could have been an aberration. Two was a start. Three, and it was starting to feel like a habit. Just something I did.
I knew it would take a while for my status to show it, but I was already beginning to feel like that low status loser I’d been was a long time in the past. I was different now. More capable.
Dangerous.
And that thought gave me a sense of pride unmatched by anything else in my life.
I backed away from Big Bob’s corpulent corpse and sat down on the floor. For long moments, I chuckled quietly to myself, wondering again what my friends on the Ascender forums might say if they knew what I had become. They would no doubt be jealous of my successes and my quick jump in status, as well as my potential for more. But if they knew of my methods!
At the same time, this kill was very different from my last. It had taken much more physical effort. My shoulders and arms were already beginning to ache, both from the effort of killing Big Bob, and the impact from the chair he had thrown at me.
And I wasn’t yet done. I knew my original plan of chopping him into bits and incinerating him as I’d done with Chad wasn’t a valid option. Not with a man that big. I would need a chainsaw to cut him into small enough chunks to dispose of that way, and that was a far more gruesome prospect than I was willing to deal with.
Then again, I’d left far more evidence around than I was comfortable with. As soon as they found Big Bob’s body, it would be obvious he was murdered. I mean, is it even possible to garrote yourself?
At the very least, I’d left fingerprints all over Big Bob’s house. But likely, I would have left more clues than that as well.
The big question was what to do about it.
It didn’t take long to figure out a solution. Still smiling, I nodded my head. “Burn it,” I said out loud. I would burn it all. Turn Big Bob into a bucket of fried crispy chicken wings, and it would be hard for any crime scene investigator to determine the true cause of death, let alone figure out who was responsible.
I figured Big Bob would have some sort of accelerant around his place somewhere, to help start the fire. Hopefully, it would be well ablaze before the fire department could arrive.
With that thought in mind, I heaved myself back to my feet and began the gruesome task of retrieving my garrote.
It had bits of flesh clinging to it, and I couldn’t help but wrinkle my nose in disgust. I didn’t really want to keep bits of Big Bob with me for any longer than I needed to, so I spent a bit of time at his sink, washing my garrote clean.
Then I changed my mind. Maybe I did want to keep a bit of Big Bob with me. For no reason I could articulate, I’d kept one of Marcel Marionetti’s fingers, as a kind of trophy. A commemoration of my first kill. Why shouldn’t I do the same with Big Bob?
As soon as I tucked my garrote back away, I got to work with one of my knives, cutting the man’s smallest, fat finger off and putting it in my pocket. That done, I looked about for an accelerant, but before I found anything useful, Azrael made a suggestion.
“Maybe you want to check out the basement,” he said. “Find out what’s so important down there that Big Bob would risk getting stuck in the trap door.”
It was a valid suggestion. Before I followed it, I hunted about on the floor for my knives. Finding both of those I’d lost during the fight, I returned them to their respective homes under my clothes, then went to the trapdoor and heaved it open.
Tentatively, I felt my way into the darkness one step at a time until I found a light switch. I turned it on, blinked in the sudden brightness, and what I saw shocked me to the bone.
“Holy shit,” I said.
Azrael didn’t say a word, but even in his silence I could sense him agree with my explanation.
The basement was a single, open space, like a long, thin room. Most of one wall had been lined with shelves, and on those shelves was a collection of severed heads in transparent containers.
It didn’t take a genius to understand the significance of it all. Big Bob wasn’t just a one-time enforcer for the Syndicate.
He was a serial killer, and these were his trophies, in the same way that I was starting to collect fingers.
I stood halfway down the stairs and for a moment just gaped. The scale of what Big Bob had done was shocking. At first glance, I didn’t know how many heads he had collected, but it was more than ten, leaning toward twenty. They were kept in some sort of preserving agent that discolored them just a little, but even so, I could make out all sorts of victims.
Young, old, black, Asian, white, male, female, it seemed as if Big Bob was indiscriminate in his tastes. I wondered what had happened to their bodies, and it was then that my eyes were drawn to the large chest freezer jammed up against the far wall. If someone had bet me a dollar that there were other body parts in the freezer, I wouldn’t have taken the bet. It was too much of a certainty.
But that wasn’t all. There was one other thing in the basement that took me by surprise. Big Bob Morris had set up one corner with a low cot, upon which rested a woman.
She looked at me for a moment when the lights went on, then sat up on the edge of the cot.
“You’re not Bob,” she said, and I could hear the uncertainty in her voice. It was as if she was unsure if she should be afraid, or if she should be relieved.
I took in several things about her all at once. The first was that she was very pretty. Blonde, slim, with excellent features, she wore a short, blue dress and might have been stunning if her make-up hadn’t been smudged as if she’d been crying. Azrael commented in my mind that despite the variation of the heads in the containers, there were none of them quite like her.
At the same time, I also noticed that she was chained to the bed by her wrists.
I knew without thinking that she would have been Big Bob’s next victim. Although, why she was still alive even now, I couldn’t say.
Despite my growing capacity for murder, I was far from heartless. I was drawn to kittens and puppies just like everyone else, and if anyone even thought to harm such a precious creature, then I would go all John Wick on their ass.
Seeing the blonde woman as she was, chained and helpless in Big Bob’s basement, brought out the same sort of protective instinct in me. Without thinking, I went to her, offering reassurances.
“Bob’s dead,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about him anymore. He can’t hurt you.”
As I drew close, she stared at me with wild, uncertain eyes.
“He’s dead?” she asked, her voice tiny and hopeful.
I nodded. “I killed him,” I said. I don’t know why I said it, other than to convince her that the monster was indeed dead. She stared at me for a moment more, and then hope won the battle against her fear. All at once, tears formed in her eyes, and she started to cry once again. But these weren’t tears of fear. They were tears of relief.
A few days ago, my awkward, low status self wouldn’t have known how to react. But my connection to Rachel had given me more than just regular sex. My Goth lover had effectively taught me how to relax in the company of women.
Without even thinking, I sat down on the bed next to the blonde woman and cradled her in my arms.
“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s all over now. He’s gone, and can’t hurt you anymore.”
She leaned into me and cried, but only for a surprisingly short time. Then she drew herself up and held out her hands. “Can you get these off me?” she asked.
I found myself thinking that she was remarkably calm given the situation. I looked around the basement for something I could use to take the chains off her, and Azrael once more spoke in my mind.
“The fat man must have had keys,” he said.
I nodded. “Did you see where Bob put his keys?” I asked the woman.
“Yes. He keeps them in his pocket.”
I stood up. “Okay. I’ll be back in a moment.”
She didn’t seem to want me to go. She reached out almost by instinct, but hesitated, knowing I had to leave to get the keys. Yet she still seemed to want to delay it.
“What’s your name?” she asked.
I smiled at her. “Simon. Simon Kingman,” I said.
She gave a tentative smile in return. “I’m Sandy,” she said.
I nodded as if she had given me a gift, then went back upstairs.
Have you ever tried to fumble around in a dead man’s pockets? Especially if that dead man weighed almost four hundred pounds, if not more? It can be quite a struggle. I had to heave him over onto his back, and when I did so, he let out a huge, noisome fart that had me leaping away while reaching for one of my knives. I thought that the huge man had come back to life, and it took me a moment to realize it was just his digestive system doing its thing.
To the tune of Azrael laughing at me, I tucked my knife back away and finally came away with his keys.
Back downstairs, Sandy held out her hands for me.
“He said he was going to eat me,” she said. “And I believed him. He showed me all those heads, and told me that each one, each person had a different flavor. He was looking forward to seeing what I tasted like.” As she spoke, she shivered in revulsion, and I unlocked the chains around her wrists.
As soon as they fell away, it was like she could taste her freedom. She breathed it in and turned to me with a smile. “Thank you,” she said. “I thought I was done for!”
“My pleasure,” I replied. “Now, let’s get you out of here. Only–you might want to keep your eyes shut when we go upstairs. It’s fairly messy.”
Surprisingly, the thought didn’t faze her. It was like she was a new woman now that her hands were free. “No, I want to see him. To make sure he’s dead.” Then she gave a laugh. “Does that make me seem bad? A little evil?”
I laughed and shook my head. “It wasn’t you who killed him,” I said.
At this, she looked at me with a curious expression. “You’re right,” she said. Then she asked, “How did you do it? You’re so…”
“Yeah, I know,” I said, saving her from having to say it. “I’m tiny compared to him. And I don’t look like I could do such a thing.” I grinned at her. “But appearances can be deceiving.” I raised an eyebrow to hint that I was something more than I looked.
It seemed to work. Sandy nodded and gave me a genuine smile. “Anyway, I’m glad you did it. And I want to give him a kick for everything he’s done.”
We climbed the stairs, and Sandy did exactly that, not only kicking the fat man in the side, but stomping on his vast stomach for good measure. I could have warned her about the gas, but thought maybe he was out of it.
It turned out that he wasn’t. He let another one in response to Sandy’s stomp, and she flinched in a mixture of surprise and fear. Then, as she realized it was no more than the result of the gas in his stomach, she started to laugh.
I joined in, reflecting that there was little more universal than a fart joke.
At the same time, I marveled at Sandy’s resilience. In a matter of minutes, she had gone from a tearful wreck to a cool, calm, confident woman whom I could imagine being the life of any party she chose to attend. She caught me looking at her and smiled again, while twirling a lock of her hair around her finger.
“So, now what?” she asked.
I figured I’d already admitted to killing Big Bob. There wasn’t much point in lying to her now. “Well, given that I killed him, I don’t exactly want to call the police. I was just going to light it all on fire and burn it to the ground. Then, I guess we should find a way to get you to your home.”
“That works for me,” Sandy said, nodding her agreement. But then she figured out what I hadn’t said. “Do you not have a car?”
I shook my head.
“Why don’t you just take his? It’s in the garage. Nice car, but that’s the last time I’m getting into a car with a stranger I met at a party. ‘Just going for a drive,’ my ass,” she said.
It seemed like an ideal solution, and I already had the car keys in my hand.
Big Bob was a serial killer. He lived in a crappy part of town. His house was a dirty, miserable reflection of the man himself. But he must have had a good choice in cars if someone like Sandy was willing to get in just to go for a ride.
The key in my hand gave me a clue. It came with a metal logo in the shape of a running horse with the word ‘Mustang’ stamped beneath it.
“And then,” Sandy continued. “Once you dropped me off, we can talk about what you would like as a reward for rescuing me.”
One glance at Sandy and I could tell she was at least as far out of my league as Rachel was. I didn’t know her status, but even after I’d leveled up to my current position, it still must have been far above mine.
Yet her intention was clear enough for Azrael to make a noise of triumph in the back of my brain.
At the same time, I found myself grinning. Becoming a hitman really did seem to be just what I needed to give my life the boost that I wanted.




Chapter 27

Big Bob kept a cabinet filled with alcohol next to his TV. I found a bottle of vodka that was more than sixty percent alcohol by volume, and figured that would do the job nicely. I popped the top and emptied most of it over Big Bob himself, but also splashed it liberally over the couch, on the curtains, and on anything else I thought might prove to be good fuel for a fire.
Then I found a cigarette lighter in the kitchen next to the oven and figured that would be the best option for setting everything alight.
But Sandy stopped me as I backed toward the front door.
“Let me do it,” she said with a calm determination. For her, this would signify closure, the end of a chapter that could have gone so much worse.
Understanding, I handed the lighter to her without a word and got out of her way. She didn’t hesitate. She flicked the lighter on, then dropped it on the floor in front of her, right in the middle of the puddle of vodka we had left there as the start of a trail back to Bob.
It caught right away, a low, blue flame that hurried along the trail and engulfed Bob completely before reaching out in new directions. Sandy and I watched just long enough to make sure it would catch, that the fire would remain when the alcohol burned off, then left, closing the door behind us.
With a jaunty stride, we both headed to the garage, and I got my first look at the car crouching within.
It was a monster. A shining black beast of a machine, a late model Mustang with red leather interior. As a car, it oozed testosterone, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if it breathed fire on start up. As far as muscle cars went, this was Arnold Schwarzenegger in his prime. This was the Rock amped up on steroids and made of shiny black steel.
A single glance was enough to answer the question of why someone like Sandy would ever accept a ride with someone like Bob. This car would give instant sex appeal to a bug.
As I drooled over its immaculate, gleaming finish, I could sense Sandy grinning beside me.
“It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” she said, and it was all I could do to nod in agreement. “Well? What are you waiting for? To the victor goes the spoils.”
I hadn’t seen it quite that way until then, but something inside of me clicked when she said it. She was right. To the victor went the spoils. I hadn’t been able to take anything from Marcel Marionetti beyond his finger, but from Big Bob, I could take this.
Of course, I could take Sandy as well, but that just reinforced the principle.
I smiled to myself, understanding an advantage of being a hitman I hadn’t thought of before.
To the tune of Azrael gloating quietly in my mind, I opened the passenger door for Sandy, and enjoyed the sight of her pretty legs as she settled herself in. Then I took the driver’s seat.
“Where to?” I asked. She told me her address and pointed me in the right direction.
It had been a fair while since I’d driven a car. I had my license but had only owned an old clunker to take me to and from work. When I moved into the city and started work online, that car had just sat, using up money I didn’t have. So I’d got rid of it.
This was more than a step up. This was the difference between an attack helicopter versus riding a bike. For a moment, I was afraid to touch anything for fear it might explode. At the same time, the seat felt surprisingly comfortable, as if it was ready to no longer support the weight of Big Bob’s flabby ass.
The steering wheel seemed familiar and responsive, and when I fired her up, she responded with a deep-throated roar that vibrated in my chest.
It was as if she wanted me to drive her. I waved my foot over the gas and was rewarded with an enthusiastic a roar of enthusiasm. Then I shot a grin at Sandy and peeled out of Big Bob’s driveway as if I was born to drive this very car.
Neither Sandy nor I turned to look at what was going on with Big Bob’s house. But I could see it in the rearview mirror. Before I lost sight of it forever, it had blossomed into a ball of angry red fire. The house was fully ablaze, and I doubted if the fire department could put it out even if they magically appeared on the scene right away.
What would be left of Big Bob’s body and the heads in the basement downstairs, I couldn’t begin to predict. But I doubted there would be any useful clues remaining for anyone to use to figure out what happened, or who did it.
Sandy lived in an apartment complex not too far from my own. She guided me into the parking garage beneath her building and invited me up without the slightest hint of hesitation. With my keys in my pocket, and more nervous excitement than I should have felt given the past few days I’d had, I rode the elevator with her to the fifteenth floor and followed her to apartment 1508B.
“Welcome to my humble home,” Sandy said, sounding proud and gesturing around. “Take a seat. I need a shower, to clean the smell of that place off me. Make yourself at home. There should be wine next to the fridge, and I’ll be out in just a moment.”
With that, she left me alone in a well-kept and surprisingly spacious apartment that was filled with bright colors, cushions, and an assortment of couches and chairs. The arrangement of the latter suggested socialization rather than staring at a screen. The door through which Sandy left suggested a bedroom, and I figured it to be a one-bedroom place, if larger than normal, with the bathroom acting as an ensuite as well.
With nothing better to do, I did as Sandy suggested, pouring a glass of red for her and myself, before settling down on one of the couches.
“Do I need to remind you not to blow this?” Azrael asked in my mind.
“Of course not,” I replied. Then I grinned, teasing him a little. “Then again, I might anyway. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”
Before he could respond, I asked him a question. “But I’m puzzled. Sure, I rescued him her from Big Bob, but why is she so enthusiastic? I mean, I’m still the same guy I’ve always been. Not much to look at, kinda short, a bit dumpy. Sure, my status has improved, but look at me. Why is it that neither her nor Rachel seem to care?”
“There’s more to status than just legal and illegal,” he replied. “You also now have a demonic status as well. It is low, but in this world, even having such a thing is rare. Which means that for those who can perceive it, you are a prize.”
“And Rachel and Sandy can perceive it,” I said, surprised.
“Obviously. For them, your looks and real-world status are less important than the potential you’re able to offer. Rachel always had a demonic aspect to her nature. And even though she seems quite different, the opposite to Rachel in many ways, Sandy does as well. All going well, we’ll get to see it shortly.”
It sort of made sense. I’d always known that some girls were attracted to the bad guys, but I’d always assumed that just meant those with high illegal status. It had never occurred to me that there were different forms of bad.
I couldn’t help but wonder. If my current demonic status was enough to attract women like Rachel and Sandy already, what would it be like when that status was raised?
I had barely downed a third of my drink when Sandy reappeared in the doorway. She was clean and had changed from the dress she’d been wearing into the flimsiest, most translucent black negligée I’d ever seen. I couldn’t help it. I sat there and gaped. I could see everything and then some. Yet at the same time, the negligée served to keep the prize at bay.
It was both alluring and the definition of frustration, and I heard the echoes of Azrael in my mind. “Don’t blow it.”
“No music?” Sandy asked, obviously pleased by my reaction. Without waiting for a response, she turned to a small system set on a low table near the wall, and the room filled up with something modern and light with sensual overtones. At the same time, she dimmed the lights and turned the apartment into a private club through some hidden light, throwing shards of color in every direction.
Then she started to sway within her negligée, and I couldn’t help but watch the way the sheer fabric moved against her the skin of her breasts, hips, and everything else. I noted that she was less voluptuous than Rachel, but no less appealing.
Then she reached for me, took my free hand in her own, and helped me to my feet. Instead of taking the glass I’d poured for her, she took the one from my hand and took a satisfied swallow. Then, smiling broadly, she stepped in close and kissed me.
“Are you ready to receive your reward?” she asked.




Chapter 28

Despite her words, Sandy made no move toward the bedroom, seemingly content to dance, or at least sway, in time with the music, with the wine glass in her hand and one hand around my back.
For my part, I had Azrael almost shouting at me in my mind. “What are you waiting for?” he said. “A written invitation? She is ready and willing. It’s time to level up once more.”
I knew Azrael was right. Sandy was ready and willing. I could tell by the slight flush on her cheeks and the tautness of her nipples through the sheer negligée. Yet, for the moment, I was happy enough to sway in time with her, just enjoying the feeling of being close to such an attractive woman.
At the same time, I admit to a certain level of glee at Azrael’s unspoken desperation. I knew that denying him also meant denying myself, in more ways than one, but I just couldn’t help it. Azrael had looked down on me since the moment I’d drawn him out of Chad’s body and into my own.
I had a long history of resenting that sort of behavior and was starting to enjoy getting my own back. Why should even Azrael be immune to my petty moments of revenge?
What made it even sweeter was that I could sense his growing annoyance the longer I delayed. So I waited for Sandy to finish her drink before I took the glass away from her and set it on a side table. Then, to the tune of a song that could have been equally about dancing or sex, I wrapped both my hands around Sandy’s perfect behind and used the strength Azrael had given me to pick her up off the floor.
She let out a squeal of delight and wrapped her arms and legs around me as I carried her into her bedroom.
Sandy had left the lights on with an obvious intent to return. The bedroom was another triumph of cushions and color, and was dominated by a large, four-poster bed. I carried Sandy over and dumped her unceremoniously onto the covers before collapsing next to her.
She laughed at my unexpected roughness and bounced up to her knees, giving me an exceptional view of the way her breasts moved beneath the negligée fabric. With a broad smile, she helped me out of my jacket and shirt, then paused at the body armor she found underneath. But she didn’t comment about it, simply running her fingers down its length before peeling open the fastenings at the sides.
“You won’t be needing this anymore today,” she said, and in moments the body armor joined the rest of my clothing on the floor. In less than a minute, I was completely naked, a circumstance I was getting used to with Rachel, but it was a new thing entirely with Sandy.
I felt a moment of self-consciousness about my pudgy, imperfect self, especially when compared with Sandy’s tone and beauty. It was a flaw I intended to get Azrael to fix at some point, but for now, I just had to live with it.
For her part, Sandy didn’t seem to mind. Her winning smile remained firmly in place, and when she shrugged out of her negligée, she did so with enthusiasm.
If it hadn’t been for Rachel and the fun I’d had with her over the past few days, I would have just stared at Sandy with my mouth open and my eyes wide as I tried to take everything in. As it was, I still had to express my appreciation.
“Wow,” I said, grinning broadly. Then I pounced on her, flipping her onto her back among the pillows, doing my best to channel a pack of wild animals as I nuzzled the side of her neck, nibbled her collarbone, and then kissed her on the lips.
She giggled under my ministrations and wrapped her legs around my hips at the same time as she caught hold of my shoulders to hold me close. With our noses nearly touching, I soaked in her beauty and lined up to impale her in the nicest possible way.
But before I did, there was something I needed to say.
With Rachel, I hadn’t known what would happen, but this time I did. It wouldn’t be right to proceed without giving Sandy the choice.
“Don’t,” Azrael’s voice echoed in my mind. I knew he would be quite happy to not say a word until after the fact, but Sandy deserved to know.
I’d rescued her from the clutches of a serial killer who chewed through his victims. She’d never done me wrong in any way, shape, or form, and deserved to be treated with equal respect.
So, with my body yearning to continue and Azrael voicing his irritation in my mind, I pulled back a bit.
“There’s something you ought to know before we go any further,” I said, keeping my smile firmly in place.
Sandy didn’t cool down completely, but she did ease the pressure off my hips just a little. Yet her smile remained in place as well.
“What, you’re not going to tell me you’re married, are you?” she asked.
I shook my head. “Nothing like that. I do have another lover, but she’s known from the start I would be looking for more. But that’s not what this is about.”
Sandy seemed unfazed by the thought of another. She reached up and played with my hair, and I was reminded once more of how much Azrael had changed my life in such a short time. Would Sandy have been so willing to play with my hair if I was still balding?
“Just you keep remembering that,” Azrael said.
“Then what’s this about, then?” Sandy asked.
“I have a demon inside me,” I said.
She frowned at me, slightly puzzled. “You what?”
“I’ve bonded with a demon. Like some of the politicians have done. The guys who are really famous. Although, this is a little different. Instead of just answering me when I summoned him, we are literally one in the same. I can hear his voice in my head and can use his powers through me.”
She looked at me. “You’re serious? Like, a literal demon? Not like some artifact or other, but a real, born in Hell, creature-of-the-damned?”
I nodded, unsure how she would respond to the knowledge. To my surprise, she took it in her stride. “But it’s still you I’ll be sleeping with, right?” she asked.
Again, I just nodded.
“Then why is it an issue at all? Why did you feel like you needed to say anything?”
This was it. The point where I could, in Azrael’s words, mess everything up. I drew a deep breath. “Because the last time I had sex with someone, my demon brought out her demonic nature as well. It bound her to us, in a way I don’t fully understand. But we’re now linked. As my demon grows in power, so will she.”
Sandy considered this for a moment. She pushed me off her but didn’t seem to be pushing me away. Instead, she rested half on my chest and half propped up on an elbow, as if just giving herself a moment to think. Her eyes fell on the runes on my chest, the scars and the tattoos.
“So, you’re telling me you have a ticket to the top? Like, you’ve won the lottery, found the holy Grail. And you can share that with me?”
It wasn’t exactly the way I thought of it, but I had to admit she was right. “Yes. Except I don’t have a choice. If we go through with this, then my demon will call to whatever demonic aspects you have in your nature as well. And you will be bound to me the same way Rachel is. But, yes. The higher I’m able to rise, the higher we will be able to take you as well.”
Sandy didn’t even hesitate. She was grinning very broadly even before I stopped speaking. “Thank you for telling me,” she said. “And I’m more than happy with that.” Then she frowned a little. “I’ve always thought this life wasn’t quite offering me everything I wanted. And that recent experience with Bob…” She pulled a face. Then shrugged, dismissing it from her mind. “I would be more than happy to let my own demon nature out into the world. As for the other part–you seem a decent guy. If you’re on a fast track to high status living, then I’m more than happy to come along for the ride.”
I was somewhat surprised by Sandy’s easy acceptance. “Are you sure?” I asked her.
In answer, Sandy gave me a wicked grin and arched an eyebrow. She looked me up and down, spied her target, and turned about so she could take me into her mouth. Our conversation had robbed me of some of my hardness, but it all came back as Sandy circled the tip with her tongue. At the same time, she moved one of her legs over me, showing me a well-maintained landing strip a shade or two darker than the hair on her head. Faced with such a sight, I figured she was indeed sure, and it was all I could do to return the favor, wrapping my arms around her waist as I did.
For long minutes, we each gave as good as we got, with Sandy pausing from time to time to let out a moan as she pressed herself to my face. Then, all at once, she clambered down my body a little bit further and showed me how wet she had become when she guided me in.
With her hands on my knees, she ground herself against me, reverse cowgirl, and I gripped her perfectly shaped hips and did my best to crush her against me. Within moments, we were pounding away at each other with an increasing tempo and unrestrained enthusiasm.
It didn’t take long before Sandy clenched everything, from her legs at my hips to her hands on my knees, and even her teeth as she tried to keep from crying out loud. As for me, I had also reached my point of no return, and I found myself exploding within her.
Just like with Rachel, I felt Azrael’s moment of triumph, and once again felt an explosion of energy that felt like being hit by a whirlwind. I knew how Connor MacLeod felt in that Highlander film when absorbing the power of a foe he had killed, but for me, there was no floating in the air, and I was pretty sure the lightning was just in my mind.
It continued for long minutes, and when it was over, I was left gasping and panting.
Just like with Rachel, the awakening of her demonic self was too much for Sandy. She collapsed onto the bed as well, and I held her in my energized exhaustion until she began to recover.
And just like with Rachel, I could see Sandy’s demonic form begin to appear, and she could see mine as well. She looked at me with an expression of wonder, raising her hand to touch the side of my face.
“You’re beautiful,” she murmured.
Nobody had ever called me that before.
I held her for a long time, just enjoying the afterglow of binding that was so much more powerful than just that of sex. I could sense Azrael gloating inside my mind and wasn’t surprised when he finally spoke.
“Well done,” he said, and Sandy’s eyes opened wider in surprise.
“Was that–?” she began, and I nodded, answering her unspoken question.
“Where would you like to allocate your points this time?” Azrael asked.




Chapter 29

As much as I would have liked to be taller, better looking, and have the body of a male fitness model, I also wanted to keep breathing. My first two contracts had gone surprisingly well, given my complete lack of training. But I knew full well that both of them could have gone very badly. If I had been just a little slower, or if I had made some small mistake, I might not have even survived.
Which meant that the points I’d already thrown into strength and reflexes had been well worthwhile.
So instead of upgrading my look, I upgraded the abilities I might need to stay alive in my new profession.
At first, I thought about dividing this new lot of points evenly between strength and coordination again. But then I started thinking about endurance and durability as well, and even my ability to heal. What an advantage I’d have if I could go all Wolverine if I got hurt. The bruise I’d gained to my shoulder would already be gone, and I could even regrow arms or legs if needed.
But then, that level of regenerative ability was probably many seductions away from my demon’s current power level. And, anyway, I had another thought I needed to ask about.
“Is luck something you can influence?” I asked Azrael. “Like, if I was to throw all my points into luck, would I then lead a charmed existence?”
“It would help,” Azrael responded. “But it wouldn’t be a magic bullet. Luck alone will only get you so far if it isn’t backed up by skill, strength, effort, and intelligence.”
In the end, I went for a split between strength and coordination again, as well as luck, endurance, and stealth, and it was only after Azrael had applied the changes did I remember Rachel’s comment about increasing the size of a specific part of me.
Oh well, I thought to myself with a quiet chuckle. She would have to make do with me as I was, at least for the time being.
The done, I gave Sandy my contact details and took Big Bob’s car home, parking in Chad’s allocated spot in the apartment garage. I knew I couldn’t leave it there long in case someone noticed a dead man’s car in my missing roommate’s parking spot, but it would do for now.
I was feeling pretty good about life, the universe, and everything. So I went upstairs to check how my status was doing (my illegal one, at least), and was pleasantly surprised to see it had risen into the low twenties. Apparently the Syndicate had learned of the fire already. Killing Big Bob Morris had provided a smaller jump than killing Marcel Marionetti, but it was still pretty good. If I kept taking contracts, my status should slowly creep up, and within a short time, I figured I would be doing very well.
Then, out of habit, I logged into the Syndicate contract app just to see what was happening.
As expected, Big Bob’s contract was marked complete, and I could expect my fee to be paid within a short time. I was starting to scan the open contracts again, more out of habit than a desire to try my luck so soon after the last, when a message alert appeared in the top corner of my screen.
Once again, it was Megadeath#4. This time, his message was very short and somewhat foreboding.
“That’s twice,” was all it said.
I sat for long moments, just staring at the screen. What did he mean by that? I wondered. Was he pissed that I’d taken two contracts he could have fulfilled? Or was he just offering some sort of oddly worded congratulatory message?
I couldn’t be sure, but given the tone of his first message, I was more inclined to believe the former.
Which meant that he might not be simply out to intimidate. He might be looking at me as a potential threat, a competitor in what must have been a very lucrative business for himself.
I didn’t have much insight into the etiquette around competitor behavior between hitmen, but I didn’t exactly like the idea of the Syndicate’s best holding a grudge toward me. I made a mental note to learn more about Megadeath’s intentions, then put it out of my mind.
For that moment, I was feeling too satisfied with myself to be unduly worried.




Chapter 30

Interestingly, Big Bob’s death made the news just as Marcel Marionetti’s had done, but not for the same reason. That Big Bob had been murdered wasn’t even mentioned. The big news was what had been found in the remains of his basement.
The fire had made a real mess of the place, but the forensics were still clear. Nineteen heads had been recovered from the property, not including Big Bob’s. As well as that, in the remains of a chest freezer, the police had found what looked to be to arms and a leg. What had happened to the rest of the bodies, none of the commentators knew, but the guesses ranged from the impossible to the scarily accurate.
I watched it all with interest, feeling I’d done the world a service by taking out such a monstrous man. But mostly, I just watched to make sure my face didn’t appear on the screen. Once I had verified that it hadn’t, I took some of my money and paid for a storage building big enough to park the Mustang in. Luckily, the facility was only a couple of blocks from my apartment building, so it was an ideal location for me to store the car for use when I wanted it.
Over the next few days, I settled back into the same general routine I had developed before. I no longer needed to worry about my status clients, so I spent the time I might have used with them practicing with my weapons, getting used to my new strength and speed, and figuring out where to go next.
I still needed to get a gun of some sort. Something small enough that I could easily conceal, but powerful and simple enough to use that I could get proficient fairly quickly. Of course, the problem was still how to find one without leaving a trail, and I hadn’t yet figured that out.
Other than that, the only difference to my life was that Sandy was now part of it. Like Rachel, she began hanging out at my apartment. And even though they were essentially opposites in looks and much of their nature, the two women shared enough similarities–including their relationship with me and their demonic selves–that they got on very well right from the start. There was no jealousy. Each of them knew the score and were happy with it.
In fact, when Rachel found out that Sandy worked in marketing, she immediately suggested the way the blonde woman could help me out.
“Why don’t you have a look at his dating site profiles?” Rachel said. “See if you can find some way to make them more effective. His status is improving, but he’s still not getting any hits.”
Sandy was all on board. “The more women he sleeps with, the stronger Azrael gets, right?” she asked.
“Exactly. So we want him to get out there and meet as many as possible.”
To my dismay at how much my life had already changed, Sandy was completely okay with the idea. She took it and ran with it, improving everything she could about my profile, including choosing an image that showed what I looked like but made me seem far more confident, outgoing, and interesting than I actually was.
It worked. Over the space of a couple of days, I went on half a dozen coffee dates, and while most of them were dismal failures, I had high hopes for a serious, soft-spoken brunette named Heather, who’d seemed to be open for at least a follow-up meeting.
But before I could see if I could add her to our little group, I saw a new contract opportunity that seemed to have my name on it.
Mr. Steve Daniels, one of El Diablo’s many legal prosecutors. Apparently, Mr. Daniels was involved in a case against one of the Syndicate’s leading lights. Immune to both bribery and threat, the powers that be had decided to make an example of him.
A quick glance through this file suggested that while he had plenty of means to protect himself, he preferred a simpler life.
I knew at a glance that this was going to be an easier job than Marcel Marionetti or even Big Bob. Mr Daniels lived alone, and while there were guards on his estate, there were none in his house.
Did I have any qualms about taking out one of the good guys when my first two targets had been on the wrong side of gray?
Perhaps just a little. But I rationalized it with the understanding that if I didn’t take the contract, then Megadeath certainly would, and Mr. Daniels would be dead either way. Given that, I figured there was no real harm in signing up to do the job, and in just a few seconds, I’d done exactly that.
Once again, I looked at the congratulatory message that popped up on the screen and took a deep breath.
I was more prepared for this one than I had been for the previous two. It should, I thought, be a walk in the park.




Chapter 31

My best option for approaching Steve Daniels was at his home in the evening. He worked in one of the corporate towers in the middle of the city, splitting his time between his office and the criminal court. I had no way of knowing where exactly he would be at any time, and neither of those locations enabled an easy approach to completing my contract there.
In fact, both the court and the corporate office operated under strict security protocols, with every visitor and their luggage going through a metal detector. Thanks to Azrael–and Sandy, of course–I was stronger than I’d ever been, but that didn’t mean I wanted to kill Mr. Daniels with my bare hands.
I mean, I was getting pretty good with my knives, and knew where to strike with them to do the most good. But I didn’t want to get into some sort of wrestling match if I could at all help it.
Steve Daniels’ large but not spectacular home in a well-to-do suburb was a far, far softer target. Sure, it was a gated community, complete with a wall and a security guard at the gate and another who patrolled the community on a regular basis. But all that meant was I had to pick my spot and keep an eye out for trouble.
Of course, I had to leave my car parked a few streets away, but what did that matter? It wasn’t like I was planning to run him over or anything.
I waited until I was sure Daniels would be home for the night. It was already dark by the time I left the security of Big Bob’s car and made my way to the section of the wall I’d picked out for my attempt. The guard had passed by only a few minutes before and wasn’t due back for nearly half an hour or so. I knew there were security cameras by the main gate, but the rest of the wall had none.
I’d worn my darkest clothing, including gloves and that classic criminal accessory, a black ski mask. I’d added my bullet-proof vest just to be sure and felt as ready as I would ever be.
The wall was eight feet tall, more than enough to keep out intruders with only a casual interest, but my interest was more than just casual. There were no handy trees or large boulders positioned close enough to use as a ladder, nor had I thought to bring anything with me to use as such.
But then, I was a lot stronger than I ought to have been, and more coordinated as well. I focused on the top of the wall, crouched for a moment, then leapt high enough to catch hold. From there, I hauled myself up, sat for a moment on top with a leg dangling on each side, and checked again to make sure I wasn’t being observed.
Satisfied, I shifted my other leg to the right side of the wall and dropped to the ground.
It was easier than it should have been, and I marveled at the additional strength I now had. Perhaps there were people who were stronger than me, but I doubted that there would many of them. Athletes, bodybuilders, strongmen. But not the average guy on the street.
As much as I would have liked to do so, there was no time to revel in my physical prowess. I hadn’t chosen the part of the wall I’d climbed by accident. It was the section backing on to Steve Daniels’ house. I waited in the darkness for a few moments to make sure all was as it should be, and then made a mental note to see if Azrael could improve my sense of sight and hearing when he next leveled up.
Then I took a deep breath to steady myself, aware that I was starting to feel my usual excitement, and crossed to Steve Daniels’ home.
I used the same technique I had tried at Big Bob’s place, sauntering up to the front door as if I had every right to do so and ringing the doorbell.
I didn’t think the same line of bullshit would work with Steve Daniels, especially since it was after hours and I was no longer dressed the part of a lawyer. Instead, I intended to use the dead cell phone trick I’d seen in a movie. My greatest asset was still that I didn’t look like a killer. I’d ask to use Steve Daniels’ phone, and as soon as he opened the door, that would be that.
Except, just like with Big Bob, Steve Daniels’ didn’t answer his door.
I tried the bell again, then knocked, and called out a hello as well. But again, there was nothing.
I was starting to think that the god of doorbells had something against me. I stepped back and frowned. Surely, Steve Daniels must have reached home by now.
In my mind, Azrael agreed. “The lights are on inside,” he said.
He was right. Unless Daniels had them on an automatic timer, surely that meant he was home.
When I’d knocked on Big Bob’s door, the huge man had been down in his basement, doing who knows what. Did Steve Daniels have some secret pastime that kept him from answering his door as well?
It seemed like too big a coincidence for that to be the case.
I tried the bell one last time, and when it generated the same lack of response as all my other attempts, I reached out and tried the handle.
To my great surprise, the door wasn’t locked. It swung open as if in invitation.
“Hello?” I said, hesitantly.
“What are you waiting for?” Azrael said. “Go in, find your target, and slip one of your blades between his ribs.”
“This doesn’t feel right,” I replied.
Nevertheless, I did as he suggested, closing the door behind me and listening for all I was worth. But Daniels’ house was unnaturally quiet.
“Hello?” I said again. The last thing I wanted was for him to react as if I was an intruder. I wanted to have any element of surprise on my side, which meant acting innocent until the last possible moment. “Is anyone home?” I called into the silence.
I found him in what in most houses would have been a living room, but in Daniels’ place it was more like a library. The walls were covered in bookshelves, mostly hardback editions of serious literature, the type of thing that wins international awards. There was no TV, and only a couple of armchairs. Steve Daniels’ sat in one of these.
A tumbler half-filled with what appeared to be whiskey waited next to him on a low side table, beside an open book that had been laid face down. For Whom the Bell Tolls, by Hemingway. Not that it mattered, because Daniels would never finish either it or the drink.
He was dead. Still sitting upright, but with his head sagging forward. I couldn’t see where the bullet had entered, but I could see where it left. The whole top of Daniels’ head was gone, and there were flecks of blood and bone in all directions.
The weapon that killed him lay in his lap, with his own hand resting on the grip.
At first glance, it looked like a suicide. But the note pinned to his chest suggested otherwise.
Despite my revulsion at the sight, I couldn’t help but see that the note was addressed to me.
“SimonSaysDie, this is the third time you have taken a job meant from me. There will not be a fourth.”
Beneath that ominous message was something even more scary. It was my address.




Chapter 32

“Fuck,” I said, looking at the note. The implications were clear, and the threat was very real. I knew who had written the note even though it wasn’t signed. It could only have been Megadeath#4.
The Syndicate’s number one killer. The man who had trained for the job all his life and who would probably laugh at my best efforts. I read the note again, and my hand began to tremble. Somehow, even though the contract app was supposed to be anonymous, Megadeath had found out where I lived. He knew who I was and had taken offense to what I was doing.
His first message to me had been ambiguous, and could have been no more than a greeting between peers. His second had been briefer, but more ominous.
This one left no doubt about his intentions.
They say you learn a lot about yourself when your life is in danger, but I’m not so sure. My first and only instinct upon reading the note was to get out of there. There was a voice in my head telling me to run, and this time I was pretty sure it was not Azrael.
Someone much braver than me might have found a way to respond that was more heroic, but I’ve never been particularly brave. Nor did I need the threat to figure this out. I’d always known it. While others might have had a flight or fight response, mine was flight all by itself. I had an instinct for survival that included one option, and that was to run.
As fast as I could, I left the lawyer’s comfortable home and retraced my steps to the wall, my senses straining in every direction for any hint of danger. Megadeath had been there before me. He had even helped Steve Daniels’ eat a bullet who knew how many minutes or hours earlier. He’d left a note that contained a threat to my life as well as my address, a note which I’d jammed into my pocket as I fled.
It was a challenge, an overt display of strength, but for all I knew it could have been a distraction as well. Megadeath may have called the police to Daniels’ house, hoping to catch me standing there with a dumb look on my face.
Even then, he may have been watching from some hidden lookout point, laughing his ass off as I anxiously turned all about, looking for hidden dangers.
Finding none, I threw myself back over the wall and into Big Bob’s car.
With my only thought being to get away, I started her up, listened for just a moment to the beast’s willing, throaty roar, jammed her in gear and stomped on the gas. Steve Daniels’ neighborhood was quiet, a place of consideration and mature habits. I treated one and all to the sound of tires squealing as I peeled out of my parking spot, and I’m sure the thunder of Big Bob’s heavy pistons shook every window along the street as I took off with no regard for all normal speed limits.
With nothing but fear for my life governing my actions, I kept my foot pressed to the floor and tore through the streets, my palms sweating in my gloves and my heart pounding in a terrified rhythm.
My demonic partner in crime seemed to have little to say. I doubt if he was proud of my panicked desire to flee, but he didn’t suggest it wasn’t the prudent thing to do.
Within a few minutes, I had put enough distance between myself and Daniels’ place that I began to calm down. I eased up on the gas and wondered how many speed cameras I’d blown past, then all but chuckled as I remembered the car wasn’t registered to me, but to Big Bob, and I was still wearing my mask as well. No chance of a camera getting a clean look at my face.
I figured the dead man could take care of any tickets I had racked up, at least for a little while, then started to think about my next steps.
In my mind, I was done in El Diablo. If Megadeath could find out who I was through my login, there wasn’t a place I could hide where I would be safe.
I would have to set up somewhere completely new. Somewhere Megadeath wouldn’t even bother to look. It would mean leaving everything behind and starting from scratch, but at least I had Azrael with me. With the demon at my side, I ought to be able to set myself up again much more easily than otherwise.
And with Rachel and Sandy for company–
I hit the brake and wrenched the car off the road, coming to a messy stop with the Mustang’s heavy cylinders barely panting and eager to run some more.
But I wasn’t going anywhere. I stared in horror through the windscreen at the thought of leaving Rachel and Sandy behind. But it was more than that as well. Both women had formed a habit of heading over to my place after work. It was ordinarily great that they did so, and not just because of the sex. Rachel and Sandy had both shown an interest in helping me with my quest for status, and they had both demonstrated useful skills in helping me realize it as well.
Either one of them could be at my apartment already. Or both.
So could Megadeath#4…
My mouth became dry at the same time as a hard ball of fear formed in the pit of my stomach. I felt like my face was burning up and realized the ski mask was trapping the heat from my breath. With an impatient move, I wrenched it off and tossed it aside.
Then I reached for my phone on the seat beside me.
When I started this freelance hitman gig, I had formed a bunch of habits designed to help keep me safe. One of those habits was to remove the battery from my phone whenever it seemed prudent to do so, for fear of the authorities tracking my movements.
With fumbling fingers, I clipped the phone and battery back together. I could barely wait for the thing to boot up and locate the network. As soon as it did, I fumbled at it again, ripped my glove off with my teeth, and finally managed to call Rachel’s number, spitting the glove out of my mouth as I did.
With my heart pounding loudly in my ears, I listened to Rachel’s phone ring once, twice, and again. Then, with a sense of pure, premature relief, I heard her pick up.
“Hello, Simon,” said a voice, and I knew that my greatest fears had come true.
It wasn’t Rachel’s voice. The person who had answered was Megadeath#4.




Chapter 33

Fuck. He knew my name.
“I’ve been waiting for you to call,” the voice continued. It was gruff and masculine, and I could hear the condescension within it. “Truth to tell, I was starting to get bored. If you’d waited much longer, I might have started to play with your Rachel and Sandy to pass the time.”
Fuck, I thought again. He had Sandy, too.
“Who are you and what the fuck do you want?” I demanded.
He laughed. “You know who I am,” he said. “For the sake of convenience, call me Tim. It will do as well as any other name. As for what I want, you can’t guess?”
I really didn’t want to play this man’s games, but it wasn’t as if I had any real choice. “You want all of the Syndicate’s contract work for yourself, you greedy shit,” I said. “You’re afraid of a little healthy competition.”
“I am not afraid!” Tim barked back. “Especially not of a nobody like you!”
Interesting, I thought. It seemed as if Tim had a temper.
Yet in the next breath, he sounded much calmer. “But you’re partly right. You have stolen three contracts from under my nose in the past few days. You will not take any more.”
The way he said it, it wasn’t a question. It was simply a statement.
“I’m not the only one,” I said. “There are others who accept contracts as well. Ladykiller. Deadshot124. MurderByNumbers. Why pick on me? Why am I more of a threat than anyone else?”
“You are not a threat!” Tim replied, angry again. It seemed he didn’t like any hint of disrespect. “And neither are those others you named. They all work for me. So you see, when someone like you turns up and starts taking contracts, I tend to notice. You’re taking money from my bank account, and you are going to stop.”
I imagined him in my apartment, perhaps relaxing on the couch with the two women tied up, perhaps on the floor, perhaps tied to the kitchen chairs. The thought made me angry. It made my blood boil in my veins. I wanted to dive through the phone and throttle Tim where he stood.
At the same time, I knew he could kill me without raising a sweat.
“What do you want?” I asked.
I could almost hear the sneer in his voice as the man answered. “You have two options,” he said, not answering my question directly. “In the first option, you get to live. In the second option, you don’t. Would you like to hear what your options are?”
I sat in the driver’s seat of Big Bob’s car with my phone to my ear. All my life, I’d had people like him try to define what I could or couldn’t do. Once again, it came down to status. Tim had more than me, and he knew it. And, just like everyone else who saw someone try to improve their own, he was trying to put me back in my place.
He didn’t know it, but I was done taking that sort of shit from people like him.
“I’ll hazard a guess,” I said. “Option one, the one where I get to live. It’s where I find you, stick my knife in your guts, and have you bleed out all over my floor. How did I do? Did I get it right?”
I put as much hate into my words as I could, but it did little good. Tim laughed at me through the phone. He actually sounded as if he was enjoying himself.
“Ha! That’s really funny! Your guess at option one is closer to option two! How about I just tell you–” he began.
But I’d had enough.
I was done playing games. “How about you just prove to me that Rachel and Sandy are still alive,” I said. “Then you can stop wasting my time, and we can get on with this.”
“Now, now,” he said, reminding me of my roommate Chad. You know, before I stuck a knife into his heart. “Don’t be like that. They’re still alive–”
“Good,” I said. “Make sure they stay that way. I’ll be seeing you.”
With that, I hung up and sat staring at the phone for long seconds. My heart was still pounding in my chest, and I could feel the blood running through the veins at my temple. It felt like my head had become a few degrees warmer due to the hate I was feeling. For long moments, I sat there, doing nothing at all. Then I pounded the side of my fists against the steering wheel and shouted at the top of my lungs.
“Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
I didn’t know what Tim’s options for me might have been, only that they didn’t matter. I was drawn to the dark side of life. I had a demon within me and thought little of murdering my way up the illegal status lists.
But I wasn’t a total bad guy. I had just enough latent heroism in my soul that I didn’t have any choice. Rachel and Sandy were bound to me. If they hadn’t been, then they wouldn’t have been caught by Tim as they were.
It was my fault they were in danger.
Azrael hadn’t said anything, but I would have expected him to counsel me to forget the girls completely. He was a demon. That was his nature.
But I liked having Rachel and Sandy in my life.
I had to try to save them.




Chapter 34

I forced myself to calm down, then called Rachel’s number again.
This time, Tim answered on the first ring. “Do not hang up on me again or I’ll–”
“You’ll do nothing! If you touch Rachel or Sandy, you’ll lose your bargaining position completely. So quit with the threats and tell me what you think my options are. And be quick about it. I’m a hair’s breadth away from telling you to go fuck yourself anyway!”
I could sense Tim’s anger through the phone. This wasn’t how he’d expected the conversation to go. Despite what I’d said, I knew there was a lot he could do to Rachel and Sandy without losing all of his bargaining power. But I didn’t want to think about that, and my words had weakened his position regardless.
In addition, the hateful sneer of superiority had vanished from his voice. “You know, you’re much more of a shit than I expected from what I saw in your file,” he began.
“Yes, yes,” I said. “I’m sure there are all sorts of things you don’t know about me. Who gives a shit? Get to the fucking point!”
A part of me knew I shouldn’t bait this cold, ruthless killer, but at the same time, I was doing my best to keep him unbalanced. And Azrael seemed to approve. He didn’t say anything, but I felt a sense of satisfaction that didn’t seem to be coming from me.
Surprisingly, after a pause, Tim did as I said. “Option one,” he said, his tone murderous. “You leave town and don’t come back. You get to live your life as you wish, but you no longer take contracts that belong to me.”
“That’s it? That’s your best offer?”
“It is. Of course, I could just kill you and be done with it. Call it a professional courtesy that I’m even giving you the chance.”
Professional courtesy my ass. “What about the girls?” I asked.
“I’ll keep them alive, at least for a few hours. But their lives were forfeit the moment Rachel messed with the code to give you time to choose your contracts.”
It was like a punch to the heart. How the flying fuck did Tim know about that?
Yet I kept the disbelief out of my voice. “And option two?”
“Option two is that you come after me and your women with everything you have, and I kill all three of you.”
I paused to consider, but it wasn’t much of a choice. I already knew what I was going to do.
“I’ve got a third option,” I said. “Since you intend to murder Rachel and Sandy in any event, I figure there’s nothing stopping me from setting my apartment on fire. Kill everyone within it. What do I care, if I rid myself of you? You’ve watched my progress over the last few days. You know I like to burn things. How does that option grab you?”
To my immense disappointment, Tim barked a laugh.
“You could try that,” he said. “It’s what I would probably do. But you don’t really think we’re still there, do you? I was waiting for you, but when these two lovelies turned up, I changed my plans.”
He wasn’t there. That was disappointing. Yet the way he said it triggered a question.
“Why didn’t you just wait for me at Daniels’ place?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that have been easier?”
“It would’ve been. No doubt about it. But if I’d done that, you would already be dead, robbing me of the best entertainment I’ve had in years.”
I’d threatened him, made him angry more than once, and done my best to raise doubt in his mind. And he saw it all as just entertainment?
Tim was a formidable opponent, no doubt about it. There was a damn good chance all my efforts would be in vain, and I was going to die. But perhaps this certainty he had, this overconfidence, could be a weakness. Perhaps, if I could be stronger or smarter, or perhaps a little luckier than he expected, I might have a chance.
With a certain grim fatalism, I grated one last question. “Tell me where you are, where you have taken the girls, and I’ll fucking show you entertainment.”
Again, in complete control, Tim laughed. Yet he told me what I needed to know, giving the address of an abandoned industrial plant in one of the suburbs that was close enough to my apartment that I didn’t think he was lying.
“You’ve got an hour to get here, or Rachel and Sandy are dead. Come alone, and try to stay alive as long as you can. I’ve brought a few friends, but I’d very much like to kill you myself.”
With that, Megadeath#4, otherwise known as Tim, hung up.
I sat in Big Bob’s beast of a car for some time, gripping the steering wheel to keep my hands from shaking. Whether that shaking was due to fear or anger, I couldn’t say.
I took a deep breath, then shot a question at Azrael. “You got any ideas?”
“Option one,” came the demon’s reply. “If I was stronger, then maybe you would have a chance. As it is, you’re probably going to die. So run. Start again somewhere else. Maybe it will take a bit longer to build up, but at least you will still be alive.”
I thought about the demon’s response for only a fraction of a second. “Yeah, that ain’t gonna happen,” I said.
With that, I put the car back in gear, waved my foot at the gas, and enjoyed the sensation of power as I was pushed back into the seat.




Chapter 35

I had never been in the military. With my lack of height, weak-ass muscles and bones, allergies, and a bunch of other things, I would never have made the cut. But first-person shooters were among my favorite types of games, and I liked to think they’d taught me a few tactics for staying alive against multiple enemies.
Or perhaps I’d just honed my natural sneakiness.
Combining that with Azrael’s attribute enhancements, particularly strength, endurance and stealth, and I figured I was in better shape than I ought to have been. As an added advantage, more than one of the games I played included abandoned industrial plants as a setting, so Tim’s choice of location for this final showdown between us had a familiar feel.
I’d taken a few moments to check the place out on Google Earth before leaving my phone behind (I didn’t want to risk Tim calling me just to have my ringtone announce where I was), and had a rudimentary map in my head.
I arrived at the plant with twenty minutes to spare, courtesy of my violent beast of a car. My nighttime hurtling through city streets hadn’t gone unnoticed, but if there was any pursuit, I’d successfully left the pursuers behind before they could even latch onto my tail.
I’d chosen what I hoped was an unexpected point of entry and parked my car far enough away to give myself decent odds of not being observed. Then I made my way on foot, moving as quietly as I could through the shadows with a knife drawn and ready.
Tim’s comment about “a few friends” made me nervous. I didn’t know how many he’d brought with him, or where they might be stationed. Or what their training might be, or how they were armed. Or in fact, anything at all. All I could do was expect the worst and keep my eyes open.
Tim could have taken the girls anywhere within the abandoned plant. But with this, I could hazard an educated guess. If it were me, they would be as close to the center as they could be, in a well-lit area. They were the bait, and I was Tim’s target. He wanted to use them to draw me out.
Which meant I had to figure out how best to approach them without getting killed.
Many of the games I played came with an enemy finder, a map where the bad guys showed up as red dots on the screen. I would have given much for a real-life version of that, just to even the odds a little. But of course, I had nothing of the sort on me, and had to rely on just my senses.
It was nothing but sheer luck that kept me from being killed within the first couple of minutes. Somehow, even though he was using the same ears and eyes that I was, Azrael noticed a hint of movement at the base of one of the huge storage silos near the outer edge of the plant. At Azrael’s word, I froze in place, knowing I’d found my first target. One of Tim’s men, dressed in black and loosely holding a compact assault rifle, ready to bring it to bear in a moment.
Fortunately for me, he was scanning the wrong section of the plant, and it was just light enough for me to see that he wore some kind of night vision gear on his head.
If this was a game, I’d do a stealth check, then either creep or rush to him and take him out. But this wasn’t a game. This was real life, and the distance was too great to risk either option. So I watched from afar as the man wandered away from where I was hiding.
I could have easily slipped past him but didn’t want him behind me, especially with that night vision gear giving him an advantage.
So, I waited, hunkering down in the shadow of the stairwell that circled another silo. When the man reached an arbitrary point on his walk, he turned around and came straight back toward me.
The man wandered closer.
And closer still.
Soon, he was nearly right on top of me. As if he’d reached the edge of his territory, he turned around and began to head off again.
I couldn’t help but grin. The man hadn’t seen me despite his night vision goggles, and his retreating back made an excellent target.
With the adrenaline pumping through me in anticipation of a kill, I surged up out of my hiding place, took two quick strides toward him, and jammed my blade into his left armpit over the top of his protective vest.
At the same time, I clamped my right hand over his mouth to prevent him from calling out, and felt him stiffen in shock. He began struggling, but it was already too late. I was stronger than he was, and my blade was long and sharp. With brutal efficiency, I forced it further in and wiggled it about, making mincemeat of the flesh in its way, most notably the man’s left lung and his heart.
He was dead within seconds, and the only noise he’d made was a reflexive cough that spat blood into my hand. I made a face of disgust as he sank to the ground, then wiped my hand and blade on his clothing.
At this point, I was breathing heavily, but that had more to do with the excitement than the lack of fitness. Azrael’s improvements had really done the job, but my work was far from complete.
I took the time I needed to figure out how to use the man’s night vision equipment, and stared in wonder at how clear everything became when I scanned the area. Turning back to my hiding spot, I couldn’t believe the guard had failed to spot me. If I’d been in his shoes, I would have seen me easily enough, even if it was in shades of green.
But all that mattered was that I was alive, and my first opponent was not. I left him where he lay and made my way further into the plant.
Three more times I saw an opponent before they saw me. Three times I found a way to get close enough to use my knives. Three times, they died before they could raise the alarm.
But the fourth wasn’t so clean. When it was done, I stood over another corpse, but the peace of the night had been shattered. My latest victim hadn’t managed to shout, but as he died, he pulled the trigger on his automatic rifle, letting off a burst of rapid-fire shots into the air.
I cursed out loud and stabbed him again for good measure, but the damage was done. I could sense movement from different parts of the industrial plant, and shouting from the distance as a large spotlight started to play over the area I was in.
From that point, I had to be more careful. But at the same time, I’d managed to catch a glimpse of my targets.
Rachel and Sandy, bound to chairs that looked as if they’d been taken from Chad’s dining room. They were in an open space, well lit, just as I had predicted.
All that I needed to do now was get to them, clearing the way as best I could, and try not to die in the process.




Chapter 36

Fuck.
How many men had Tim brought with him? As I sank into the shadows, I knew there were at least three more. One manning the searchlight and two who’d been calling out to each other.
There wasn’t much time left. Tim knew I was there, and it wouldn’t take long for him to act. So I swore under my breath and used my anger as motivation.
The searchlight was a problem. Fixed to the top of one of the low buildings, I couldn’t see a way to get to the man controlling it. My only option was to use the rifle I’d taken from the last man I killed.
I’d used a similar weapon in hundreds of games, but this was real. I’d never fired one in real life before.
It looked simple enough. Place the stock against your shoulder, aim, and pull the trigger. How hard could it be?
From a spot between two large, rusty pipes leading upward, I took aim and did exactly that. The kick was much stronger than I’d expected, and no video game on Earth could have prepared me for either the noise of the gun close up or the sharp, unfamiliar odor–was it burnt metal and ozone?–that filled my senses.
Because of the unexpected pressure, my first burst missed the mark. But I gritted my teeth, cursed some more as I realized the muzzle flash had pinpointed my position, and took aim again as the searchlight oriented on me.
It was too bright for my night vision goggles to handle. I was blinded, and had no choice but to fire with my eyes shut, hoping that my aim had been true and I hadn’t inadvertently shifted it.
I was in luck. I could sense the searchlight go out through my eyelids. My very first bullet must have caught it because the light went right away.
I opened my eyes to a world made green by the goggles once again, blinked a couple of times, and drew a bead on the man standing in full sight beside the broken searchlight.
Another quick burst and he was down. But that seemed to be it for my rifle. It was out of ammo, and I didn’t have any more.
Which was a real shame, because in the brief time since I started to use it, I had gone from uncertain to thrilled. My knives and garrote were one thing, but killing from afar with a gun was another thing entirely. It was a buzz like no other, holding the power of life and death in your hands, and even though the danger had not abated, I couldn’t keep the grin from my face.
It was like driving Big Bob’s car. An adrenaline rush that spoke to me on a deep, deep level. If I needed some form of manhood ritual to clearly delineate the difference between the low status loser I was and the killer I had become, then that was it.
I knew in my heart, in my very soul, that there was no going back to what I had been. Even if I couldn’t complete my task and the girls and I paid the ultimate price, then at least I knew I would go out on my own terms.
As a capable, functional adult, an Ascendant human being, perhaps not yet at the top of the status listings, but with everything I needed to get there.
No longer would I be the target of sneers and derision. No longer would people like Chad, like my clients, like virtually everyone I’d ever met be able to look down on me.
For one thing, my status was climbing. For another, if they tried it, I knew I could slip a knife between their ribs, or send a bullet their way, and end their condescension for good.
With Azrael beaming with pride in the back of my brain, I dropped the rifle to the ground and thought about retracing my steps to pick up another from one of my earlier victims.
But before I had a chance to put that thought into action, Tim’s voice called out through the darkness.




Chapter 37

“I am impressed!” came the killer’s voice echoing throughout the plant. I couldn’t see where he was, couldn’t even get a good fix on where he might be. But at least I knew he was there.
“I thought you were nothing, a nobody trying to make a name for himself. But you have taken out five, no, six of my men, without breaking a sweat! That’s some sort of achievement!” Then his voice hardened. “But it ends now! You are done! Come out or I will kill your women. You have thirty seconds!”
I quietly fumed at the man. He was right. I was just a nobody looking to make a name for himself. I had done much better than I had expected. And I knew that if Azrael hadn’t given me the strength, speed, and stealth that he had, I would likely already be dead.
But at the same time, it wasn’t enough. Rachel and Sandy were both still in danger, and Tim was still somewhere hidden nearby. At least two of his men still survived, and I needed to somehow get all of them if this was to count.
I was already moving, slipping through the darkness as best I could, when I shouted my reply.
“What does it matter? You’re planning to kill them anyway!”
At the sound of my words, I noticed movement from near the bottom of a large piece of machinery. One of Tim’s men had marked my position and was trying to approach.
Unfortunately for him, I was no longer there. I’d moved quickly and quietly, covering significant ground in a matter of moments, shifting and putting in a burst of effort and speed to come at him from an unexpected angle.
He didn’t have the time to cry out. My blade took him across the throat from behind, then for good measure, I jammed it deep into his ear.
He was dead before he hit the ground, and I took his assault rifle from him and kept moving.
“Perhaps you are right,” Tim responded. “Perhaps I was a little hasty. Tell you what. Show yourself, and I will let them go. Your life for theirs. How does that sound?”
I flattened myself against a wall and peeked around the corner. From there, I could once more see Rachel and Sandy bound to the chairs, Rachel struggling against her bonds but Sandy just sitting with her head hanging, looking despondent.
I was reminded of when she and I had met. Big Bob had chained her in his basement. To him, she was little more than an hors d’oeuvre, or maybe a dessert, caught fresh and kept alive for when he’d finished with his earlier victim.
The poor woman had been scared out of her mind at the time but had shown remarkable resilience when I rescued her. But now, just a few days later, she found herself in a very similar position.
Bound, her life in mortal danger.
I felt a moment of empathy for her followed swiftly by a huge helping of rage toward the man who’d put her in this position again. Tim was going to die if I had anything to say about the matter. Preferably, at my hands.
All I needed to do was survive long enough to kill him.
As I studied the scene, I thought I saw someone hidden in the shadows behind the girls.
“No good!” I shouted. “If I’m dead, how will I know you’ll do as you say?”
Now I was sure. As I’d spoken, the shadow in the darkness moved just a little.
“I give you my word,” Tim replied, and there was something in his tone that led me to believe he meant what he said. “Your women will survive this day if you do what I ask. But not if you try my patience any longer. You have ten seconds–”
“Okay! Okay!” I shouted. “I’m coming out!”
At the same time, I scurried around the edges of the clearing, choosing my angle of approach as carefully as I could. I knew there was still at least one more of Tim’s men hiding nearby, and probably more. But I’d figured that if I killed their boss, they would have no reason to hang around.
Well, beyond simple revenge, of course. And I could make them pay dearly for that, if I survived the next couple of minutes.
I’d chosen my angle so the shadow in the distance wouldn’t be able to see me approach. Yet I made it obvious I was coming, walking without any attempt to do so with stealth. At the same time, I had my hands on my head to signal my defeat, and hoped no one would notice I held my newly acquired rifle dangling down behind my back.
As I drew closer, I could see Rachel and Sandy more clearly. As well as being tied, both women were gagged. They couldn’t speak, but their expressions spoke volumes.
They looked at me in the darkness with an expression that mixed hope with horror. They’d heard Tim’s pronouncements as clearly as I had. They knew he had promised their freedom, but the price was one they weren’t happy to know.
I was walking into the den of a lion, and he was hungry. Perhaps I could exchange myself for the meat he’d already captured, but even that was far from a favorable outcome.
Neither the girls nor Tim had any idea I was risking it all on a gamble.
I was waiting for the man in the shadows to move. I knew it could have been just one of Tim’s men, but I was betting on it being the killer himself.
I was planning to kill him. Every step I was able to take nearer to him increased my odds.
But sooner or later, he would either come into view, or he would step out into the open. When he did, it would be to kill me, and I would have to move fast.
“Don’t worry,” I said to the girls. “It’s nearly over.”
Tim barked a laugh. “You’re right about that!” he yelled, and that’s when the shadow stepped out to confront me.
As fast as I could, making use of every last ounce of my Azrael-enhanced reflexes, I dropped and rolled to the right, bringing my rifle to bear as I did. A howl of bullets thudded into the ground where I’d been barely moments before, and I squeezed my trigger.
My aim was true. The shadowy figure I hoped was Tim caught two in the chest and one in the throat, and that was it for him. He made a choking noise and sank to his knees, and I made sure of the deal. I let off another burst, the rifle feeling like an extension of my own arm.
The shadowy figure’s head exploded in multiple directions, and he toppled over.
I paused for a moment, feeling surprise and relief. I’d done it. Me, an untrained nobody with my only advantage being demon-enhanced attributes. I had taken out a team of killers led by an assassin with military training. It was almost unbelievable, and I couldn’t help but wonder what I might be able to do once Azrael was able to power up even more.
At that moment, the whole world seemed to be filled with possibilities. If I could accomplish this much with so little from him, what could I accomplish with more?
And this was only the start. Physical enhancements were the least of Azrael’s skills. How long would it take to unlock others, whatever they were, and what then would I be able to do?
I felt like I could become a living god, striding the earth like a true titan, controlling the very elements with no more than my thoughts, answerable to no one.
With a sense of giddy anticipation for the future, I slowly stood up.
But the danger wasn’t over.
“Is there anyone else?” I demanded.
Of course, there was.
I didn’t even hear the bullet when it came. But I felt it. It hit me square in the chest and knocked the wind from my lungs. It was immediately followed by one, two, three more, and all of a sudden, I was no longer standing.
I was flat on my back, looking up at the sky, listening to the muffled sounds of Rachel and Sandy trying to scream my name.




Chapter 38

Fuck that hurt.
Somehow, I’d lost my grip on my gun. I could barely breathe. It felt as if I’d been hit in the chest with a sledgehammer.
For long moments, I just lay there, stunned, waiting for it all to end.
I couldn’t tell if my bullet proof vest had worked, or if it had let the bullets straight through.
All I knew was that Azrael was howling on the inside of my brain. “Get up!
He’s coming! Stop being a pussy-ass bitch and move!”
But I couldn’t. All I could do was lie there, gasping for breath, and retch.
And then Megadeath#4 was looming above me.
It was my first look at the man. I hadn’t even seen pictures. He was shorter than me, almost, but broad and powerful, with a flat, hard face that he had darkened with grease. He stared at me with an expression of disappointment. As if he’d expected something more.
“Just a pretender, after all,” he grated. “You don’t even look like a killer.”
I hated him with a passion. Even now, even after I’d come so close to beating him, he still felt he could pour scorn my way. If I’d been able to, I would have sprung back to my feet and done my best to tear out his throat, regardless of the gun he held pointed at my face.
As it was, it felt like Thor’s hammer was resting on my chest.
I knew by then that the vest had done its job, but the bullets still had impact. If I was to survive this confrontation, I would end up with a bruise the size of my entire chest. But I didn’t think any of the bullets had got through.
Motivated by my anger, I finally managed to draw in a deep, shuddering breath.
At the same time, I tried to sit up, but Tim raised a leg, placed his foot on my chest, and pressed me back down to the ground.
“Still trying to win, are you? Well, a bulletproof vest won’t save you this time.”
With terrifying calm precision, the Syndicate’s leading killer took careful aim at my face. But he didn’t yet pull the trigger. He had more to say.
“Oh, and I’ve changed my mind again. Once they watch you die, I am going to kill your women as well.”
In the darkness–I’d somehow lost my night vision goggles as well–I watched as Tim’s flat, humorless face broke into a nasty grin. He waited half a heartbeat longer, just enough to make sure I understood there was no hope left for me, and pulled the trigger.
A few days and a million years earlier, I’d asked Azrael about the benefits of putting all my points into luck. He had counseled against it on the basis that luck was a transient thing, and skill was consistent and ongoing. He’d said that luck would have to roll in my favor.
And, as he’d so often proved to be, he was right. The points I’d put into strength, endurance, and stealth had kept me alive until then, where luck wouldn’t have been able to.
But I’d still dropped a bunch of points into that attribute, raising it to something useful.
I would never be more pleased I had done so than I was at that instant when, instead of blowing my face into the dirt, Tim’s gun jammed.
He uttered a curse and very quickly moved to unjam it, but the brief moment of hope was all I needed. Tim was unbalanced with one foot on my chest, and I did the rest. I grabbed him by the shin and rolled as hard as I could, taking Tim down on top of me. Then, using every ounce of my speed and coordination, I drew another of my knives from its sheath at my back, and jammed it into his skull with all of my strength.
Tim made a noise of surprise. It was as if he couldn’t believe he’d been hurt. He tried to struggle, even with my knife buried in his brain, although much of that may have been no more than reflex.
I snarled at his flat, humorless features, wrenched my knife free from his skull, and jammed it back in place two more times, forcing the hardened metal tip through the bone and into the soft tissue of his brain.
Then, just to make sure, I wiggled the handle of my knife so that the blade inside turned his brain into mush.
All of the strength left Tim’s limbs. Just like one of his men had done, he coughed once, then relaxed, the light leaving his eyes.
For a moment, I stayed as I was, arms and legs entangled with this those of the killer. I took several deep breaths to let go of my rage, and started to relax.
Tim was dead.
With deliberate malice, I wrenched my knife out of his skull one last time, and cleaned it on the man’s clothing.
“I choose option three,” I snarled at him, and then stood up over his corpse, holding my arms wide and turning in a slow circle.
“Is there anyone else?” I asked the night sky again.
This time, the only answer was silence.
I had to admit, I was relieved that no one took the opportunity to shoot me in the head. I didn’t know if there were more men still around, but I didn’t care either. All that mattered was that Tim was dead, while the girls and I still lived.
After what felt like more than enough time, I lowered my arms back to my side and knelt to take Tim’s thumb, because I didn’t have one of those from my victims yet.
Then I headed over to untie the girls.




Chapter 39

Rachel and Sandy were both incredibly relieved, not only that they had survived, but that I had managed to find a way to defeat the Syndicate’s best killer. Together, we made our way back to Big Bob’s mighty beast of a vehicle, and I drove the machine back to my apartment at a sedate, grandmotherly pace.
When we got there, we spent considerable time cleaning ourselves up in the shower. At first, I tried to give the girls their space since they’d just been through a traumatic ordeal. But when both of them got in my shower and then left the door open, they’d made it clear I was to follow.
When I walked in, the bathroom was already steaming, and Rachel and Sandy were standing under the water naked. Quickly stripping of my clothes, I joined them in the shower, and we laughed as we all got soapy.
Then, when we were clean, we made it to my bed. But just barely.
Sandy pushed me backward until I was on my back. Then she straddled my face. I tasted her as I felt Rachel move down to take me in her mouth. With a groan, I sucked on Sandy while inserting two fingers into her. She rode my face then, and for a few moments, the three of us were lost in panting and moaning.
By now, I had much better stamina during sex, so when Rachel lowered herself onto my cock to ride me, I held on even after she came. In fact, Sandy got a turn, too, and climaxed very quickly. After she finished clenching around me, it was my turn, and I flipped her over and took her from behind, thrusting fast and hard. Smiling deviously, Rachel scooted beneath Sandy, and they began to tentatively kiss. But that was finally too much stimulation, and I came with a grunt. Surprisingly, Sandy cried out once again, her walls spasming around me as she gripped the sheets beneath us. And I made a mental note about that position for the future.
And then we got drunk. At some point, we must have dragged ourselves back to bed because the next morning I woke up buried in naked, female flesh.
It was a new day, but it was far from business as usual. Somehow, Tim had learned where I lived and who I was. I couldn’t risk that happening again, so I set Rachel to work to figure out how it could have happened. And I sent her a second task as well.
To the victor go the spoils. Such was the way of things. I had my car from Bob but hadn’t taken anything from Steve Daniels.
No one had come looking for Chad yet, but I thought it was only a matter of time. For my part, I had my story ready about him breaking under pressure. And, since there was no body to discover, I felt reasonably sure I was safe. None of his so-called office buddies had even stopped by to check in on him, which made me wonder how good of friends he really had, and if everyone he’d known had recognized him for the douchebag he had been. I supposed I would never have the answer to that question, not that it mattered anymore.
And as for Tim–he owed me everything.
I set Rachel to locating Tim’s property. And then I logged into the Contracts app, more out of curiosity than anything else.
What I saw there surprised me. Not only did the Steve Daniels job display as completed under my name, but there was a new entry in the Vendettas section. Apparently, Tim liked to keep everything neat and tidy. There were ways of doing things within the Syndicate, and that apparently meant no random killings.
Tim had taken out a vendetta on me, Simon Kingman. And, just like the other contracts, this one was marked as complete. But instead of Megadeath#4 being listed as the victor, my name, SimonSaysDie, was in its place.
Somehow, the Syndicate knew what had happened. And if there were any consequences to come, only time would tell.
Except, there was already a message in my inbox.
Out of curiosity, I clicked on it, expecting some missive from Tim from beyond the grave. Instead, it was from someone whose name I didn’t recognize, but who was clearly a high-ranking person from within the Syndicate.
Effectively, they were my employer.
The note was simple and straightforward. “Congratulations on your recent success,” it said. “I would like to meet with you at your earliest convenience. Please reply to this message and my assistant will schedule a time.”
I sat staring at that message for longer than I should have. To me, there were several possible reasons why a Syndicate boss would want to meet me in person. But, they all boiled down to one thing: my status was improving in leaps and bounds.
I decided not to respond to the message right away. I had other plans for that day and figured I’d earned a little time to myself.
One of the coffee date women had got back to me. Heather. The one who I thought might be interested in taking things a step further. I was going to meet her a second time today, and maybe she would end up being added to my growing harem.
I grinned at the thought even as I felt Azrael’s approval in my mind. And this time, instead of putting all my points into practical attributes, it was time to do something for me.
I wanted to be a little taller. A bit slimmer. And instead of being no more than a collection of mismatched features, I wanted to find out what it was like to be handsome.
Keanu Reeves handsome. Or the guy who played that Witcher dude, Henry Cavill. It didn’t matter much to me, as long as it was an improvement on my current self.
I was moving up in the world and figured I should look the part.
And besides, it would make leveling up so much easier as well.
I couldn’t wait to see what the future might hold.
~End Book 1~
Thanks for reading! Simon has more missions on the way and more leveling up to do. Things are only going to get bigger from here. Even though Simon is a bit unconventional, he’s really a ton of fun to write.
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Hope to hear from you soon,
Jack
Other books by Jack Porter
Wraith King (Amazon US link)
Wraith King 2



cover.jpeg
RISE oF AN INCUBUS OVERLORE

JACK PO

!





