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Chapter 1

As far as Hell went, the room wasn’t so bad.
Well, except for the weird worm-caterpillar creature. The bug was about the size of my middle finger and colored gray like the walls, floors, and ceiling of my cell. It kind of inched around the room as a caterpillar would, making accordion-type movements instead of wriggling. It was slimy like a worm, and hairless, with a tuft of spikes over what I guessed was its head and a scorpion stinger on its tail.
I was terrified of the thing.
Maybe it wasn’t dangerous, but the little slug monster seemed to inch around my small twenty by twenty-foot cell in a random pattern. Any time it got within two feet of me, it opened a tiny maw filled with jagged teeth, stuck up the mane of spikes on its head, and let out a roar that sounded like there was an actual lion in the room with me.
So I kept moving around the floor to keep my distance from the monster, and the caterpillar continued to roam around as if I wasn’t even sharing the cell. It was a good arrangement for now, but I figured I’d have to fall asleep some day, and I wondered what would happen if the worm came upon me while I slept. I doubted that it could even swallow one of my fingers, but I was in Hell, so I had to assume the stinger on its tail spewed some sort of crippling poison, and its teeth looked razor sharp.
It felt like ten hours had passed since Charlotte and I had escaped Ashley and her gang of devil schoolmates who were intent on murderizing us. The beautiful succubus had said little to me after she pulled me into her Hell portal. As soon as we had stepped through, my girlfriend picked me up in her hand-talons and took flight through the burning sky. I’d tried to talk to her, but the roar of the endless lava rivers and the screams of the millions of damned souls swimming in them had made it hard to hear my own voice when I shouted.
I’d gotten a good look at Hell while she carried me through the air, and I soon came to realize that it wasn’t just lava, fire, and brimstone. There were a few spots of dry, gray land. On each island sat a castle surrounded by squat buildings. Some of the castles looked European, but plenty were styled like ancient Asian fortresses.
Then we came to the largest chunk of land I’d seen so far. Every single square inch of the island was filled with mega towers lit with colored neon lights. Strange writing flashed on the sides of the too-tall buildings, and I saw hundreds of flying dots twist and turn through the air of the city like a swarm of gnats.
They were not gnats.
As we flew closer to the buildings, I realized that the flying dots were winged demons of varying sizes, shapes, and compositions. There were small bat-like imps, hairy humanoids with horned faces, armored minotaurs with lava pouring out of their joints, skeletal horses with dragon wings, and hundreds of other species of Hellspawn. It seemed like no two were exactly alike, and as Charlotte flew me closer to the buildings, thousands of glowing red eyes turned to regard our travel.
A group of them had flown toward us, but instead of meeting them in the air, my girlfriend dove with stomach-dropping speed into a short building made of reflective glass. One of the windows was open, and we angled through it like a perfectly thrown stone. We landed inside a room filled with seemingly endless office cubicles, but the area was devoid of life. My sweetheart pulled me out into a hallway, down a flight of stairs, and then pushed me into this gray room.
“Do not leave this room. I’ll be back,” she warned.
I tried to ask what was going on and why she had to keep me in here, but the door to the room slammed shut in my face, and I heard it lock from the outside.
Then I’d turned to examine the room, seen my cellmate slithering across the floor, and occupied myself by avoiding his snarls.
“Don’t suppose you can talk?” I sighed to the other occupant of the cell.
I didn’t anticipate a response from the demonpillar, but the little monster did pause its aimless wandering, turn its face toward me, hiss like a big rig’s air brakes, and then go back to crawling.
Nobody really liked me, not even tiny demons.
But that wasn’t entirely true. My lips still tingled from Charlotte's magical French kiss, and my tongue could still remember the long dance it had enjoyed with hers. I leaned against the wall of the room, closed my eyes, and replayed the scene in the bathroom over again in my head. It was times like these that I felt grateful for my sharp memory. It had helped me ace all my tests and helped when I tried to savor my first real kiss.
Suddenly, there was a pounding on the door, and I had been so wrapped up in the recollection that for half a second I thought it was Ashley pounding on the door of the bathroom before Charlotte had pulled me into this world.
“Who is it?” I asked fearfully.
“A friend... open the door, please.” It was a woman’s voice, and it sounded full of syrup, chocolate, and honey.
“Ummm, do I know you?” I tried to ask the question with authority, but my voice came out as a squeak.
“Ohhh, no, ahhh, but I want to get to know you. Can you come out please?”
“I don’t think I should come out. Uhhh, sorry.” I tried to move away from the door, but the demon-worm spat out a screech at me, and I jumped back to the knob with a yip.
“Awww, why not? Aren’t you lonely in there? How long have you been cooped up in the room? Just open the door. Please?” Her voice sounded really appealing, so I reached for the knob.
“Sorry, the door is locked from the outside,” I explained after I tried to twist it. I shook my head and suddenly wondered why I had tried to leave. Didn’t Charlotte tell me to stay in here until she returned?
“Oh, then I’ll go get the key. Don’t go anywhere.”
“Uhhh. Okay. I can’t really.” The worm hissed behind me, and I jumped to the other end of the room. Now I really couldn’t leave even if I wanted to. The little demonpillar patrolled in front of the door as if it were standing guard.
Minutes passed, or maybe hours, and then there was a scratching at the door.
“I can’t find the key. Do you know who has it?” the sensual female voice asked.
“Ummm, Charlotte has it. Wait, don’t you know her?”
“Charlotte? Ohhh, yes,” the voice purred. “Are you hers?”
“I’m not sure. I mean, I really like her. She’s so smart, strong, pretty, and she saved me from all those Erinyes. Then when the school changed into that crazy battle, she got me to safety. Then she kissed me, and it was so wonderful. She told Ashley and the other cheerleaders I was her boyfriend. So I guess we are together. I just haven’t really talked to her since she took me to Hell. So maybe we really aren't together? I suppose it is pretty complicated.”
“You said that you think she is pretty?” the woman’s voice on the other side of the door pouted.
“I think she is the most beautiful woman in the world. I thought that the first time I saw her in class.”
“I wish someone would think I was pretty. I’m so lonely. I envy Charlotte,” the voice said with a whine, and it sounded like she had started to cry.
“Oh, I’m sure you are beautiful. Your voice sounds nice, and you are trying to get me out of this cell. So I think you are great.” I took a step toward the door and the demonpillar hissed at me.
“You really think so? That is so sweet of you. What is your name?” the voice asked.
“My name is Sherman, but it is hard for people to remember my name. So don’t feel bad if you forget it.”
“I don’t forget things, Sherman.”
“What is your name?” I asked.
“Joro is what I’ve been known as. Stan, can I ask you a question?”
“It's Sherman, but of course!” I said with a smile. Besides Charlotte, this was the longest conversation I’d ever had with a girl. A lot of guys on the internet said that once you had a girlfriend, you would gain a bunch of confidence, and all these other women would want to talk to you. I had never believed them, but it looked like it was true.
“Would you ever be able to love anyone other than Charlotte?” I could hear the hesitation in the woman’s voice, and there was a soft scratch at the door after she asked her question.
“I don’t know, Joro. I’ve loved her for so long, and she’s the first girl that I ever kissed. I can’t even think about life without her.”
“I understand. How long have you loved her?”
“Ever since I first saw her. When she transferred to my school four months ago.”
“I see. That is a long time. How old are you, Sherman?”
“I’m eighteen; I got held back a year in grade school when I got pneumonia for six months.”
“Ohh, eighteen. So fresh and young. I bet you have a lot of energy,” Joro sighed.
“I’m not very active honestly,” I laughed, and the demonpillar glanced at me. “I mostly just read comics and play video games.”
“What are comics and video games?” she asked.
“Oh, you don’t know? Well, comics are like books, only there are drawings in them. Mostly action scenes. A lot of them have great artwork. I like to read them all, but I really like the Japanese-style ones. They call them ‘manga.’ Video games are like moving books, I guess. You can control a character on a screen and go on all sorts of adventures.”
“You like Japanese ones?” Joro gasped.
“Yeah. I like Japanese culture. I’d love to go one day.”
“I am Japanese! This is amazing!” Joro sounded really happy on the other side of the door, and I kind of wished I could open it so that we might talk face to face. I realized that this was now the longest conversation that I’d ever had with a girl.
“Wow! What a coincidence!”
“Do you speak it at all?” she asked
“I’m not really that good. I just know a few words,” I said.
Joro spoke a few sentences in Japanese, and I tried to pick apart the words.
“It sounded like you said ‘I would like to be your greatest friend.’ Is that what you said?” I asked.
“Yes! Your Japanese is very good. Oh, I wish you could come out of the room so that I could meet you properly. It sounds as if we have a lot in common.”
“Yeah. That would be fun. Maybe when Charlotte comes back.”
“Yes, maybe that would be--”
“What are you doing here, Joro?” I heard my girlfriend’s voice penetrate the door.
“Oh, hi Charlotte. I was just speaking with Wesley. He is so wonderful.”
“Get away from the door,” Charlotte growled, and the sound of her anger made me wonder if my girlfriend thought I was cheating on her by talking to the other woman.
“I was just talking to hi--”
“I know exactly what you were doing.” The succubus’ voice grew louder.
“I like him, though. I think I want him. Will you give him to me?” Joro’s voice now had a bit of a growl to it.
“No. He’s not even mine. He is our lord's. I’ve promised him.”
“Ahh. That is too bad. Are you taking him to the throne room now?”
“Yes. So move away. I know all your tricks, and you can’t have Sherman.”
“Ahh. So sad. Poor Joro. Albert,” she said, and I heard a knock on the door. “It was nice talking to you.”
“Yes. I liked talking to you, Joro, but my name is Sherman.”
“See? He likes me.”
“I don’t care. Back away. Get out of this hallway. I won’t warn you again.”
“Mean, mean Charlotte.” I heard faint footsteps move away from the door.
“Mean, mean Charlotte.” Joro’s voice echoed faintly to the left.
I heard a key twist in the lock, and my girlfriend walked into the room. The sight of her made my entire body numb. She was still wearing her school uniform, but the buttoned front of her shirt was undone to reveal her perfect cleavage, and her ripped skirt was dangerously short. Instead of their usual purple hue, her eyes glowed a red molten-magma color. Something about her persona was different; it was almost as if she burned with sexy power.
The demon-slug on the ground hissed when Charlotte stepped into the room, and she glared at the little monster. It yelped as if it had gotten scorched, and then hastily crawled to the other side of the cell. I stepped around the scurrying creature and smiled at my girlfriend.
“Getting into trouble?” She smirked at me, and my head spun pleasantly.
“I didn’t mean to. Joro knocked on the door and started talking to me. She seemed nice enough.”
“Ha. Of course, she did. Let’s go.” Her hands were no longer claws, and she grabbed onto my arm with her delicate-looking fingers.
I stepped out into the hallway and let the succubus pull me to my right. I looked over my shoulder, back to where I thought Joro had walked away, and I saw the back of a woman wearing a gray robe. Her hair was a long silky black that fell almost to the ground. The girl turned around as I looked, and I saw that she was beautiful. Not as pretty as Charlotte, of course, but no woman I’d ever met had been.
“Everything here has teeth, Sherman,” my girlfriend said with a little chuckle. “Especially me.”
“Oh, sorry.” I felt my face flush, and I turned away from the Japanese woman. “You are the only one for me. I’m sorry for looking at her.”
“You are an idiot,” she sighed, but the smile on her face made me think she liked what I had said. “The problem is that we have to get you to Lord Satan, and his tower is a few miles from here. I’d prefer to fly you there, but my kin hunger for your flesh, blood, and soul. There is no cover in the air, and I can’t defend you from multiple attacks, so we are going to have to walk there through the underground tunnels.”
“Charlotte, something about the idea of an underground tunnel in Hell doesn’t sound that safe. Also, I kind of don’t want to meet Satan. Is there a way you can just take me back home?” I asked, even though I guessed what her answer was going to be.
“The tunnel is safer than flying, but we might still get attacked--”
“Mean, mean Charlotte!” The scream was far down the hall behind us, but the screech seemed to echo off the drab gray walls and gain in strength.
“Let’s go. Hurry,” the succubus said as she pulled me with inhuman strength.
I ran as fast as I could down the corridor of the boring office building, and then Charlotte pulled me right at the first intersection. There was a set of double elevators here, and Charlotte calmly pressed the down button.
“There are elevators in Hell?” I asked.
“Of course, but they only go down,” she laughed, and then there was an angry and slightly familiar screech in the hallways behind us.
Charlotte began to tap on the button.
“Uhhh, what exactly is Joro?” I asked when my girlfriend’s face took on a worried expression.
“She’s annoying; that is all. I just don’t want to waste any more time. Ahh, thank Satan,” she said as the doors opened.
“Going down?” said a man inside the surprisingly large lift car. He was kind of human-looking and wore a burgundy ‘elevator operator’ suit complete with the flat circle hat. The guy’s face did look a little bloated, and his eyes did burn with the same red intensity as Charlotte’s, but I might not have given him a second glance if I had passed him in the street.
“Yes, bottom floor. Hurry.” Charlotte pulled me into the car after her.
“Got it, sweet cheeks. Who’s the meat sack?” the operator said as he hit the lowest button on the wall.
“Mean, mean, Charrrrrleeeeettttt!” It sounded like Joro was right around the corner, but the elevator doors closed before I could see the strange Japanese girl.
“He’s Lord Satan’s, don’t get any ideas,” the succubus said after the lift car started moving. I realized I had been holding my breath and let it out with a painful wheeze that reminded me that I wasn’t used to running.
“Oh, I don’t get any ideas, toots. I just press these buttons. Never going up, always going down, but every once in a while…” His voice trailed off.
Charlotte didn’t say anything. She didn’t even look at him, and I finally couldn’t stand the suspense.
“Every once in a while what?” I asked, and the beautiful woman sighed as she put her face in her hands.
“Every once in a while I get a dame with a tight tush and a big rack in the car. Oh, baby!” The man smacked his lips together, and he gave Charlotte the most lecherous look I could have possibly imagined.
“That is my girlfriend.” The words escaped my mouth before I even knew I had said them, and my heart jumped into my throat. I was an adult since I was eighteen, but I was still in high school. This elevator operator looked like he was at least forty years old, but since he worked the elevator in Hell, I guessed he was probably much older. I wasn’t used to talking back to authority figures.
“Ehh? Well, good for you, son. If ya tamed a succubus, ya must have a schlong the size of an eggpla--”
“Do you want to die?” Charlotte interrupted the man but didn’t bother to look away from the door.
“Actually, I kinda do. They’ll give me a new torture assignment, and I’ll--”
My girlfriend’s left hand swung to her side as if she was swatting away a fly. I didn’t even see her hit the man, but the entire side of the elevator exploded with blood, brain, and skull fragments. It was as if a water balloon had gone off in the lift car, and half of Charlotte’s left side was drenched with the red remainders of the operator.
“Carsite varrrlittte cooon barrrter!” my girlfriend cursed in some unknown language and wiped off her face with the palm of her clawed left hand. The movement just seemed to smear the blood all over her more, and she cursed again.
“Here, you can use my shirt,” I said as I gestured to my somehow-clean white school polo.
“Thanks, Sherman.” Her right hand morphed into the bird-like razor claws, and she sliced a neat square from the bottom part of my polo with her pointer finger.
The door made a dinging sound, and I saw that the digital reading at the arch of the doorway read ‘-999.’ The door opened, and the elevator operator stood in front of us with a mop and a bucket in his hand.
“Ugh. Now I have to clean myself up and then continue my punishment.”
“Can I kill you again?” Charlotte asked eagerly.
“Naw, don’t worry about it, doll. I’d just have two corpses to clean up. What would my shrink say? Oh, I almost forgot,” the man cleared his throat and stood tall in his burgundy operator’s outfit. “Bottom floor.”
“Thanks,” I said to the man as Charlotte dragged me out into the hallway. He nodded at me and stepped into the elevator behind us. I heard the mop hit the floor with a wet sound, and then the doors closed with another ding.
We were in a dismal parking basement. It was all gray concrete, white-painted lines that had faded to a crayon-like consistency, and cars in various state of ill-repair. The garage was lit with sickly looking fluorescent lights, and it seemed that one out of every three bulbs was either dead or flickered annoyingly.
“The tunnel under the city is on the other side of the lot,” Charlotte said as we walked.
“Wow, look at these old cars. Why is this one in perfect condition?” I asked as we passed a black old-timey automobile. It was backed into its parking spot, and it looked as if it didn’t even have a scratch on the glossy paint. The front of the grill had the “Ford” logo, and there was a wide-mouthed screw opening on top for water. The spokes of the wheels looked like they were made of wood, and I guessed that the vehicle was one of the early Ford models named after a letter of the alphabet.
“It is a 1916 Ford Model T Couplet. We need to keep moving. Satan is expecting you.”
“Ummm, Charlotte?” I asked after we’d walked past a car with four wheels on each side; a car that looked like some weird cross between a motorcycle, rocket, and lounge chair; and a vehicle that looked as if it were a wingless plane with too many windows and a single massive headlight at the front.
“Yes?”
“So, back at school, before we went through your portal. Ummm, you said that Satan might want to devour my soul to learn my magic. Or torture me. Is that right?” I’d been chewing on the question since she’d left me in the cell, and I had been too afraid to ask her.
I’d also been too afraid to hear her answer.
“Yep.”
“Oh.”
We walked for another thirty seconds. I thought that she would say something else to help calm my fears, or maybe tell me ‘don’t worry Sherman. I’m your girlfriend, and I will protect you from the Lord of Hell and King of Lies,’ but she didn’t say anything.
We passed half a dozen cars that looked like a cross between a fifties-era diner and a robot face. The sides of the doors had the word “EDSEL” written in too thin letters, and I had to squint through my glasses to read the strange script in the dim light.
“But…” I said with a sigh.
“What?” She raised an eyebrow over a glowing red eye.
“You never answered my question in the bathroom. I mean, you kind of said you were going to take me to Hell to see Satan, but, I mean, you kissed me. So?”
“What are you blabbing about?” Her eyes seemed to glow brighter.
“I asked if you liked me, but then you said you only saved me so that you could give me to Satan, but then you kissed me. So--”
“So you are confused. Ohh, poor mortal,” she said with a smile that made my head spin with pleasure, even if I guessed that she was a bit dismissive. “I see that I need to be clear with you, which I guess I should expect when dealing with a high school boy.”
“I am eighteen, though,” I said in my defense.
“Whatever. My point is that you don’t know anything. So I’ll explain that I don’t dislike you and that my affections for you might grow more if the situation lends itself that way. But, as of now, I think of you as my brother, so maybe we should just be friends, but I might want to kiss you again like I did before because I kind of liked it.”
“Charlotte, that isn’t clear at all. I don’t understand anything you just said.”
“I was perfectly clear. So if you don’t understand, then it is your own fault,” she said with a slight growl to her words.
“Okay,” I sighed and then stepped around the Ford Pinto that looked as if the interior had been burnt in a fire.
“I’ve got my career to think about. I don’t have time for a relationship,” she said after a few moments of silence.
“But we are in high school.”
“I’ve been in high school, in college, in an office. I go wherever my Lord Satan sends me.”
“And then you kill people?” I asked.
“I kill our enemies.”
“I still don’t really understand what is going on. You said something about a war earlier, and I--”
“Shhhh,” she put her finger over her lips. “Did you hear something? Get behind that car.” She pointed at a baby-puke-green scrap of metal with four flat tires a few feet from us.
I ran fast as my heart pounded in my chest and dove down next to the car. It was quite possibly the ugliest automobile I’d ever seen, and the name over the rear wheel said ‘Gremlin X.’ I thought the name was fitting.
“Char--” I said as I realized that she hadn’t joined me behind the car, but then I saw movement coming from the direction in which we were walking, and terror choked off my words.
It was a group of four demons wearing police uniforms.



Chapter 2

On closer examination, the four demons in the parking garage weren’t exactly wearing police uniforms. The clothes looked blue, but the edges of the sleeves were checkered black and white. They also had badges, but when I peeped at them through the window of the ugly green car, I could see that the medallions looked like they were made of a flimsy plastic.
“Hoooo. Look it what we have here boys! A genuine succubus!” the demon cop in the front of the group had a toothed jaw that opened up sideways when he spoke. He looked like a cross between a weasel and a bat, only instead of wings he had another set of flimsy arms that ended in claws.
“Hey boss, I ain't never seen no succubus down here. She sure is purdy!” said another badge-wearing demon. This one looked like he was half-frog and half-bear. His belly stuck out of the bottom part of his uniform and almost dragged on the ground.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. They normally fly waaaaaaaay up in the sky!” This third one’s voice was practically a screech. He looked like a tall skinny chimpanzee with horns coming out of his head and shoulders in a spiky rose-bush array.
The last member of the group was a snake-creature that possessed limbs like a humanoid would, but each appendage was a single tail. It moaned a few words, but I couldn’t make sense of them.
“What do you idiots want?” Charlotte crossed her arms over her half-naked chest.
“Hoo, hoo, hoo! Ya hear that, boys? She wants to know what we want. She ain't that smart, is she?” the weasel-bat asked his three friends.
“She doesn’t know? Ohhhhhhh, we should tell her. Can I tell her? I want to tell her?” the horned monkey squawked.
“No, boss, let me tell her! I wanna tell her,” said the half-frog half-bear demon.
“I say we let Clydie tell her! Clydie, tell this fine young woman what we want from her.”
The three demons turned to the uniformed snake- creature. It kind of leaned itself up a bit taller; and let out a long moan directed at Charlotte. The other three demons nodded as soon as Clydie had finished, and then they turned to my girlfriend.
“I have no idea what he just said,” Charlotte sighed and frowned.
“What? Are you saying that, because of Clydie’s disabilities, he is less of a demon than you or me? Do you think that just because Satan blessed you with an ability to articulate your words properly, that makes you better than him?” The weasel-bat seemed genuinely upset when he asked the question.
“No. I can’t understand what he just said. That is all. I’m in a hurry. If you four know what is good for you, you’ll turn horn and leave.”
“Ya see, missy, that’s what the problem is. This here is our garage, and as Clydie so politely told ya, everyone needs to pay the parking toll,” the boss said.
“Who told you this garage is yours? Lord Satan? Funny, I’m on my way to see him right now. I’ll be sure to let him know that you’re skimming some off the bottom here.” Charlotte shook her head when she scoffed at the four demons.
“Woooweee! Ya hear that, boys? This tight little skirt says she knows the big guy! What do you think about that?”
“And my aunt’s name is Mary! My dad is Joseph!” squawked the monkey demon. The four demons erupted into a fit of laughter, and I ducked down a bit behind the car when the snake-creature turned in my direction.
“Ya see, it’s funny because he isn’t Jesus!” laughed the boss demon.
“I can’t believe you idiots. Mary was his mother, not his aunt.” Charlotte sighed as she put her left hand on her face. I noticed that my girlfriend’s claws were now revealed, and I wondered if she would actually be able to fight these four demons. She had done really well against the three Erinye cheerleaders at school, but the beautiful dark angels didn’t seem as scary as these four horrific-looking demon creatures.
“Alright, alright, sheesh.” The four demons stopped their crazed laughter as their leader spoke again. “Parking permit costs a hundred thousand million and fourteen dollars.”
“I don’t even have a car. This is dumb.”
“Doesn’t matter. It’s our garage. Pay the fee, and you can have any of these fine automobiles. They are here on impound.” The weasel-bat demon smiled largely, and the grin looked incredibly strange sitting sideways on his face.
“Or you let me pass, and I don’t kill you.” Her eyes glowed, and she took her arms away from her chest.
“Yeehaaaw! Well, there are other ways to pay, darlin’. There is no need to get all violent.”
“I’m not even going to guess at what other--”
“It’s sex. Of course! Let us each have a go with ya, and we’ll call payment made. It’s a square deal.”
“No thanks, and ewww.” My girlfriend made a disgusted face.
“Don’t get all hoity-toity with us missy. You’re just a lowly succubus; the only thing you are good for is fuc--”
Charlotte’s perfectly aimed jump kick interrupted the demon’s words. The side of her foot smashed right into the monster’s horizontally formed jaw, and his head twisted around with the sound that a snapped cluster of celery stalks would make.
The other three parking-attendant demons screamed, but the succubus was a spinning Tasmanian Devil of wings, claws, and kicks. She somersaulted under the clumsy punch of the frog-bear demon and then tore into his right leg at the knee joint with a wide slash of her clawed arm. A gallon of purple blood sprayed from the separated limb, and the monster tried to make a last smash at my girlfriend while he fell. She was too fast though and had already climbed onto his falling torso. I saw her clawed fingers dig into his thick throat, and then the beautiful woman tore both of her hands away while she boosted off his back. Half of his neck opened with another spray of purple gore, and the winged woman tucked into a tight back flip as she spun through the air.
“Eeeeeek!” The monkey demon screeched a high pitch whine, and the strange being twisted his left shoulder to point at Charlotte, who just landed from her twisting back flip.
Large spikes shaped like rose thorns shot out of the demon’s shoulder like a nest of arrows. There must have been twenty or thirty of them, and each missile was tied back to the monkey demon by a string of bloody ropes. My girlfriend must have guessed what her opponent was going to do because she twisted to her side in an acrobatic handspring. She flipped through the air again, and the group of needles zipped past her.
The monkey demon screeched, and he twisted his body around like one of those torso-rotating action figures. His movement gave a whip-like motion to the projectiles that were still attached to his body, and the strands wrapped around Charlotte’s foot. The beautiful girl’s acrobatic maneuvers ended, and she fell on the ground with the strange threads coiled around her legs.
Monkey demon let out a screech of pleasure and then squatted down on the ground to brace himself. The weird cables that were coming out of his shoulder started to retract, and my beautiful girlfriend was suddenly being dragged toward the two remaining demons.
Charlotte didn’t seem that concerned. Even when the snake-limbed demon stumbled toward her, she just moved as if she was doing an abdominal crunch. I almost screamed out a warning from behind my Gremlin cover, but I saw the girl rip her claws across the thin rope cords to free herself. She was just in time. The snake-limbed demon performed a clumsy belly flop maneuver, and my girlfriend only managed to miss getting smashed when she rolled away.
The succubus sprung to her feet with a bunch of the roped thorns dangling from her hand. She drew her arm back and then snapped it forward as if she was cracking a whip. The face of the snake demon evaporated into the air as if it had never existed, and his body turned to dust instantly.
“Eeeeek!” the slender monkey demon turned to run, but Charlotte was already winding her arm back for another strike. The whipped thorns sounded like a gunshot, and the running demon’s body came apart like chopped hamburger. Blood, gore, and body parts flew in every direction, and the windows of the car I was hidden behind splattered with the thick red juice.
“Ugh. So, gross,” Charlotte said.
“Wow, you are so amazing!” I couldn’t think of anything else to say to the succubus as I stepped out from behind the green car.
“Thanks.” She smiled at me and tossed aside her makeshift whip.
I stepped around the remaining demon corpses and tried not to gag at their horrific stench. They smelled like rancid meat mixed with vinegar, and I couldn’t wait to get away from their putrid bodies.
“This is the first of many. They didn’t even know you were with me, and they still attacked.” The brown-haired succubus nodded in the direction we were previously heading, and we continued our journey.
“Aren’t you all supposed to be on the same side? Why would they want to--” I was about to say that it seemed as if the four demons wanted to assault my girlfriend sexually, but then I remembered that I was in Hell, and these were demons. Rape, murder, and worse things were what was for dinner around here. What had I gotten myself into? I shouldn’t have followed Charlotte into the basement.
“The strongest survive and feast on the weaker. It is that way with you humans too; you just haven’t noticed it yet. Even angels have their backward laws that can allow those in good graces to step on the backs of lesser spirits,” she said, but she didn’t look at me.
“But I thought there was a war going on. Aren’t you fighting against the other, what do you call them?”
“Earth’s Soldiers,” she answered
“Why Earth’s Soldiers?”
“Because they are on the dimensional plane of Earth. Fighting in the war.” She turned to me with a confused look on her face.
“But, why wouldn’t all the demons just get along while the war is--”
“Look, Sherman. You’re cute, but when I talk about this, I feel like I’m trying to teach a squirrel how to do calculus. Don’t think about this too much. Satan wants us to fight amongst ourselves, so we do. He wants us to go to war, so we do. He is the Lord of Hell, and we are all his creatures. If he takes pity on you, which probably won’t happen, but if he does, then he might make you one of his creatures as well. Now be a good boy and just shut up for a few minutes. We are coming to the tunnel, and I need to listen for things that want to kill you.”
“Uhhh, okay,” I sighed. On the one hand, I did want to talk to her a lot more, and I felt frustrated that she thought I couldn’t understand what was happening. But, on the other hand, I didn’t know anything about devils, demons, angels, or anything other than what I had read in comics, seen in anime, or played in a video game.
But I wasn’t stupid, and I wanted to help Charlotte. I wanted her to think of me as an equal. At least for the short amount of time that I had left before I met Satan.
We passed an upward ramp in the parking garage, and I heard a distant screech echo off the wall from above us. Charlotte’s hands shifted into claws instantly, and she crouched down slightly in a battle stance while her tail did a slow dance in the air. I turned to face the ramp as well and put up my fists up like the fighters in my video games would. A half a minute passed, but nothing came down the ramp.
“Over here,” she said as she resumed her walk.
She had called it a tunnel, and I had thought it would be a narrow mine shaft type of passage where there was no real space to do more than walk in single file, but this was more like a freeway or subway tunnel. It was about seventy feet wide and maybe forty feet tall. I could actually see a pair of railroad tracks leading into the passage, but they looked to have had a layer of concrete poured over them so that they lay flush with the ground.
The tunnel was the absolutely darkest shade of black. It seemed as if even the bulbs of the parking garage were terrified of the subway shaft.
“We are going in there?” I tried to sound brave, but my voice squeaked at the end of my question.
“This is safer than the air, trust me.” She smiled at me reassuringly, and I forgot all about her earlier comments.
But her smile didn’t make me any less terrified of the endless darkness before us.
“I can’t see inside at all.”
“Yeah, it is rather dark. Hmmm.”
My girlfriend looked around and then walked over to a cream hatchback with brown faux-wood paneling at the bottom. The vehicle had a Chevy bow tie on the front of the grill, but then Charlotte ripped open the car with an easy twist of her claws. She rolled back the hood as if it were made of tin foil, then dug into the innards of the engine compartment as if she was trying to find the matching shoe in her closet. I stepped aside as she tossed a piece of the engine where I was standing, and then she yanked a giant chunk of radiator free.
“Here, hold this,” she said as she cut open the metal around one of the headlights with her fingernail. Then she ripped the light out of its socket and handed it to me, complete with wires hanging loose. Almost as if she gave me a live eye.
“And this.”
She lifted an engine battery with two fingers and passed it to me. I grabbed onto the rubber handle at the top and had to drop it on the ground with a surprised yelp. The block felt like it weighed a hundred pounds, and I hadn’t expected its heft.
“What’s wrong?” she asked as she set about tying the wires of the headlight to the opposing terminals on the battery I had set on the ground.
“Oh, ummm. Nothing,” I said as I cleared my throat. “Are you sure this is going to work? That car looks like it was made twenty years before I was born.”
“Taadaa!” she giggled as she attached the second wire and the headlight began to glow.
For the few seconds, her laughter lasted, the serious expression left her face, and she looked like a typical school girl hanging out with her friend. My heart warmed at her joy, and I almost forgot about the Tunnel of Endless Darkness and Doom waiting ahead of us.
“Okay, take the light and the battery. I don’t really need it, but I can’t have you tripping and breaking that cute face of yours before Satan does.” She giggled again and then gestured for me to follow her into the tunnel.
“Yeah, I guess we have to make sure that Satan gets me-- Did you just say ‘cute face?’”
“You are really clumsy. Even for a human.” Her smile faded, and she shook her head while she rolled her glowing red eyes.
“But you think my face--”
“Sherman, you know I can’t get attached. You are Satan’s. He’s going to devour your essence.”
“But why are you taking me--”
“Look, we are running late. He’s going to be angry. You don’t want to make him angry. I need to keep my hands free, so be a dear and carry that light?” She winked at me and then walked toward the tunnel.
“Ummm, okay.”
I tightened my stomach muscles as much as I could and lifted the heavy battery with my right hand while I carried the headlight with my left. I had to kind of hunch, kind of lean over far to my left to counterbalance the weight of the block, but I managed to follow the succubus toward the abyss.
I wondered why I was even following her to Satan. Charlotte had made it clear that the Lord of Evil was going to kill me, or maybe torture me, or maybe do much worse. Yet here I was, following my dream girl to a most certain death.
She really had an amazing butt, though, and it wasn’t as if I could actually escape her. She’d catch me in an instant. Even if I somehow did get a chance to run from my girlfriend, I was in Hell, and there was no way I’d live for more than a few minutes with all these demons running around.
My only course of action was to let her take me to Satan. Maybe I could beg for my life, or soul, or whatever it was that the Lord of Hell wanted from mortals.
Or maybe Charlotte would change her mind. In animes and mangas, the girl love interest often fits this ‘tsundere’ archetype. They would start off not really liking the hero, but then later warm up and come to love him. This was exactly like Charlotte and my relationship, except that she’d already kissed me. So, I figured that I was slightly ahead of the traditional anime storyline trope arch.
I followed the beautiful succubus into the dark tunnel.



Chapter 3

 
We walked for about five minutes before my girlfriend had to carry the battery.
I was somewhat embarrassed that she had to take over for me, but at least she didn’t comment on my lack of strength. She just growled with annoyance, turned as she walked, and easily lifted the block from my fingers. It looked as if the battery didn’t even weigh anything, and she swung it around while she walked as if it were one of those tiny purses.
I still carried the light in my hand, and I made sure that the path that the sunken railroad tracks followed was clearly illuminated.
We walked for what seemed like forever through the oppressive darkness. It seemed to claw at the light beam with a malicious hatred; it seemed to push down upon my shoulders like a weighted vest, and I felt it trying to sneak up on me like an endless shadow.
Then we walked for what seemed like another forever.
The silence was oppressive, and I couldn’t hear anything but the sound of my heart slamming into my chest, my panicked breaths, and our footfalls across the concrete. I didn’t know how much farther I could go. I just wanted to curl up, rest, and let the darkness crush me.
“We are about a quarter of the way there,” Charlotte whispered, but her voice seemed to carry through the large tunnel as if she had shouted into a megaphone.
“Only a quarter?” I gasped the question as my heart sank.
“Yes, but you are doing well. I figured you would have gone insane by now.”
“What do you mean?”
“This isn’t like a tunnel you’d have on Earth.”
“I know. This one is way darker. The flashlight almost can’t penetrate the light.”
“Uh, huh.” I could see her glowing red eyes look at me, but I thought I heard movement on the ceiling, and I flashed my headlight upward.
Nothing.
“Did you hear that?” we asked each other at the same time.
“Let’s walk a little faster,” she whispered as she increased her pace.
My beam of light came across a subway car lying on its side. It was covered with red and brown graffiti, but I couldn’t decipher the writing. The train was in surprisingly good shape, and I wondered if it would still work.
There was a sound behind us.
We both spun, and my light danced frantically through the blanket of inky blackness. It was like trying to shine a flashlight through the ocean waves at night, and my light didn’t go far.
“Mean. Mean. Charlotte.” It sounded as if Joro’s voice came from all around us.
“Aww, shit. I was afraid this would happen,” my girlfriend said, and her voice rang with fear.
She hadn’t sounded afraid when she fought the four parking-lot demons, so her tone caused my heart to burst into a panicked gallop.
Charlotte put down the battery and stepped a few feet away from me.
“Let’s talk about this, Joro. We don’t need to fight.” The succubus’ voice was confident, but I could see her slight frown.
“I want him, Charlotte. Give him to me.” It sounded like every other word was coming from a different direction in the tunnel.
“Do you even remember his name?” Charlotte said, and there was silence for a few seconds.
“He was nice to me. I want him. Mean. Mean. Charlotte.”
“Let us pass, Joro, or I’ll tell Lord Satan.”
“You aren’t going to get to Satan, Charlotte. You’ll never leave this tunnel.” There was a playful giggle, and the sound filled the tunnel.
“What is she?” I asked my girlfriend as my bones tried to shake free of my muscles.
“She’s a-- Look out!”
Charlotte pushed me out of the way with a clawed arm. My sweaty hands let go of the headlight, and I fell on my ass. A goopy, thick string of rope shot out of the darkness and stuck to the succubus’ left wrist. The string suddenly went taut, and my girlfriend spun to the side and fell to the ground in a flurry of wing and tail movements.
“Shit!” Charlotte yelled and tried to pull her arm away from the rope.
The fallen light illuminated her struggles, and I saw that the rope was made up of thousands of smaller strings. The cord reflected the light in a weird way as if it were made of a silvery silk. It almost looked like the webbing that Spider-Man used in the comic book.
I jumped to my feet as the rope went taut and dragged Charlotte a few feet farther away from the light source. I almost couldn’t believe Joro was pulling on it. From my brief glimpse of her in the hallway, she’d looked like a thin Japanese girl, and I knew that Charlotte possessed super strength.
The succubus dug her heels into the concrete floor and pulled against the sticky rope attached to her arm. I wondered why she just didn’t rip it apart with her claws, but then I noticed that it stuck to her forearm as if it were glue, and I guessed that her claws would get entangled in the mess if she tried to cut the line.
Charlotte grunted, and the concrete at her feet started to buckle as if it were made of dried mud. The rope that attached to her wrist went incredibly taut and made the sound of a deep guitar string. The noise echoed through the tunnel and made my ribs vibrate in my chest.
I took a step toward my girlfriend, but the strange rope suddenly snapped. It sounded as if a gunshot had gone off in the tunnel, and I found myself lying on the ground with Charlotte on top of me. My head hurt, my back screamed, but I didn’t really care about all that since the beautiful succubus lay on top of me and her firm body pressed against me everywhere.
And my hands cupped her perfect breasts.
It had been a reflex, or something. I’d just caught her when she crashed into me, and I hadn’t actually meant to grope her, but now I felt the dark tunnel spinning from a strange mixture of awe, terror, and arousal.
“Damn it, Sherman!” Our lower bodies had also landed pressed together, and I guessed that she could feel my boner. She grabbed my hands, flapped her wings with a strong pull, and we both lifted off the ground to stand on our feet a half a second after she had yelled at me.
There was a scurrying, tapping sound as if hundreds of crabs walked across a tile floor. I lifted the headlight and turned it around us to try to find what was making the noise. The beam wasn’t strong enough to penetrate the thick darkness, however, and I realized that my frantic efforts were probably just giving Joro a better idea of where I stood.
“She’ll want to kill me first. I kind of think that she’s forgotten about you. She just remembers that I’ve wronged her,” Charlotte whispered at my side, and I saw her glowing eyes dart around the blackness.
“Can you see her-- Ahhh!” One of the ropes shot out of the darkness and hit me at the knees. I tried to stand, but the impact plowed me over like someone had leg swept me, and I landed on my side painfully.
“Sherman!”
Charlotte moved to help me, but the beautiful succubus was foiled by the sudden appearance of rope between us. She jumped back into a handspring that turned into a flip when a dozen more ropes shot from the darkness like arrows. These were thinner cords, but I guessed that they were just as sticky.
The rope around my leg was yanked, and I slid across the smooth concrete. I twisted on the ground and found a seam between the railroad track and the floor that offered me a place to hook my fingers. The cord tightened around my legs, and I let out a yelp of pain when my spine cracked.
“Sherman!” Charlotte screamed as she took to the air in a winged ballet dance. The thinner ropes had almost filled the entire darkness, and they reflected the light from my dropped headlamp as if they were mirrors. The inside of the tunnel became illuminated, and I felt my stomach churn when I saw what my girlfriend and I were battling.
They were dozens of dog-sized spiders.
Granted, they were small dog-sized spiders, maybe the size of Chihuahuas or Yorkshire Terriers, but each of them sprayed a strand of corded webbing at my girlfriend. She was doing an amazing job of twisting and turning through the air to avoid them, and her motions made me think of an awesome jet fighter pilot, but I quickly realized that these creatures might not necessarily have wanted to ensnare my love. No, as I watched her spring through the air, I saw clearly that they were building a massive web that would close off one side of the tunnel.
Then I turned toward my feet and saw Joro.
Her chest was bare, and I could see her pert breasts and dark nipples. I kind of tunnel-visioned there for a moment and memorized every detail of their shape, size, and lift. I knew that it was impolite to stare, but the pretty woman had decided to take off her robe before she…
Turned into a giant half spider.
“Ahhhh!” I screamed when I saw Joro’s lower half.
The spider parts were tiger-striped bright yellow with a big fiery red dot in the middle of the massive abdomen. The legs were probably as long as I was tall, and the front two were in the process of pulling the webbing attached to my legs. Behind the spider-woman-monster was a thick wall of more webs, and I saw at least thirty of the Chihuahua-sized spider minions crawling across the strands. A few of them crept onto the ground as I watched, and then they rushed toward me like a yellow ocean wave of legs, eyes, and fangs.
“Ahhhh!” I screamed again as the spider legs yanked on the rope attached to me.
“Sherman!” Charlotte screamed, and I tore my eyes away from the half-spider-sexy-woman-monster-demon to see that the smaller spiders had finally managed to catch one of the succubus' wings with their web. The beautiful girl was dangling from the thin threads and thrashing around in an attempt to escape.
This was all sorts of bad.
“No!” I shouted, and I felt the tension on the rope around my leg suddenly relax.
“What is wrong?” Joro asked, and her spider minions skidded to a halt.
“Huh?” I gasped as I turned between my hanging love and the spider woman.
“You shouted ‘no.’ I thought you wanted to meet me?”
“Let him go, you ugly eight-legged--”
“I was speaking with my fiancé! Mean! Mean! Charlotte!” Joro screeched, and the spider minions resumed their creep toward the ensnared succubus.
“Your fiancé? He’s not your fiancé! Are you crazy?” Charlotte twisted against the webbing with renewed vigor, but she just couldn’t break free, and dozens of spiders were closing in on her prone body.
“Yes, he said he wanted to meet me. He is so nice. I need a husband. I want to make more babies.”
“Wait. Stop, Joro! Stop your spiders!” I pleaded with the Japanese demon.
“Why?” she asked, as she made a motion with her hand that did stop her minions from descending the web onto Charlotte.
“I thought-t-t we we-we-were f-f-friends?” I stuttered.
“We are friends, but I love you so much. Do you understand?”
“Oh, I understand. Please let Charlotte go. She’s my friend.”
“No, she is your girlfriend. Once I kill her, you and I can be together. You can marry me and give me babies. I want to be a bride again. So badly.”
“Again?” I asked.
“Don’t ask about her other husbands!” Charlotte shouted.
“They gave me babies. Do you see all my children? Aren’t they beautiful? Do you like them?” the Japanese woman gestured to the forty or fifty spiders around us.
“Run, Sherman! Forget about me. Just get to Satan!” Charlotte yelled.
“No, no, no. He needs to watch you die. Then we can be wed.” The spiders started to move again.
“No, wait. She doesn’t need to die. I’ll marry you right now!” I couldn’t think of anything else to do that would save my girlfriend, so I just said the first thing that came to mind.
“You will?” both Joro and Charlotte asked at the same time.
“Yes, but you have to let Charlotte go.”
“No. Never. She is mean. So mean! She wants to keep you from me!” Joro screeched.
“She needs to officiate!” My brain scrambled to try and find a reason that would make Joro release the succubus, and it was the only explanation I could come up with that wasn’t just ‘I love her, so please let her escape.’
“Officiate?” Joro asked.
“Sherman, I can’t--”
“In order for us to be married properly, we need a minister. We should really go have Lord Satan do it, but if you want to get married right now, then Charlotte will have to be the one to perform the ceremony.” Joro’s spider legs had relaxed all the tension on the rope attached to me, and I sat up so that I could speak with more confidence. I didn’t stutter, but my heart raced a mile a minute. I was terrified that Joro would either call my bluff and kill Charlotte or go through with the wedding.
“Hmmmm,” the spider woman put a finger to her lips and then glanced between Charlotte and I. “Do you really want to marry me?”
“Of course!” my voice cracked a bit, and I tried to keep from wincing. Was this actually going to work?
“Wonderful! Take her down!” she yelled to her spiders, and the creatures crawled over my love. Within a few seconds, Charlotte was freed, and she floated down to stand next to me.
“What is your plan?” she whispered under her breath.
“You are going to have to marry us and maybe tell Satan I couldn’t make it?” I winced and shrugged.
“No. I’m not--”
“Charlotte, marry us!” Joro clapped gleefully, and her spider legs danced nauseatingly until she stood next to me.
“Uhhhhh,” Charlotte glanced between the two of us and bit her lip. “I’m not sure how I should--”
“I thought you said she knew how to do this?” Joro turned to look down at me, and her eyes burned like hot lava.
“I didn’t say that. I said that we need an official. She’s the closest to Satan,” I said as I tried not to stare at her naked breasts. I think I failed since they were quite nice looking. I just had to ignore the horrific spider lower body.
“But if she doesn’t know how to do this, then how is it going to be official?”
“We just need to let Charlotte--”
“Ugh, you are always like this! I really want something. Why can’t I just ask nicely for it?”
“Joro, we are about to get married. You didn’t even want a ceremony, but--”
“Well, I did, but then you said you wanted Charlotte to officiate it.”
“Yeah, because it makes the most sense.”
“We didn’t even invite my family. They are going to be so angry with me.”
“But your children are here?” I gestured to the horde of spiders that had somehow fallen into orderly rows behind us.
“Yes, but my parents aren’t, and neither are yours. I feel like we are eloping.”
“We can wait for your parents if you want. I don’t think mine will be able to make it.”
“Why? Don’t they approve of me?” Joro’s lower lip trembled.
“I haven’t even told them about you yet, we just met an hour ago.”
“But you didn’t call them? Isn’t our marriage important to you?” A single tear slid down her pretty cheek.
“I don’t think I have cell phone reception down here in Hell. Let me look,” I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and saw that I somehow had full bars. “Oh, I guess I do.”
“So we should invite them to the wedding. Unless you are ashamed of me,” Joro huffed.
“No, I’m not ashamed of you. Wasn’t it my idea to get married?” I couldn’t believe that she had forgotten.
“Yeah. I guess, sorry. I’m just emotional right now. This is a big day for me.”
“I understand. It’s okay,” I said.
“You do? Ohhh, Sherman, you are so wonderful. I can’t wait to spend the rest of your life together in bliss.”
“Rest of my life? Huh?”
“Yes, honey. My husbands never seem to last a long time.”
“She eats them,” Charlotte clarified with a sigh.
“No! Mean Charlotte. I never eat my husbands. My babies though, they just get so hungry when they are born.”
“Anyways, are you two done bickering? You sound like a married couple now, and I haven’t even started the ceremony.” Charlotte groaned and shook her head.
“Wait, I’m not so sure I want to do this now.”
“Why not?” Joro gasped, and her massive spider legs pranced angrily on the concrete next to me.
“I kind of don’t want to be eaten.”
“But I will give you so much pleasure before then. You’ll really enjoy it.” Joro’s voice took on the sexy moan that she had used when she had spoken to me outside my cell door.
“You’re a spider in the part that matters. You can’t even have sex,” Charlotte pointed out with a raised eyebrow.
“Oh, I can change back. One moment, please.”
Joro’s lower spider parts started to shift and shrink in size. The insect-looking limbs folded in on themselves and then took on a cream color before they turned the same white shade as the skin on Joro’s upper body. The change was remarkably quick, only five seconds, and then the beautiful Japanese woman stood naked before me.
Like. Really. Naked.
Charlotte growled, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the sleek curve of Joro’s hips, thighs, and calves. The Japanese woman giggled, and she slid her left hand over her thigh and hip to her stomach, and then she turned to face me while her fingers moved over a fine array of dark pubic hair.
My head was spinning, and my mouth was watering. I told myself that even though I was about to get married to this strange creature, and probably get eaten by her pet spiders once we had sex, I’d have to save my heart for my true love. Charlotte would understand my sacrifice.
“See, mean Charlotte. My fiancé likes me much bee--”
Joro never got a chance to finish her sentence. The succubus took a step toward the naked Japanese woman and thrust her clawed fingers through the spider demon’s human-looking skull. Joro’s face exploded like a rotten pumpkin, and I guessed that she died instantly.
Then Joro’s spider children screeched like a thousand angry car tires sliding across the pavement.
“I’m going to rip them to pieces!” Charlotte’s lioness growl filled the tunnel and somehow overpowered the screech of the dog-sized spiders.
My girlfriend darted past me with the speed of an Olympic sprinter, and she dived into the mass of furry spider rows as if it were a pool of tiger-striped water. For half a second, there was only the sound of screaming, tearing, shouting, and death. Then the spiders kind of shifted away from the succubus as if she was a lighthouse withstanding the ocean waves. Her entire body was covered with a thick layer of spider gore, and she swung her arms around through the masses of arachnids as a farmer would cut wheat with a scythe.
There was a ridiculous mass of spiders though, and I feared that all they needed to do was attack my love en masse and she’d fall victim to their fangs or webbing. A few of them did attack, but not in a coordinated effort where the monsters swarmed her together. It was more like a kung fu movie where the spiders attacked her one at a time.
Her claws cut through them as if they were water balloons, her feet crushed them as if they were made of Styrofoam, and she tore through their ranks in a crimson spray of fury.
Her eyes glowed the red fire of an erupting volcano.
It soon became apparent that the spiders had lost their chance of victory. Maybe the sudden death of their mother had left them confused, or maybe the succubus’ suicide attack had caught them off guard. Whatever the reason, the last four of the beasts seemed to realize that they were about to die, and they turned to scurry away. It was too late though. Charlotte pounced on one, and her feet punctured its carapace like a drill. Her wings flapped a single beat, and she jumped to the side to elbow slam the second. Its head popped off, and black guts poured out of the hole like a caulking gun. She stepped to the third and punted it through the air as if she was kicking a football field goal. The Yorkshire Terrier- sized arachnid flew through the air, separated into a few pieces, and smacked against the ceiling with a splat of ooze.
Maybe the last one had hoped to escape, but the enraged succubus ran after the creature, snagged it by one of the rear legs, and then smashed it into the ground as if she was wielding a mallet. I was positive that the spider died on the second strike, but Charlotte continued to swing the bloody mass of arachnid into the ground.
“Sherman!” Smack.
“Is!” Smack.
“Mine!” Smack.
“And!” Smack.
“You!” Smack.
“Can’t!” Smack.
“Have!” Smack.
“Him!” Smack.
“You!” Smack.
“Fu--”
“Charlotte!” I yelled at the girl.
She stopped mid shout and swing and blinked her glowing red eyes at me. There wasn’t a square inch of her skin, clothes, or hair not covered in sticky spider gore, and she looked around the lit tunnel with a bit of confusion.
“Oh, looks like it is over,” she sighed and then tossed the body of the spider away from her.
“Are you okay?” I stepped toward her and thought about checking to see if she’d been bitten by one of the monsters, but I didn’t even know where to begin to look. It was like she’d just stepped out of a pool of brownish-red blood.
“Yes. Thanks,” she sighed and looked down at her clothes. “I think I need a shower though.”
“Are there showers at Satan’s place?” I asked, and I realized that the question sounded completely ridiculous.
“Of course, why wouldn’t there be?” she gave me a confused look and then pointed to the discarded battery pack. “Can you carry that for a bit? I’m kind of tired, and we probably have another mile and a half to walk.”
“Uh, yeah, sure.” I grunted as I hefted up the battery.
“Good job with the wedding idea. I wouldn’t have thought of that,” she said.
“Thanks, but you got her to change into her human-like form,” I said to her with a smile. I didn’t quite want to admit that my plan had actually been to marry Joro, let Charlotte escape, and then let the spider demon kill me. It had been a terrible idea.
“I thought of that after you freed me to officiate the wedding. I guess we are a good team, huh?” She smiled at me, and the glow of her eyes seemed to soften a bit.
“Yeah. I really like you and think that we--”
“So, I know I said some stuff while I was beating that last spider. Ummm, just forget about it okay? I was just mad at them. Don’t look too deeply into it. Understand?” she asked.
“When you said that I was yours?” I asked
“It was heat of the moment stuff. I mean, I’m just taking you to Satan. You belong to him. I don’t want to get attached or anything. Understand?” The smile had dropped from her face.
“Yeah. I guess. I know you don’t want to--”
“It’s just complicated. So let’s keep going.”
“Oh, okay. Ummm, will there be any more demons that try to kill us?” I asked after we had taken a few steps past the wall of webbing.
“Of course, but that is okay. Nothing ever stops me from finishing a mission.” She smiled wickedly at me, and her eyes pulsed a darker shade of red.



Chapter 4

Charlotte had been wrong about the other demons. Maybe it was the flashlight, or maybe it was the layers of disgusting gore that dried to a cakey mud that served as a warning. For whatever reason, we didn’t see or hear a peep from anything else hostile during our walk toward Satan’s lair.
Charlotte had to take the battery from me after ten minutes of walking. I had tried really hard to bear the weight, but the cube was just too heavy and the walk too long. She seemed to recover most of her strength by that point though, and she walked with the heavy cube dangling from her pointer finger. As if it were an empty cardboard box with a packing-tape handle.
“Another parking garage?” I asked as we seemed to exit the dark tunnel.
“Yep. He likes cars.”
“Wow,” was all I could say in reply. I knew little about automobiles, but I did recognize Ferraris, Lamborghinis, and the other major sports car brands. This parking garage seemed to be even larger than the one we walked through earlier, and every single slot was filled with a different model of the kind of car I’d normally see on an auto magazine cover.
Dozens of different makers, hundreds of different models, all sorts of different years, but the one thing all the cars had in common were the colors: they were either red or black.
“Those are his favorite colors, of course,” Charlotte answered the questions that had popped into my mind.
“There must be thousands of cars in here,” I gasped. “They look like they are brand new.”
“I don’t think he drives them. He might not even know how to drive. Satan just likes that they are expensive. He loves to acquire beautiful, expensive, rare things.” She let out a laugh and pointed deeper into the garage. “Let’s go. We are late. He’s going to be mad. We don’t want to make him mad.”
“Are all the keys in the ignitions?” I gasped as I looked through the window of a dark red Ferrari and then turned to glance inside a black Maybach.
“Yeah. I guess.”
“Couldn’t someone steal one?” I thought about the hundreds of flying demons I’d seen above ground and the four police-uniformed ones that Charlotte had killed in the other garage.
“Oh, Sherman, no one is going to steal from Satan.” She laughed as if I’d just asked her what color the sky was.
“How would he know? There is no one down here.” I glanced around the massive garage. It was endless rows of perfectly polished sleek lines of black and red.
“Cameras.” The succubus pointed to the joints of the concrete columns, and I saw that each one had a security camera facing in various directions.
“Oh. I feel dumb.”
“That’s okay. You are a mortal. This must be a bit overwhelming. Like I said before, I’m a little surprised you haven’t gone insane yet, but you have surprised me a bunch so far.” She gifted me with a smile, and I felt my cheeks warm with a tingle.
“I have?”
“Keep walking. We’ve got another half a mile before we get to the elevator.” She pointed down the garage again. Her hands had long since changed back to be human looking, but they were still covered with the dried blood of a hundred dead spiders.
“Can’t we take one of these cars? It won’t be like stealing. We’ll leave it in the garage.” I pointed at a black two-seater Jaguar convertible that looked as if it were mostly engine.
“Hmmm,” she considered, and then looked down at her body. “I’ll ruin the seats. He might forgive us for using the car to get to him faster, but he’ll really be pissed if I ruin the seats.”
“Yeah. I guess you are right.” I sighed, and we continued our walk for another few feet.
“Do you even know how to drive?” she asked suddenly. “At school, you said you didn’t have a car, just a bicycle.”
“I have my permit, but I’ve never actually driven,” I admitted. My parents hadn’t been interested in helping me learn on any of their cars or in getting me lessons, but I did like tests, and I’d aced my learner’s permit one so I could say that I had done it.
“Ahhh, so I’d have to drive.”
“Yeah. He has so many…” It seemed like every car was more fantastic than the last. There also didn’t appear to be any order to the vehicles. There were older models of different makes and colors parked beside completely different-looking years and makes. I was even seeing duplicates of the same car.
“He likes them. All of them,” Charlotte chuckled.
“Do you really think he is going to kill me?” I asked, and as the question left my mouth, I felt my heart begin to race.
“Yes. Probably. I’m almost positive. Sorry,” she said with a shrug, but I noticed that she didn’t look at me.
“I’m taking one of these cars,” my voice cracked as I stopped walking.
“What? No.”
“He’s already going to kill me. What does it matter?” My voice cracked again, and I felt my legs start to tremble.
If Charlotte was correct, then I only had another fifteen minutes of existence left. In the past day, I’d experienced more than I would have ever dreamed possible. I had found out that most people couldn’t actually see the creatures that I could. I had found out that there was an epic secret battle taking place on Earth. I had finally found the courage to talk to the girl I was in love with, and then I’d even kissed that girl.
Yep. I could probably die happy now. I had realized long ago that I would never have love, but now I’d been able to experience it. Satan couldn’t take those memories from me, and if he was going to kill me, then I wanted one more awesome story.
“I’ll say it was my idea, so you won’t get in trouble.”
“That isn’t how it will work though--”
“Let’s just do it. I can say we didn’t want to be late. He’ll forgive us.”
“Ha!” she laughed loudly. “Sherman, this is Satan. Lord of Evil. King of Lies. Deliverer of Punishment. He doesn’t ‘forgive’ you for using one of his cars. He’ll just add it to the list of reasons why he should devour your soul.”
“I don’t care. That car looks cool. I’ll take that one.” I pointed at a black supercar that had a vermillion-painted trim on the bottom. The same color was also on the wheels, and the vehicle looked like a strange combination of sleek lines and bulbous curves.
“No. Not that one.” Charlotte shook her head.
“Why not?”
“That is a Bugatti Veyron Super Sport World Record Edition. It has an eight liter, sixteen cylinder, quad turbo engine that delivers over a thousand horsepower. It does zero to sixty in two and a half seconds and can reach a speed of two hundred and sixty-seven miles per hour in fifty-five seconds. That car will kill you.”
“Wow! You know a lot about cars. I’m surprised,” I said as I smiled at her.
“Why are you surprised?” Her perfect eyebrow arched.
“Ummm. I dunno. I mean, girls don’t really seem to like that kind of--”
“So, because I’m a girl I can’t like cars?” She growled the question.
“No, it’s not like that--”
“Shut up.” Her eyes glowed a dangerous magma color, and she stepped toward me. “And get in. I’m driving.”
“Uhh, okay.” I moved to the passenger side of the black and vermillion supercar and opened the door. The interior was the same orangey-red color, and every surface seemed to be made of leather. The seat was even lower than I expected, and the sides cocooned my body comfortably.
“Seatbelt,” Charlotte commanded as she slid her perfect ass into the driver’s seat.
“Got it.” I plugged the harness thing together over my chest, and Charlotte fingered the starter button of the supercar.
“What about your seatbel-- Ahhh!” I screamed as she flipped the lever on the center console and slammed her right foot down on the gas pedal.
The car chirped as it blasted backwards like a rocket. The restraints dug into my chest as my head lurched forward, and I gasped when the succubus slammed on the brakes suddenly. My skull flew back into the headrest, but the comfy leather cushioned the impact.
“Girls don’t like cars,” Charlotte growled as she threw the gearshift down a few clicks.
Then she slammed her foot on the pedal, and my stomach was left on the ground next to the smoking tire tracks.
“Meeeerrrrhhhhaaa!” I screamed through clenched teeth.
It felt like my skin was trying to peel off my face, and the parked cars turned into a psychedelic rush of dark red kaleidoscope lines. I couldn’t even lift my arms, turn my head, or even breathe. My ribs felt as if they were squeezing my heart and lungs.
Then Charlotte slammed on the brakes and twisted the vermilion steering wheel hard to her right.
I half expected the supercar to cry out a death scream and for us to crash into one of the parked vehicles. Instead, the Bugatti grabbed onto the ground with surprisingly sticky tires, and we twisted through a break in the row of cars. Charlotte yanked the wheel in the other direction, and I almost slammed my face into the window.
“The Veyron Super Sport has vented carbon fiber reinforced silicon carbide disc brakes with aluminum monobloc callipers.” She pushed on the left pedal again, and I knew I would have flown out the front windshield if I hadn’t put the harness on. Then she took another tight turn and gunned the massive sixteen-cylinder engine. My head was flung back into the headrest, and my vision started to darken.
“The rear wing also works like a parachute to help stop. Like this.”
She hammered on the brakes, and I screamed as I felt my insides slam against my ribs, my ribs slam against my skin, and my skin press against the harness. The car didn’t even make a screeching noise as it stopped. It just ceased to move as if it were attached to some sort of magnet.
Then she accelerated again, and I felt like I was a pebble leaving a slingshot.
“It has a Haldex system all-wheel drive and specially designed run-flat racing tires. Notice how it doesn’t lose traction when it turns?” The succubus yanked the steering wheel to the right again, and my stomach spasmed with terror.
“Meeeerrrwaaahh!” I tried to ask her to slow down, but it felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest.
“The Super Sport Record Edition was unveiled in 2010. It is the fastest production vehicle ever made.”
The car growled angrily as it gobbled up the pavement of the parking garage. I glanced out the window, but it looked as if we were doing hyperdrive travel like in a science fiction TV show. I could only see the stream of garage lights and red paint.
“Only five were ever made, well, on Earth at least. Satan can have whatever car he wants whenever he wants it. This model retailed for one point eight million dollars. So…”
She slammed on the brakes again, and my ass actually lifted off the leather seat. It felt as if my head was trying to pull free of my neck.
“You picked a good one. But yeah, it would have killed you.” Charlotte pulled on the parking brake, opened the door, and exited the supercar without sparing it a second glance.
“Get out. We are here,” she commanded as she shut her door.
“Ahhh,” I moaned and took a few breaths. I couldn’t stop shaking, and I didn’t know if I needed to vomit, faint, or cry. I raised trembling hands to the seatbelt harness and fumbled it open. I moved to open the door, but Charlotte was a half a second ahead of me and opened it as I started to move. I fell out of the Bugatti like a sack of clumsy potatoes and gave a sigh of relief when I felt my hands touch solid ground.
“We just have to take this elevator down to the lobby and then take another one down to the penthouse.” Charlotte helped me stand and pointed to a set of four doors a few feet from where she’d parked the car.
“Okay,” I inhaled a deep breath after I spoke. It felt wonderful to be alive.
Even if I realized that I would soon meet Satan.
Charlotte walked to the elevators and hit the down button. Then she crossed her gore-covered arms over her gore-covered school uniform shirt and tapped her foot impatiently.
“I’m surprised we haven’t seen anyone else,” I said as I watched the numbers on the elevator descend from “999.”
“There are guards in the lobby. It will either be balors or mariliths. Either way, they will want to kill both of us. So I will try to distract them, and you will run to the next elevator.”
The elevator dinged, and the succubus suddenly shifted into a battle stance. Her tail swung out, her hands turned into claws, and I saw her hair pull back from her face as if it were alive. The lift door opened, but it was empty, and she pulled me into the lift with a clawed hand.
“What are balors?” The name was familiar to me because of all the comics, video games, and anime, but I didn’t know if the real balors were the same as in fiction.
“Giant demons with wings, fire swords, and fire whips.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” I whispered.
“No. They are very powerful. Some of them descend to become demon lords. They end up serving Satan as lords of fiefdoms in Hell.”
“What about the other one? The Mary--”
“Mariliths. They are like the nagas that you saw at school. They are all women, with six arms and the lower bodies of snakes.”
“Oh, okay. Well, they don’t sound as dangerous as the balors.”
“Maybe. Nagas are to them what house cats are to sabertooth tigers. Mariliths are combat experts, and they carry an endless supply of weapons for each of their six arms. They don’t use magic, unlike balors, but I’d rather fight balors than mariliths.”
Charlotte sighed as she spoke, and I felt my heart begin to race again.
“Are succubi really powerful? It seems like you are strong.”
“Nope. A few are, like Lilith, Tera, and Eve, but most of us are weak.”
“But you fought against Ashley, and you killed Joro. It seems that--”
“I’m nothing, Sherman. Just one of Satan’s succubi assassins. He has hundreds of thousands of my kind, maybe more. We are his spies and sometimes assassins, but most of us have very few fighting skills. I’ve just gotten lucky.” I couldn’t get a feel for any emotion in Charlotte’s voice, but her words angered me.
“You aren’t ‘nothing,’ Charlotte. You are everything to me. I think you are wonderful, and I’ve really enjoyed the time we have spent together so far. I wish that you weren’t taking me to Satan, not just because I don’t want to die, but because I want to spend the rest of m-m-my life w-w-with you.” My voice stuttered a bit at the end, and I felt my throat close after the words had escaped my mouth.
She turned her head to look at me, and our eyes met. She didn’t say anything for a few moments, and I couldn’t read any emotion in her glowing red eyes.
“Stupid boy. Idiot human,” she finally said as she shook her head and turned back toward the elevator door.
My heart plummeted to my stomach, and my throat constricted around my esophagus so much that I thought I was about to choke. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’d seen enough movies and read enough comics to know that the guy didn’t get the girl by admitting his feelings. I started to blink a bunch, and I cursed myself. Ugh. Now I was going to cry. I was such a loser. No wonder Charlotte didn’t like me.
Fingers wrapped around my left hand, and I almost jumped with surprise. Charlotte was looking straight ahead at the door to the elevator, so I kept my neck fixed in place and looked down turning just my eyeballs. Her right hand was human looking, but still covered with dried spider gore.
Her fingers slipped between mine, and our palms touched.
My eyes darted up to stare at the metal doors of the elevator. We had held hands before, but it was while we were escaping from danger at school, and I had kind of assumed that she had grabbed my hand to pull me along. What did this mean? Charlotte had told me that she didn’t really like me, but that she kind of liked kissing me, but she also didn’t want a relationship with me, but there was no mistaking that she had reached out to hold my hand.
I opened my mouth to ask what she was feeling, but then closed it. Talking now might ruin the moment. It was possible that she didn’t realize she was holding my hand, or maybe she just wanted to make sure I didn’t run in the wrong direction when the doors opened. She seemed insistent that I make it to Satan alive. I was probably looking too much into this. I was just her mission.
“When I tell you to run to the elevator, do it. Understand?” Her voice was a soft purr, and I felt goose bumps descend my neck.
“Yes.”
“Don’t try to stay back and help me with anything. Just run to the elevator, hit the button to go down, and jump in when it opens. When you are inside, hit the bottom button for Satan’s penthouse.”
“I’m not going to leave you behind,” I said.
“You won’t. I’ll be okay. We need to buy some time. I’m too fast for them to catch, but I can’t really go toe to toe with any demon species that might be guarding Satan’s lobby.”
“This is dumb, why can’t Satan let us pass? Doesn’t he want you to bring me to him? Couldn’t he just tell his guards to leave us alone?”
“That isn’t how Lord Satan works, Sherman. There always has to be chaos and a battle. Just do as I ask, okay?” She turned to look at me. The combination of her beautiful smile and the sensation of her fingers wrapped around mine made the metal elevator spin.
“Okay. I’ll do as you ask,” I said with a sigh.
“Good boy,” she purred again, and I tried to think about men playing baseball.
Then the elevator dinged a surprisingly happy chime, and the doors opened to the lobby of Satan’s tower.



Chapter 5

Charlotte let go of my hand and stepped out of the elevator first. I moved to follow her, but she held up the palm of her right hand as a signal to stop, and I followed her command. Her hand lost its smooth creamy skin, and her nails elongated into claws, while her forearm took on the leathery-scaled appearance of a bird’s foot. I had never seen the process up close before, and I stared in fascination.
“Hmmm, I don’t see anyone. That is strange.” She took a last glance around the lobby, and then one of her razor-sharp fingers gestured for me to follow her out of the lift.
“Maybe Satan told them to let us pass?” I asked as I glanced around the lobby.
The space was nice looking. It had kind of a Roman theme going, with multisided columns, decorative molding where the stone walls met the ceiling and floor, and smooth-looking marble everywhere. Of course, most architecture I had seen like that was white, while the lobby of Satan’s tower was dark black with various shades of even darker black.
There was one piece of decoration that had color: A massive fountain in the middle of the lobby. It stood maybe thirty feet high, and perhaps the same across. The fountain was filled with stone sculptures of naked succubi in various erotic positions. Some were touching themselves, some were touching each other, and most wore looks of ecstasy that I’d only seen in my naughtiest of dreams. The beautiful obsidian sculptures were unbelievably lifelike, and the only thing that kept me from getting really aroused by the scene was the liquid that leapt joyfully out of the fountain.
It was blood.
A lot of blood.
A whole lot of thick, spraying blood.
It shot out of the top of the fountain in a high stream. It trickled down every nook and cranny of the sculptured ledges, and it flowed over the stone skin of the succubi as if they were taking a red shower. As I took more steps around the fountain, I had the notion that the women in various states of ecstasy might have actually been enjoying the shower of blood flowing over them as much as the sexual acts they performed on each other. It was all sorts of weird, and I felt confused by the arousal, disgust, and terror that radiated through every muscle in my body.
One of the sexy succubus statues moved.
Or, at least, I thought it moved. I couldn’t really take the whole erotic sculpture in at once, and I could have sworn that one of the winged stone statues that performed cunnilingus on another statue turned her head to look at me. Her face had a wicked grin, but she didn’t move again, so I guessed that I had imagined it.
Then another statue shifted on the other side of the fountain. I had thought that this woman was making out with another of the statues, but now she was also turning to gaze at me with lust-filled eyes.
“Huh. Looks like no one is here,” Charlotte whispered from behind me.
“Didn’t you think we’d encounter guards?” I asked the girl, but I kept my eyes on the statue.
“Yes, but perhaps we are lucky. The elevators are on the other side, let’s get moving.” The succubus pulled on my arm, and I took one last look at the fountain.
Another one of the statues moved. The stone succubus figure had been sitting on a ledge of a fountain with her legs spread and her hand… well, I saw her move her hand from between her legs to settle on a spot on the outside of her thigh. Then her face turned toward me, and her mouth changed from an open ‘O’ look of arousal to a sneer.
“Charlotte, the statues are moving.”
“Huh?” We were walking past the fountain, and she turned her head to glance where I pointed.
“The stone succubi in the fountain. They are moving,” I explained.
“They look like statues to me.”
“Maybe they are supposed to move?”
“I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “If Satan calls me, then I normally fly directly into the penthouse. I never enter through the lobby.”
“Okay, maybe it is fine,” I said, and I turned back to follow the beautiful succubus across the long lobby floor.
We walked for a few more seconds, and I saw Charlotte glance back toward the fountain again. Her glowing red eyes opened in surprise, and I was suddenly sliding across the tile floor. My girlfriend had pushed me out of the way of a spear that impaled the smooth marble tile where I had been standing a moment before.
“Tsk, tsk, tsk, Charlotte,” a voice purred from where I guessed the spear had been thrown.
I looked to see a group of four blood-soaked succubi climbing down from the red spray of the fountain. Their ebony skin reflected the lights and blood-red color as they moved, and it looked as if they were walking mirrors. Whoever had thrown the spear had almost hit me from a good fifty yards away, and if my girlfriend hadn’t glanced back at that precise moment, I would have been turned into a kebab.
“Sherman, run to the elevator,” Charlotte growled as she stepped to block me from her four sisters.
“Why are other succubi attacking you? Is this a Hell thing? I thought that Satan didn’t use them as guards?” I blubbered as I stumbled to my feet.
“Those aren’t succubi.”
The four ebony-stone women laughed, and their skin started to vibrate like the surface of a lake after a stone is thrown. Then their images shifted in unison to reveal a strange cross between a tiger and woman. They walked on two legs, wore the kind of clothes a belly dancer would, and had sleek feminine muscles under striped fur, tiger faces complete with fanged teeth, and curved horns.
“They are rakshasis. Shape-changer demons with magic,” Charlotte whispered, and there was no mistaking the fear in her voice.
“Nice human you have there, Charlotte,” the furry tiger woman demon at the front purred. She had a thick Indian accent. She swayed her hips as she walked toward us, and her suggestive outfit combined with the fur and tiger face made me question my notions of what I had thought was attractive.
“He is Lord Satan’s. I am delivering him.”
“Oh, we know. We’ve heard all about Samuel. That was why we came to the lobby, killed the balors that Lord Satan placed here, and waited for your arrival.”
“His name is Sherman,” Charlotte said.
“Doesn’t matter. We can feel his magic. Give him to us and we’ll let you leave,” the tiger demon said.
“Perhaps I’d consider, but if I return to Lord Satan empty handed, he’ll do worse to me than you will,” Charlotte’s left hand touched my chest, and she pushed me farther away from the four female demons.
“Then we will take Steven and kill you quickly, so that you won’t suffer.” The rakshasis’ hands begin to glow a bright teal color.
“Run to the elevator. Now!” Charlotte screamed at me, and I sprinted as fast as my skinny legs could carry me toward the edge of the lobby.
There was a burst of exploding magic behind me. It sounded like a hundred pieces of paper being ripped apart at the same time, and blue light filled the dark space of the lobby. I heard demonic screams behind me, and I wanted to turn and see if Charlotte was okay, but I also feared what I would see if I did turn. Charlotte has been worried about balors guarding the foyer, but these tiger women had been powerful enough to kill those demons. I didn’t have to be a genius to realize that a succubus would be outmatched.
And here I was, running away like a coward while my girlfriend fought to save me.
The air shimmered in front of me like a disturbed pool of water, and the waves of mirage formed a feminine body. I tried to twist around the rakshasi that appeared before me, but the demon moved quicker than a blur, and I felt a furry hand close around my throat. I was lifted from the ground, and I choked out a surprised yelp.
“Awwww! The kitten was trying to escape,” the tiger woman purred. “I think he doesn’t want to be friends with us.” She pulled me close to her fanged mouth, and a wet, sandpapery tongue slid over my face and glasses.
“He tastes good. So powerful. We will feast upon your flesh and our magic will multiply.”
“Ack!” I tried to ask them to just let Charlotte go, but I couldn’t get a word out through the grip around my esophagus.
The furry woman yanked me around as she walked away from the side of the lobby. I’d almost reached the elevators, but I realized that even if I had made it there, it probably would have taken too many precious seconds for the doors to open.
I also didn’t want to leave without Charlotte.
I saw my girlfriend darting through the air of the lobby like a dark hummingbird. The three rakshasis were spread across the tile floor, and they launched fiery balls of magic at my girlfriend as easily as Ryu or Ken from Street Fighter would throw their Hadokens. Charlotte swooped, dove, spun, and strafed as she tried to get close enough to attack the three tiger demons, but I could tell with my fading vision that the balls of teal fire were getting closer to hitting her.
Then one did.
Charlotte’s beautiful body exploded into a pyre of bright blue flames. She screamed, and the cry of agony filled every part of my body with anguish. Then my love plummeted from the air like a shooting star and crashed into the blood-filled fountain below the polished black statues that were styled as her species.
“That was easy. Guess her reputation was overblown.”
“Muuufffftt!” I swung my hand out to try and punch the woman who held me, but I might as well have been a two year old trying to box with Ronda Rousey. My fist couldn’t even connect with her big feline nose.
The three rakshasis walked calmly toward the blood fountain, but the demon that carried me growled out a word that I didn’t understand. They looked back toward my captor with angry faces, but then nodded before they faded away like three pillars of smoke.
The woman who held me waved her other hand, and the tall fountain of ebony succubi shattered and crumbled in on itself like it was made of glass. Blood, obsidian fragments, and chunky parts of the erotic sculpture dropped on top of where Charlotte’s body lay, and I knew that if the fire had not killed my girlfriend, the hundreds of tons of rock most definitely had.
“Muuuurrrhh!” I kicked out against my captor, and my sock-covered toe actually connected with the tiger woman’s armpit. It was as if I had kicked a wall of steel, and my whole foot went numb with the impact.
The pain in my foot didn’t matter though. Charlotte was dead.
Nothing mattered now.
I knew tears were flowing down my cheeks like a river, but I didn’t care. Why did this happen? I would have given myself up to the tiger women if it meant that Charlotte could have lived. I shouldn’t have run. I should have tried to fight by my love’s side.
But I didn’t even know how to fight. I had just been a liability to my girlfriend. I couldn’t help her on her quest to take me to Satan. I had been like a heavy piece of luggage that the girl had to drag across Hell.
“Ohhh, I like it when my meal struggles. You are going to be a tasty treat, Stuart. Let’s adjourn to my kitchen. We’ll have a chat while I prepare your garnish.” As soon as the woman finished speaking, the walls, floor, and ceiling of Satan’s black lobby began to spin, shift, and fade.
Then the world went totally black.



Chapter 6

“Your flesh has just the right amount of fat, and not that much muscle. It’s been a long time since I’ve had such young meat,” the rakshasi said as she squeezed my ass with her strong, furry fingers.
When my vision had cleared, we were in a palace of white, gold, and bronze. Its architecture had a distinct Indian-ish Hindu feel, and it didn’t seem like the kind of place that I would have found in Hell. I guessed that the demon had used some sort of teleport magic, and I wondered whether we had traveled to somewhere on Earth or if we were still in Satan’s domain.
“Yes, yes, yes. I am thinking of a yogurt marinade. I have a tandoor big enough for you. Yes. That will be delicious. To die for.” The tiger woman had thrown me over her shoulder so that she could fondle my ass, and she began walking through the long hallways of her mansion.
“Let me go!” I slammed the bottom part of my fists against her back, but the demon laughed at my blows. I didn’t really know why I cared to escape, my life didn’t really mean much now that Charlotte was dead, but part of me now actually wanted to meet Satan so that I would have accomplished my girlfriend’s mission. If I was going to die either way, I would rather have known that the beautiful succubus would have been happy with me.
“This is my kitchen, Sheldon. Would you like something to eat or drink while you wait?”
The kitchen was much different from what I would have expected of a tiger-shaped demon that indicated she wanted to eat me. I kind of expected a horrific cave-like structure with piles of human skulls in the corner and a big black pot of boiling water. Instead, the kitchen looked like something I would have seen inside a home design magazine. The floor was made of perfectly cut travertine. The wooden surfaces were a dark zebrawood, and the counters were a cream granite with pink swirls. There was a sixteen-burner Viking stove top set above four ovens. Three refrigerators lined the walls, and an array of copper pots and pans hung over the large center island.
The demon-tiger-woman set me down on a chair in the corner and walked to the other side of the tiled space. There was a traditional looking white chef’s coat hanging on a peg, and the demon woman slipped easily into the garment. Then she put on the muffin-shaped white hat to complete the uniform.
“Something wrong?” she asked. “You sure I can’t get you anything to eat or drink? I have some gulab jamun in the refrigerator. I can heat it up for you if you wish. Have you ever had it?”
“Ummm, no. Sorry.” I shrugged my shoulders.
“Oh! You are in for a treat then. My gulab jamun is to die for,” the rakshasi said as she opened one of her many refrigerators. She took out a large clay bowl that had a dozen tan colored balls floating in a dark syrup.
“You can eat it cold or warm. I think warm is the best.” The demon’s hands suddenly turned blue, and I could almost feel the fire from across the room.
“There, that should be good. Here is a spoon.” The demon faded with the weird water-like movement, and then she was suddenly standing next to me. “You will like. Have a bite.”
She pushed the bowl into my hand and gave me the spoon. The balls were a little too big to eat in one bite, so I cut one in half, swirled it in the syrup, and ate it. I’d expected it to taste like something that had been cooked in Hell, but the sweetness hit my tongue almost immediately, and the heat warmed my entire body.
“Wow, this is really good.” I sniffed and wiped my tears with the back of my hand.
“Ha! I knew you would like it. It is the best dessert,” the tiger woman clapped her hands and nodded.
“It is super sweet. What is this syrup? It tastes kind of like--”
“Roses? Yes, that is the secret. They are sweet doughy milk balls that I fried in saffron oil. The syrup has a light sugar in it, but is also seasoned with rose water and cardamom.”
“Wow, I love it,” I said as I took another bite. It was beyond delicious, and each spoonful of the dessert made my head spin delightfully. It almost made me forget about seeing my girlfriend explode into a ball of fire and fall into a pool of blood.
“Oh! Have you ever eaten aam shrikhand?” she asked.
“Ummm no, I never really ate at different--”
“Ahhh! You will try some. I have it in my icebox.” The tiger demon teleported to the doors of one of her refrigerators and dug around inside. She popped back out with a few bowls cradled in her arms. Then she appeared next to her kitchen island and started mixing the contents of the bowls into a small glass.
“This is a simple dessert dish. It is my special blend of sweet yogurt and alphonso mangos. I use a bit of goat milk in my yogurt to add tanginess. It tastes so good. To die for. Here, you will love this.” The demon finished cubing some mango with a very large chef's knife, laid it on a plate, and set a cup of yogurt next to the mango.
“Use the fork to spear the mango, then dip it in the yogurt,” she said as she appeared next to me.
I followed the demon’s instructions and gasped as soon as I chewed. The smooth mango mixed with the sweet and sour blend of the yogurt perfectly. I couldn’t resist taking another bite of the mango mixture, and soon I’d eaten the whole plate of cubed fruit.
“You are a great cook. I’ve never tasted something so wonderful. Is this Indian food?” I asked.
“Yes,” she said as she clapped her furry hands again. “Wait, have you never eaten Indian food?”
“Ummm, no. I was kind of on my own with food, and I bought most of my stuff at the corner convenience store,” I admitted with a shrug of my shoulders. I had set the unfinished bowl of sugary milk balls on the counter next to me, and I picked it up again to eat. “I wish I would have tried more now. This is really amazing.” I couldn’t decide what I liked better: the mangos with yogurt or the gulab jamun, and I took another bit of a sugary milk ball.
“Hmmmm. Well then, it is settled.” The tiger woman said as she took the finished plate of aam shrikhand from the counter and teleported to her sink. “I refuse to eat someone who hasn’t had a full-course Indian meal. I will cook the most wonderful meal for you. Then I will cook and eat you. I believe it is only fair.” The tiger woman nodded.
“Uhhh, I guess that would be great. I mean, if you are going to eat me, I’d rather go on a full stomach. Especially if you are cooking. This was really good.”
“Excellent! We will start with kind of an introduction dish. Most Westerners like chicken tikka masala. I will prepare vegetarian samosas as an appetizer. Have you had those?”
“No,” I said as I tried to smile. I guess I should have been thankful for the reprieve from getting eaten. My heart was still breaking when I thought about Charlotte, and I almost didn’t feel like eating. The food I had tasted so far was beyond wonderful though, and this would delay my own death.
“Ahh! This is exciting. Be a dear and run into my spice room,” she pointed to a side door next to me. “I need garlic, ginger, turmeric, garam masala, coriander, cumin, cilantro, and dried red peppers. I have them in a sack in the corner. Can you remember all that, Scott?”
“Yep, I have a good memory. Oh, but my name is Sherman.”
“Oh. Sorry, Sherman.” The demon made a motion with its mouth that may have been a smile, but it just showed off her many tiger teeth.
I walked into the spice room and looked around for all the ingredients. This room was half the size of the kitchen, was filled with hundreds of spice racks, and had its own Viking-brand oven and stove top. The scent was overpowering, and I realized that it was smart to have a separate room to store all the aromatic components lest they overpower the cooking in the main room of the kitchen.
It took me ten minutes to walk through the aisles of organized spices and pick out the ingredients that the demon had told me to retrieve. By the time I made it out of the spice room, I could smell the first traces of cooking oil. The tiger woman was hard at work in the kitchen, and I saw that she had folded some sort of tortillas into a pan of boiling oil.
“Ahh, good! I was about to send my hunters after you.”
“Sorry, that is a big spice room. Why do you have a stove in there?” I asked as I set down the ingredients on the counter next to where she was cooking.
“It is for roasting my own spices. It is how you get the best flavor. The stuff you buy at the store is often too old. And sometimes it is produced en masse. No, real chefs who do aromatic cooking, need to handle their own spices.”
“You know a lot about cooking,” I said as I watched her bend the fried tortilla around a bunch of cooked vegetables.
“It’s a good hobby to have.” She nodded as she spoke and gestured over her shoulder at the center island. “Can you dice some onions for me? I like to have fresh ones mixed in at the end. Gives it a little kick.”
“Sure.” I walked over to the cutting board and grabbed the ten-inch chef’s knife along with an onion. I set the vegetable on the wood and then brought the blade down onto its skin.
“Oh no, no, no,” the demon said behind me. “Oh Joshua, that is not the proper way to cut an onion.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t really know how to cook.”
“Here, I will show you. First take off this outer part.” Her cat-like paws ripped off the tough skin of the onion easily. “Then you bore out the center like so.” She dipped the point of her knife into the onion and twisted it in a small circle around a piece that looked like the root. “The core is the part that makes you cry. You can always cook it, but I prefer to use the better parts. Most chefs don’t know this secret.” She pushed on the core of the onion, and it popped out of the sphere. “Now we cut it in half, and you dice it like so. I will do this half, and you shall do the other.” I watched her striped hand wield the knife expertly. Then she handed me the blade and pointed to the other half.
“Make sure you hook your fingers so that the blade pushes against your knuckles, you don’t want to cut off one.” I followed her example and began to cut into the vegetable.
“Good! I’ll make an entremetier out of you yet.” The demon let out a growl of a laugh and then patted me on the back.
“What is that?” I asked.
“It is French for vegetable chef. Ha! Bring me those onions now,” she said.
The samosas were finished a few minutes later, and the rakshasi served them to me with a side of green and red chili paste.
“Amazing,” I said after I took my first bite. It was too hot, and I had to open my mouth to get air in, but there was no denying that it was the best food I’d ever eaten.
“Thank you! Oh, drink this. Sorry, it is a bit hot.” The demon handed me a glass of what looked like milk. I took a gulp and found it to be what I expected, but there was some additional sugar and spice mixed into the frothy white liquid.
“This is good too!” I said as I took another sip.
“That is lassi. I figured that you would like it.”
“I do! Ummm, I feel bad about eating all these,” I said as I pointed at the other three samosas that the demon had served me. “Do you want one?”
“Oh, you are so polite. Thank you for offering. However, I need to save my appetite for when I devour you later. I hope you don’t think I am rude for not eating with you.”
“No, I guess that is okay. You are treating me nicely.”
“You don’t know many Indians, do you?” she asked.
“No, not really.”
“Most of us are very nice, and we love showing off our cooking. Ahh! The tikka masala! I will start.”
She turned to one of her fridges and opened it. I was standing behind her when she did so, and my mouth froze around my bite of food when I saw what was inside the fridge.
It was filled with human body parts.
Heads with faces frozen in screams, long arms, thick legs, and broad shoulder pieces. I felt my stomach flip flop like a dying fish, and I swallowed air to keep the vomit down in my stomach.
“I know I have some chicken in here. Where did I put-- Ah! There it is!” the demon pulled a large zip-lock bag out of the fridge and dangled it in the air with a fearsome smile.
“So, ummm, I don’t know your name.” I tried to change the subject so that I wouldn’t think about the half dozen carved up people in the tiger demon’s refrigerator.
“It is Divyia. I am demon-god of the rakshasis,” she said proudly.
“Wow. That is amazing.” I hadn't heard of her, but I figured that she said her title as if it were really important.
“Thank you. You know, Timothy, you are really fun to spend time with. It is kind of a shame that I have to eat you,” the Indian demon said with a sigh.
“Well, ummmm, you don’t actually have to eat me. You could just let me go. Oh, and it is Sherman. I know my name is hard to remember.”
“Oh. Sorry, Shannon, but you see, I have to eat you. It what rakshasis do. We consume humans to get more powerful magic. Now let me show you how to carve this chicken into easy-to-cook pieces. My chicken tikka masala is to die for. To. Die. For.” She pulled the chicken out of the zip-lock baggie, laid it on the cutting board, and then expertly sliced all the parts off with the tip of her giant chef’s knife.
I stood next to Divyia while she explained the proper way to cut the bird. Then she showed me how to cook it ‘the Indian way’ by using the correct assortment of spices, heat, and meat placement on the pan. I had never cooked before, and I probably asked the demon way too many questions about the process. Even though I knew that Divyia was responsible for killing Charlotte, it felt good to learn the cooking steps, and I only had to wipe tears from my eyes a few times. I wondered if the tiger woman realized I was crying, but she was absorbed in the cooking process, and even if she had studied my face, the demon might not even know what tears were. She could have thought I was still feeling the effects of the onion that I had chopped.
“And that should be ready. Oh, this will be delicious. I can’t wait to see the look on your mortal face.” Divyia poured the orangey chicken onto a plate with rice she had cooked in a pot and pointed to the chair I had sat on earlier. I sat back in my spot and then mixed a bit of the chicken with some of the rice.
“Ohhh. Wow!” I said after I ate the first bite. “This is so good! It tastes spicy, but creamy and soothing at the same time.” I took another mouthful and enjoyed the complex array of flavors. I had never realized that Indian food tasted this good.
“What is wrong, David?” she asked as a few tears started to roll down my cheek.
“Oh. Sorry, Divyia. This is just really wonderful, and I wish that Charlotte was here to taste this with me. She would have liked it.”
“Ahh. I understand,” the tiger demon said as she nodded. “It was too bad we had to kill her, but it was for the best. Her fate was far less painful than what Satan would have inflicted had she shown up without you.”
“She was my girlfriend. I loved her.” I felt more tears stream down my face, and I rubbed them away with the back of my hand before I took another bite of food. “Sorry. I suppose I shouldn’t be crying. It isn’t very manly.”
“Ehhh, I wouldn’t worry about that. I’m not one to judge. The good news is that once I consume your flesh, you won’t be in pain anymore.” Divyia patted me on the head with a velvety tiger hand. “Now finish that plate. I know you’ve already had two desserts, but since this is your last meal, I think I should make you a third. What do you think?”
“That sounds good to me. Thank you. You’ve been very kind. I mean, other than killing my girlfriend and intending to eat me and all.”
“You are quite welcome. I think I’ll make some--”
The door to the kitchen burst open, and three of the rakshasis walked in. I couldn’t tell if they were the same ones that had thrown fireballs at Charlotte, but they looked to be wearing similar belly-dancer outfits. They seemed angry, and they yelled at Divyia in a language I couldn’t understand while pointing at me.
My hostess yelled back at them, and the exchange lasted for about a minute. The air was thick with tension, and the three other horned tiger demons finally left with a growl.
“Oh, that is too bad, Jonathan. My sisters are getting hungry. I didn’t realize, but it’s been many hours since I first brought you here. We are going to have to skip this dessert I had planned for you. Such a shame. I was going to make you some ras malai. It tastes like sweet cheesecake. You would have really enjoy it.”
“I see,” I said as terror replaced the delicious food in my stomach.
“I don’t even think I have time to cook you tandoor style,” she tsked as she shook her tiger head. Then she looked at the bottles and bags of spices on the center island of her grand kitchen. “I already have the masala spices out. I will cook you that way. Again, Richard, I am really sorry about this.”
“Why do you have to eat me? I kind of still don’t understand.” My voice squeaked when I talked.
“Oh, you have powerful magic. We have a spy in Satan’s throne room and heard Charlotte’s report about you. Being able to see Earth’s Warriors while on that plane? Good stuff. I almost didn’t believe the stories, but you saw through our disguises when we hid in the lobby. Once we eat you, we will probably gain the similar powers.”
“I didn’t really see through your disguises though, you looked just like the statues,” I said to defend myself. Maybe I could convince Divyia that I wasn’t worth eating.
“But you did notice us. Our magic is very powerful. We can change shape almost as well as doppelgangers, but their power is innate, and ours is magic. No, you did recognize us. I imagine that if you had training, you would discover other powers. I’m sorry, but we do have to eat you. It has been a joy cooking for you.”
“Oh. Okay. Well, thank you for the food. It was really good. You’ve treated me much better than I would have thought.” I wiped a few more tears away from my cheeks. At least I’d soon be with Charlotte.
Then I screamed.
The tiger demon had appeared beside me, grabbed both of my hands, and hoisted me into the air as if I weighed as much as a throw pillow. After she lifted me, she pulled my arms together and then wrapped a single cat paw around both my wrists. Her strength was absolutely beyond comprehension, and I felt my spine crack down its length as I hung suspended from my wrists.
It was at this moment, that I noticed the sharp and various sized meat hooks hanging from the ceiling. They hung all around the room, and I felt more than a little dumb that I hadn’t bothered to look up the whole time I had been in the kitchen. Despite my attempts to be manly, I couldn’t help but let out a panicked screech when Divyia pushed me up toward one of the smaller hooks.
Then I screamed again when the point of the metal hook ripped through my forearms.
I knew it was going to hurt, but I couldn’t have possibly comprehended the pain that radiated from my arms. The demon let go of me as soon as the hook threaded through both of my limbs, and my bones, tendons, and flesh was suddenly left bearing the full weight of my body.
I screamed, and screamed, and screamed.
“Shhhh. Oh, I am so sorry, Westley,” Divyia said as she reached into a drawer of the center island. She pulled out a strange leather sack, placed it on the counter, and then unrolled it to reveal a collection of knives. There were long ones, short ones, fat ones, skinny ones, and blades that looked more like saws than knives. I almost couldn’t see her movements through the tears streaming from my eyes, and my head swam as I fought to stay conscious.
I didn’t think pain like this was possible.
“I’m afraid that I have to cut the pieces off you while you are still alive. Something about the terror and agony just makes the flesh more powerful. I’ll try to go as quickly as I can once I begin though. I know it probably hurts a lot right now, but it is going to get far worse in a minute.” The demon was testing each blade against a furry finger. One of them, the longest and thinnest, she judged to be dull, and the tiger woman quickly sharpened it with a metal stick.
Blood poured down my arms and dribbled onto my head like a rain shower.
So this was how my life would end. Eaten by a crazy Indian cannibal-tiger demon that had killed my wonderful girlfriend. My life replayed itself in a superfast video feed when I closed my eyes. I thought about all the video games, manga, comics, and anime that I’d spent my life watching. My life really hadn’t started until I decided to follow Charlotte into the basement of my high school. Sure, that decision had eventually led to this point, but I didn’t regret the decision. We’d kissed, held hands, and I had gotten to enjoy her company.
If I could go back in time, I would have still followed her into the basement.
But I probably would have told her not to go through the lobby.
“Okay, I’m going to start with your left leg. Most of the time, humans pass out after I begin to carve one of the limbs off; but I put some herbs in your food that will keep you awake. It does this by slowing your blood a bit, dulling your emotions, and heightening the sensations of the pain.” Divyia held a knife in her hand and had teleported to stand next to me. “I’ll need to take your pants off fi--” There was a slamming sound, and the tiger woman’s face froze mid-sentence.
Then she tumbled to the ground.
And I saw Charlotte standing behind her with a rolling pin in her hand.
Her school uniform was torn and burnt to pieces, as was her lace bra under the shirt. I could easily see the shape of her breasts, and a pink nipple revealed itself while my girlfriend smashed down on the back of Divyia’s head a half a dozen more times. Her skirt was more of an idea than an actual garment, and her heart polka-dotted underwear was more skin than fabric.
“Don’t! Eat! Sherman! You! Ugly! Bitch!” Charlotte yelled with each slam of the wooden rolling pin. With the last one, the thick piece of wood broke in half, and the succubus tossed the makeshift weapon to the kitchen floor with an angry growl.
“Uhhh, Charlotte? Can you get me down?” I hissed through pain-clenched teeth.
“Oh shit. Sorry, Sherman.” The succubus floated into the air with a beat of her wings, and then she pulled me free of the hook with a gentle movement. The release from the hook was both wonderful and agonizing at the same time. There was no more pressure on my arms, but my limbs had started to numb against the pain, and the release made my nerves scream about the injury.
“Shit. Here. Hold you your arms out.” I followed her instructions, and she wrapped two clean-looking white dish towels around my forearms.
“Thank you. Owwwiee,” I gasped when she tightened the towel.
“We have to go. She will only be unconscious for a few more minutes. We have to get you to Satan,” Charlotte said as she grabbed my bicep and pulled me out of the kitchen.
“How did you survive? I thought they killed you? I am so happy to see--”
“Less talking, more running,” she urged as we sprinted through the elaborate palace hallways.
I didn’t see any of the other rakshasis as we fled through the corridors, and I wondered if Charlotte had killed the others. Then we rounded a corner, and my girlfriend yanked me away from a teal-colored fireball that would have turned me into a roasted high schooler.
As soon as the fireball exploded, Charlotte dove past me and flapped her right wing to twist around the corner. The sounds of a horrific cat fight screeched into my ears like fingers across a chalkboard, and I poked my head around the corner.
“Let’s go!” Charlotte screamed at me. She was covered with cuts and blood, and her right arm hung to her side as if it were broken. As beat up as my girlfriend looked, the rakshasi looked far worse, and the tiger demon lay face down in a deep pool of crimson.
I ran to the succubus, and we continued our sprint down the maze-like hallways. Then we were suddenly in a grand foyer, and Charlotte jump kicked the two massive doors that blocked our exit. The wood exploded outward as if her foot was a giant battering ram, and we emerged onto a beautiful paved driveway. Even though my arms still hurt, with an unbelievable amount of agony, I gasped with pleasure when I saw the wondrous bushes cut like elephants, tigers, and bulls lining the side of the path.
The sky was a dark gray though, and pieces of ash fell from the sky like snowflakes. We were still in Hell.
“Get in the car!” Charlotte yelled as pushed me forward past the bushes that flanked the front entrance of the Indian-themed palace.
It was the Bugatti that she had driven in Satan’s parking garage earlier today. I stumbled a bit as I sprinted toward it, but I didn’t trip, and I managed to get the door opened despite the pain in my arms. Charlotte was already in the driver’s seat when I closed my door, and she pressed the engine starter button while she looked out of the window at the palace door.
“Shit! Here they come. Seat belt!”
She reached over with her left hand, shifted the car into drive, clutched the steering wheel, and slammed on the gas. My body sank into the seat as if an elephant was sitting on me, and I felt my vision blur as the car tried to race faster than my blood could pump to my brain.
The engine roared in my ears like an actual tiger, and Charlotte aimed the front of the car through a beautifully paved roundabout in front of the palace. I saw three of the rakshasis emerge from the door, but I couldn’t pick Divyia out of the group because of the speed the succubus drove. They did seem more than a little upset that we were escaping, and their hands began to illuminate with teal magic.
“Seat belt!” Charlotte screamed as she twisted the steering wheel with her left hand. A fireball exploded on the pavement a dozen yards in front of the car, but my girlfriend piloted the Bugatti around the explosion without even losing traction of the tires.
I reached to the sides of my seat with bloody hands and found the harness. I slipped my arms through each of the loops, but when I went to buckle the thing over my chest, I saw the driveway ahead of us shimmer like the surface of a swimming pool.
“Look out!” I screamed as one of the tiger demons appeared ahead of us. The monster already had a fireball ready, and it tossed the massive ball of teal flame at us as if pitching a softball.
“Hold on!” My girlfriend slammed on the brakes and twisted the wheel hard to her left. The wheels of the Bugatti did cry out this time, and the car slid sideways for way too many feet before the tires caught.
The fire exploded to our side, and I knew that we would have been toasted had the succubus not made the maneuver that she had. Charlotte managed to twist the wheel back the other way, and we avoided driving off the paved road by only a few inches.
Then there was another shimmering pool-like spot in the road a few hundred yards ahead of us.
“Do you see where they are going to appear?” Charlotte asked as she opened up the sixteen-cylinder engine again.
“Up ahead, to our right. Like one o’clock!” I hissed through the pain of my chest and the agony of my hands. I tried to buckle my harness again, but my fingers were slippery with my blood, and I couldn’t get the metal pieces together.
“Up there?” she asked with surprising calmness as the supercar picked up speed and aimed right at where I thought the demons were going to appear.
“You are driving right at them! Look out!”
Two rakshasis appeared in front of the car. Both of them clutched teal fireballs, and it looked like they were about toss them at the car. The sneers on their tiger faces suddenly turned to surprise when they must have realized that the Bugatti was really fast and that Charlotte had intended to run them over.
The Veyron Super Sport World Record Edition smashed into the two demons like a vermillion-striped bowling ball would plow into pins.
At over two hundred miles per hour.
The two women screamed, but it lasted only a fraction of a second, then they both turned into a spray of furry-striped meat parts and blood splatter. The car didn’t even seem to notice that they had been in its way, and a sudden growl of the quad turbo engine made me wonder if the vehicle actually liked killing the two demons.
“Wooohooo!” Charlotte screamed with delight.
“There is another shimmer up ahead on our left!” I shouted as I pointed into the distance.
We were going so fast. I almost wondered if we would pass the teleporting demon, but my girlfriend couldn’t get the Bugatti over to ram the rakshasi in time, and the supercar was suddenly engulfed in flames.
“Eeeeek!” I screamed as fire came through the air vents. I couldn’t see anything out the window beside a wall of blue flame.
“Turn on the air conditioner!” Charlotte commanded as she hit a switch by the steering wheel that turned on the windshield wiper and water spray.
“That can't possibly-- Oh. That worked.” I said as I pressed the button for cool air on the center console of the car.
The water spray also seemed to have worked, but while the wall of teal fire over the windshield was now gone, I saw that the rest of the car was smoking. The front grill was also really trashed from where it had hit the two tiger demons, and I was surprised that it could still drive with the engine compartment that damaged.
“We can’t take another hit like-- Ahhh!” Charlotte yanked on the wheel and the smoking car drifted around a fiery crater that appeared in front of us.
The color of this explosion had been a brighter teal than the others, and there was a trace of magenta in the flames. In video games, bosses normally had stronger magic than their underlings, and the game designers often added extra colors to their special moves. I guessed that Divyia had woken up.
“Up ahead! Two o’clock, right at the side of the road!” I yelled when I saw the shimmer of the demon teleport magic.
“Here?” Charlotte turned the wheel slightly, and the Bugatti’s engine roared with hunger.
“Yes!” I confirmed a half second before the rakshasi appeared in front of the car. I didn’t even see a spray of furry-striped demon parts this time, the car just seemed to eat the woman as soon as her teleport finished.
“That’s all of them,” Charlotte said with a sigh.
“No, there is one more-- Look out!” I screamed as the entire driveway in front of us turned into fire.
“Hold--” Charlotte didn’t even bother to finish her sentence as she ripped the wheel to the right. The supercar plowed through a row of animal-shaped bushes with a horrific scrape and then clawed at the manicured gray grass that lay beyond.
My girlfriend turned a hard left again, and the back end of the super car swung wide. For a few agonizing seconds, the vehicle drifted sideways over a long field of grass. The engine screamed with dismay, the air filled with clumps of colorless grass and black dirt, and then I saw Divyia materialize on the slope of the hill in the direction that we slid.
Her paws glowed with the powerful teal and magenta magic.
Charlotte grunted and cranked on the wheel with her left hand. The car didn’t seem to change its trajectory, and the world turned in slow motion as the Bugatti approached what I guessed would be the final blast of fire.
Then the supercar’s wheels caught on the grass, and we plowed back through the bushes.
The side of the road exploded with magic, and the entire row of animal-shaped bushes on the right side instantly turned into flames. We had narrowly missed Divyia’s fireball, but I didn’t know how lucky we would continue to be. The demon seemed amazingly powerful, and I guessed that she could keep throwing magic fire at us all day.
“Grrrrrrr,” Charlotte growled as she yanked the wheel back around to point us straight on the pavement.
“How long is this driveway?” I tried to buckle the harness again, but my hands were beyond trembling now, and everything on my lap was covered with my own slippery blood.
“Too long. Do you see her?”
“No-- Yes! Up ahead, way ahead,” I said as I saw the shimmer on the curve of the road. I guessed that Divyia was placing herself on the road so that she could aim at us easier.
“Tell me where to steer, and I’ll ram--” The car was suddenly engulfed in flames, and Charlotte hissed while she tried to keep control of the Bugatti.
I saw all the warning lights blink on the dashboard, and the wheels started to shriek while the supercar trembled.
“Seat belt!” the succubus screamed a second before she slammed on the brakes.
I lifted off the seat and wrapped my arms over my chest so that I didn’t slip through the unbuckled harness. The front of the car seemed to push into the ground, and the tires let out a sound that sounded like a thousand squirrels being murdered.
Fire fell away from the surface of the Bugatti like water, and I saw that teal flames burned on the paved road about thirty feet in front of us. The fire must have burned because of some sort of napalm-like fuel, and the powerful braking of the supercar had shed the oil like a dog shake would shed water.
My girlfriend let out a long sigh of relief, but then I saw the air outside her window shimmer.
“Charlotte! Outside your win--” A clawed hand punched through the glass, and the nails sunk into the succubus’ perfect skin at the right shoulder.
My girlfriend screamed, but then Divyia yanked hard, and a chunk of the succubus’ arm ripped free with a spray of blood.
“No!” I shouted again, but the tiger demon had pulled Charlotte out of the broken window. I heard my girlfriend scream, but I couldn’t see exactly what Divyia was doing to her past the door of the Bugatti.
I didn’t know what to do, but the spray of blood in the air, combined with screeching on the other side of the car, was a clear indication that my girlfriend was getting ripped to shreds. I needed to do something or Charlotte would die, again, and Divyia would definitely eat me for real.
I slipped out of my harness and rolled into the driver’s seat. I didn’t think I could drive the car that well, but I had to save Charlotte. I raised my bloody hand, pulled on the lever for the door, and then kicked against the inside panel as hard as I could with both my legs.
Divyia grunted when the metal door smashed into her face, and I reached down with my bloody hands to grab onto Charlotte. I saw that half of her chest was carved open, and blood gushed out of her like a garden hose. I didn’t know how I found the strength to pull her into the car with me, but the succubus was suddenly in my lap in a bloody heap.
“Fredrick!” Divyia growled and made a grab for the door. She was a second too late though, or her hands were too slippery with succubus blood, and I managed to get it closed.
Then I slammed my right foot onto the gas pedal of the supercar.
The beast sped forward, and I grasped onto the vermillion leather wheel with my slippery hands. This was like playing a video game. I just had to control the car and get away from a teleporting, fire-throwing demon that wanted to kill my girlfriend and eat me. I could do this. Just keep on the road and don’t die.
There weren’t any save spots.
“Sherman…” Charlotte’s head was lying against my chest, and I glanced down to see a bunch of her guts hung out of her open torso. Some of it was getting on the steering wheel, but most of it was hanging over my legs and dangling into the foot well of the car.
“It’s okay, Charlotte. Don’t talk. I’m going to save us.”
“Get to Satan. Okay?” I almost couldn’t hear her whisper over the sound of the giant engine.
“That is where we are going. I just need to--” The air shimmered up ahead, and I let my foot off the gas so that I could steer around the oncoming fireball. I knew I wasn’t driving nearly as fast as Charlotte had, but I managed to dance the Bugatti away from Divyia’s lobbed ball of teal bar-b-que. I could do this.
Just think video game. I am great at video games.
“I’m not going to live. Sorry, Sherman.” Her face seemed to nestle onto my chest.
“No, we are going to make it. You’ll be okay. Satan will fix you.”
“Ha. Stupid boy.” She let out a chuckle. “Promise me you’ll get to him?”
“Not without you,” I said as I punched on the gas again and drove past a crater in the road. I spotted the end of the driveway in the distance, and I realized that I didn’t know which way to even turn on the main road ahead.
“You need to. Please do it for me. Goodbye, Sherman. I kinda liked you.” Her eyes were no longer glowing red. They just looked dull and bloodshot.
“No, no, no. Don’t die, Charlotte! You already died once! I don’t want to lose you again!” I took my foot off the gas and pressed on the brakes. I didn’t know where to go once I got to the end of the road, and I didn’t even care now. I didn’t want to live without the beautiful succubus girl.
“It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay.” Her left arm reached up to stroke my cheek, and her perfect lips twisted into one last grin.
I kissed her.
I didn’t know why I did. Maybe I was just being selfish. Maybe I wanted one last memory of her lips touching mine. Maybe I thought that she would like it since she had said that she did when we walked through the dismal parking lot of Hell. It was totally unlike me. I never thought I was the kind of guy who would make the move. I always wanted to be the hero who kissed the girl, but if anyone, Charlotte was the hero of this story, and I was just her damsel in distress.
Her lips tasted wonderful despite the blood, and I felt her mouth respond to my kiss. Her lips opened slightly, her tongue pushed against mine, and she moaned a sound of pleasure that filled every single cell of my body with desire.
The world stopped.
I forgot about Divyia trying to kill us. I forgot about Satan. I forgot about Hell. I forgot about the smoking half wreckage of a car we were trying to escape in. There was only Charlotte. She was everything. The beginning. The end. The middle. I didn’t want anything to happen after this moment, and our lips seemed to connect our minds, bodies, and souls in a way that joined us together in immortality.
My world turned to darkness, then light, and then all the colors spun through my vision. There were colors that I didn’t even know existed, but I suddenly saw them, and understood them. They became a kaleidoscope of endless joy that no mortal would ever understand, and I knew that as soon as I stopped kissing Charlotte, I would lose the enlightenment.
Then the kiss ended.
“Wow,” Charlotte and I said at the same time.
Her eyes had changed, and they burned so brightly that I had to blink and look away from them. I gasped when I saw her chest. Her organs were somehow back in her body, and her perfect, creamy skin looked unharmed. I almost wondered if I had imagined the damage, but her school uniform was now almost completely nonexistent, and what was left of her bra couldn’t have covered up a mouse. She was naked, healed, and sitting curled up in my lap.
Right on top of my really hard--
A growl sounded from a foot away from me, and Charlotte’s weight suddenly disappeared. The driver’s door was open, and I turned to see my girlfriend rip her talons across Divyia’s striped face. The attack surprised the rakshasi, and the tiger woman staggered back.
Charlotte didn’t stop with that single strike though. It was just the first attack in a series of combo punches, kicks, claws, and wing attacks. Divyia tried to block the strikes, but the succubus was almost faster than I could see, and every time the tiger raised her paws to block, the half-naked winged girl struck somewhere she was open.
In a handful of seconds, the rakshasi was covered with hundreds of leaking scratches, had a broken left arm, and had retreated from the side of the Bugatti. It was clear that Charlotte had the upper hand in the melee against one of the tiger demons, but I guessed it was only a matter of time before Divyia was able to teleport away and launch her powerful fireballs.
“Enough!” the rakshasi screamed and then faded from view. The woman appeared thirty feet behind Charlotte and pushed her right arm out toward my girlfriend. The globe of teal molten magma shot toward the succubus like a fast-pitched baseball, but the winged girl just smacked the projectile aside with one of her wings.
“What? How did you--” Divyia’s voice cut off as Charlotte suddenly teleported next to her. My girlfriend wrapped her arms around the other woman’s neck and then pressed her lips against her mouth. The tiger demon tried to push the succubus away, but it was too late, and Charlotte wouldn’t let go of the other woman’s neck.
Or release her lips.
Charlotte’s pinkish-purple wings expanded and seemed to grow bigger. They got so big that I almost couldn’t see anything other than her wings when I looked out the broken window of the Bugatti. Then they wrapped around both women like a blanket, or a leathery cocoon. I heard the sound of Divyia trying to scream, but it sounded muffled.
Then the wings seemed to tighten.
The muffled screaming stopped, and the cocoon kind of twitched a little. Ten seconds or so passed, and I wondered what I should do. Should I get out of the car? Should I try to help Charlotte?
Then the wings opened with the sound of a thunderclap. Charlotte’s almost-naked body quivered with power, and her tense muscles glowed with a teal outline. My girlfriend screamed with something that could only be described as ecstasy, and a pile of bones fell to the ground at her bloody feet.
Then the bones turned to dust.
“Are you okay?” I whispered with some fear.
“Yesssssssss,” she moaned and then walked toward the Bugatti with a lavish swing of her hips.
I put the car in park and scooted out of the driver’s seat. My ass fell into the passenger’s spot before she could open the door. She didn’t look at me when she slid into her seat, and when she shut the door behind her, the supercar trembled.
Then my glowing girlfriend shifted the car back into drive and rolled us slowly to the end of the private driveway. She made a right at the turn, and I saw the nest of Satan’s towers far in the distance. I turned to look at her after a handful of minutes, but she just kept her burning eyes on the road.
“Charlotte, are you--”
“Shhhhhh,” she raised her healed right arm and pushed a finger against my lips without looking. “Let’s have quiet time until we return. I need to relish this.”
I opened my mouth to ask her what she was relishing, or to ask her if I could give her my shirt to wear, but then I closed my lips. She’d tell me what was going on soon. I had watched enough anime and had read enough comics to know that sometimes women needed their space.
I waited patiently, tried not to gawk at her mostly bare breasts while she drove, and finally decided to just stare out of the window of the supercar, trying to ignore the pain in my wrists.
I would probably feel more agony once Satan had his way with me.



Chapter 7

The drive took about forty minutes, and Charlotte did over a hundred the entire way there. The freeways in Hell were surprisingly well maintained, and there were no other cars on the roads beside us. My girlfriend didn’t talk during our trip, and I noticed the teal glow around her muscles fade a bit every few minutes. By the time we parked the ruined Bugatti back in Satan’s garage, she had started to look normal.
“Get out,” she ordered as soon as she had parked the supercar next to the elevators in the garage again.
“Okay,” I said as I opened the door with a painful gasp. “I’m surprised that our car was able to make it back here with the front all damaged.”
“It is a mid-engine car. The front is the trunk, and has a crash cage,” Charlotte answered blankly.
I nodded at her words and followed her back to the door of the elevator. Something seemed wrong with the succubus. Or at least, she wasn’t acting like she had during the earlier parts of our trip. She seemed more aloof than usual, and she wasn’t making eye contact when I spoke to her. Maybe she was mad that I had kissed her?
She pressed the button for the elevator, and the doors dinged a few moments later. We stepped into the lift, and I gathered my courage to speak again.
“Thank you for saving me,” I said.
“You are welcome.” She stared straight ahead at the doors of the elevator.
“Did I say or do something to make you mad, Charlotte? If so, I’m really sorry.”
“No. You didn’t,” she answered.
“But you seem upset--”
“I’m fine.”
“Okay. I am sorry that I kissed you without asking. I just--”
“Don’t tell anyone you kissed me.” She turned to me, and her eyes glowed the color of the Bugatti’s vermilion paint.
“Oh, ummm. Why?”
“Pretend it didn’t happen. Forget about it. The story is that I rescued you from the rakshasis. They tried to stop us, but we escaped. Do you understand?”
“So. I mean, the kiss--”
“Didn’t happen, and nothing you saw after that happened. Do you understand?” She growled at me.
“Ummm yeah,” I said with a sigh.
“So tell me the story. Quickly,” she commanded.
“The rakshasis were going to eat me, but then you came and rescued me. We drove away in the car. They tried to stop us, but we ran them over. Is that okay?” I asked.
“Yes. That is the story,” Charlotte nodded and turned to face the elevator doors again.
“Can I give you my shirt to wear?” I asked. I'd been trying to avoid looking at her mostly bare chest.
“Why?” she asked.
“It's just that you are pretty much naked and--”
“I'm used to being naked. I like it,” she huffed.
“Okay. It's just that--”
“Are you going to tell me what clothes I can or cannot wear?”
“Oh, no. I'm fine with whatever clothes you want to wear, I just--”
“Because I am happy with my body. I like it just the way it is. If I decide I want to wear clothes, or not, that is my decision. I don't need a man telling me about what he thinks I should wear.”
“I agree, I just thought you would want my shirt. That is all,” I said with a sigh.
“Then what would you wear? Ugh. Humans,” she groaned.
“It doesn't really matter about me. I want you to be happy,” I said as I looked away from her.
“Oh,” she said.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her bite her lip. It looked like she was trying to figure out what she would say next, but the elevator dinged and opened to the lobby once more.
“Walk behind me, in case there are a new set of guards,” she whispered when we exited.
I saw what was left of the fountain. It was just a pile of obsidian rubble with dark blood bubbling to the surface. I wondered if Satan would be mad that the creepy fountain had been destroyed, but then I guessed that the Lord of Evil was probably angry all the time.
The succubus walked across the lobby carefully, glancing in all directions. I half expected us to encounter another group of demonic guards, but we made it to the next set of elevators without interruption. The half-naked girl pressed the button to go down, and she stared at the closed doors.
“Will, ummmm, Satan be mad that you used his car to get me?”
“Yes,” she answered.
“But you wouldn’t have been able to save me without it. He has to see why you--”
“Shhh. Sherman, reasons don’t matter.”
The elevator dinged, and the girl stepped inside.
Terror seized me.
I didn’t want to meet Satan. I didn’t want him to torture and murder me. I didn’t want to face the Lord of Evil.
I didn’t want him to get mad at Charlotte for saving me.
“Hurry. We are very late,” she sighed and beckoned with a finger. Her perfectly shaped and pert breasts lifted with the movement.
Maybe I should have been happy that I got to see Charlotte's beautiful body, but I didn’t feel it was a cause for celebration. I felt as if my girlfriend and I were marching toward our own funerals.
I stepped into the elevator and the doors closed behind me.
She pressed the button for the bottom floor, and the car descended a tad slower than freefall. I let out my breath when it first started moving, but after a few seconds I got used to the pace, and I was able to relax. Well, relax as much as someone with bleeding wrists could relax while taking an elevator car down into the pits of Hell to meet Satan.
“Anything else I shouldn’t talk about with Satan?” I asked with a huff.
“Just don’t talk about me. Don’t tell him that you have feelings for me.”
“But why? I do care about you, Charlotte. I love--”
“No! Definitely don’t say that. Sherman, just forget about me. Okay? I’ve accomplished my mission. You don’t nee--”
“Was that all I was to you? A mission?” I choked out the question.
Charlotte didn’t answer, but she crossed her arms over the tattered remnants of her bra, and I saw her mouth harden.
The numbers on the elevator settled on ‘666’ and the doors opened with a ding.
“Come with me, human,” Charlotte’s hands were in their ‘talon mode’ again, and I felt the nails on each of her fingers pinch into the skin of my bicep.
She pulled me from the elevator and walked me down a long hallway. The design seemed similar to the lobby down below, errr, or above, but the black tiles, walls, and columns seemed to have a slightly reddish glow to them.
Then we rounded a corner of the hallway, and I stood in Satan’s throne room.
It was a massive space, and my eyes couldn’t take in the sheer volume of my surroundings. A great emptiness filled the room, but there were ten-foot burning braziers of Hellfire every ten or so feet to push away the darkness.
When I looked up, I couldn’t see where the ceiling began, but there were thick links of chain descending from the darkness. At the end of each chain was a cage containing the bones of alien-looking creatures. There were hundreds, maybe even thousands of cages in the throne room, and the cages terrified me more than the thought of getting eaten had. Each of the skeletons was grasping onto the bars of the cage, and I wondered if they had been killed with some sort of burning fire or had died of hunger.
Charlotte pulled on my arm again, and I let her drag me into the center of the room. There was a magnificent staircase there, and the dark steps were flanked by smaller braziers of dark orange fire. I looked up the steps, and then up the steps some more, and then craned my neck as far back as I could so that I might see the massive skull throne placed at the top of the stairs.
Upon the throne sat Satan. The Lord of Evil.
He looked enormous. The god must have stood ten feet tall. His skin was a dark red, and his black, bull-shaped horns were massive. His muscles pushed out at every angle, and his dark beard was magnificent. He held a glowing trident in his right hand, and a glowing crown floated between his horns.
At the feet of his throne were at least a dozen succubi.
The sexy women were mostly unclothed, but a few wore tiny dark bikinis that did little to hide their amazing bodies. Some of the demon women had horns of various shapes, and they had skin colors ranging from the same red as Satan’s, to a blue color of the ocean, and all hues in between. The women clung to their lord’s feet, his legs, his arms, and they touched his chest affectionately. They writhed across him with delight plain on their faces, and the expressions, along with the moans, made me think that the mere touch of their master made them climax.
“I have fulfilled my mission, Lord Satan. Here is the human Sherman.” As soon as Charlotte finished speaking, she knelt on the ground at the base of the stairs and pressed her forehead to the black marble tile.
The massive man sitting on the throne focused his glowing evil eyes upon me, and the throng of beautiful demon women stopped their cavorting to look down upon me. My breath caught in my throat, and I heard my heart pound in my ears like the sound of a war drum.
“You. Are. Late.” The voice boomed across the void of the throne room like a tuba.
“I am sorry, Lord Satan. We were delayed,” Charlotte’s voice was surprisingly calm, but she didn’t lift her face from the floor.
“I. Do. Not. Care. About. Your. Problems.” His voice boomed again, and I saw a few of the succubi lean to his ear and begin to whisper.
Charlotte didn’t answer, and the silence stretched on for almost a minute. I could see the winged demon women glance away from us with boredom. A few of them began to touch each other, and then they started to kiss aggressively. The scene was more than a little distracting, and I tried to think about the fact that Satan was about to torture and kill me, instead of what was going on in my pants. As soon as I felt that I had my body under control, the group of women turned to look at me. They all gave me sultry grins, and one of them began to lick the fingers of her right hand while she stared at me.
“This. Human. Can. See. Our. Kind?” Satan’s voice barreled through the void like a cannon’s thunder, and I felt each syllable shake my ribs.
“Yes, Lord Satan. He is useful and can help us win this war,” Charlotte said without raising her head.
“Hmmmmmmmmmmmm.” The sound seemed to last forever, and I wondered if I should be kneeling on the ground like Charlotte.
There was silence again, and I saw one of the succubus women whisper in the giant man’s ear. His red-fire eyes traveled the distance between us like a laser beam, and I felt his evil flip my mind upside down. I had to glance away, and my eyes fell back to the winged women at his feet.
The succubus that had been licking her fingers while she looked at me spread her legs. She was actually wearing a bikini, but the small piece of cloth did little but cover up the exact spot where her woman parts were. She pulled the two fingers out of her mouth, slid them down her neck, over the black cloth of her top where I guessed her nipple was, and down her taut stomach to her...
Well, I pretty much forgot all about Satan.
The other succubi seemed to realize that their sister was having fun teasing me, and they each attempted to one up each other so they would capture my attention. In a few short seconds, the scene at Satan’s feet had turned into one of the videos that most eighteen-year-old boys liked to watch, only these women were all beyond beautiful, and I guessed that my computer would have overheated if I had played it.
“I. Will. Meet. This. Human.” The voice filled the massive room, and Satan stood from his skull throne.
The succubi seemed startled by his action, and they all stopped their erotic activities so that they could gawk at their lord. He took the first step down the impossibly tall staircase, and the women made as if to reach for him. The massive demon took another step down, and he shrugged off one of the girls who had attached herself to his shoulder and tried to suck on his skin there.
Then the Lord of Demons took another step. Then another.
I felt as if my heart, brain, and stomach would explode with terror.
I fell to my knees and put my bloody hands to my temples. My vision was twisting, turning, and spinning. I heard the distant laughter of the succubus women sitting near the throne, but I couldn’t pull my eyes from Satan as he descended the stairs. Each step brought the massive Lord of Evil closer to me. Each step brought him closer to torturing me. Each step meant that I had one less second to live. It was as if I was stuck on a pair of railroad tracks and a train was approaching, but I was too terrified to move.
Satan’s wings flapped in the air, and the gust of wind felt as if it would tear my skin from my face. My eyes burned with his magnificence. His evil. His aura of terror. His--
My mouth opened, and I almost gasped with surprise. The Lord of Evil was about halfway down the stairs now, and he didn’t look quite as big as I thought he was originally. I blinked a few times and then pulled my glasses off to blink again. My vision wasn’t that good with the lenses off, but I could still make out the size of the demon.
He seemed kind of small.
I put my glasses back on and squinted. He was about three quarters down the stairs now, and I didn’t really have much to compare his size to, but he seemed to be shrinking. He took another step, and I looked at Charlotte to see if she was observing the same weirdness I was, but the succubus still knelt with her forehead touching the tiles of the throne room.
I realized that my mouth was hanging open, and I closed it with a dry smack. Then Satan reached the base of the stairs and took a few short steps over to stand before me.
“Hey, kid! Nice to meet ya. I’m Satan,” the Lord of Evil said as he held out a red-skinned hand.
I stood from my knees and took the demon’s hand without thinking. His grip was strong, but his hand was much smaller than mine. I actually had to look down to see his glowing red eyes and the crown that floated above his head like a divine hologram.
The Lord of Evil stood about five feet tall. Horns included.
“This is the part where you tell me your name. It’s called an introduction. Fucking Millennials. I swear to myself,” the tiny Lord of Evil said with a dry chuckle. He sounded like an old Jewish grandpa.
“Ummm. I’m Sherman.” My voice came out as a squeak, and I was having trouble breathing.
“Sherman! It’s a fine name. Ahhh, yes.” He stared up at me with burning eyes of malevolence, and I felt every hair on my body stand on end. “Yep! Ya got power, kid. It’s good stuff. I mean, hey, not every day a human mortal can see our kind. Eh?”
“Ummm. No?” I raised both my eyebrows and felt my mouth curl into a grimace.
“So let’s have a chat! Come and walk with me. We’ll talk in my sitting room.” Satan held onto my right arm at the elbow and pulled on me lightly.
We walked a few feet away from the base of the stairs, and there was suddenly a couch, coffee table, lamps, and small fire brazier. The floor seemed to have shifted, and the furniture sprang out of the tiles almost instantly. He gestured to one side of the couch, and we sat together.
“Can I get you something to eat? How about drink? I’ve got water, any kind of soda you could want, booze, and I’ve even got some Prigat juice. You had that before? I get the kind that tastes like bananas. Shit is crazy.”
“No, I’ve never had it--”
“Good! Gonna blow your mind. You’ll love it. Charlotte!” The Lord of Evil’s voice suddenly turned into a demonic roar.
“Yes Lord Satan?” my girlfriend said as she knelt at the side of the couch near the tiny god of Hell.
“For the love of me. Girl you need a shower, and a new change of clothes, but first, get Sherman and me some bottles of Prigat, okay? Oh, and some of those hamantaschen cookies. Not the shitty boxed ones. Get us the ones Lilith just baked for me. They are in a big bowl on the kitchen table.”
“Yes, Lord Satan.” Charlotte backed away on her knees without looking at the Lord of Evil. When she was a good ten feet from the couch, she stood and sprinted toward the far side of the throne room.
“Soooo,” Satan said as he turned on the couch to face me. “Did you have a pleasant trip here? I’m always a little interested in hearing what living mortals have to say about my realm when they first visit.”
“It was. Ummm. Kind of scary?” I didn’t really understand what the Lord of Hell was looking for.
“Scary! That’s what I’m going for kid. Gotta put fear into people, ya know? Did you have any trouble getting here?”
“Yeah, actually. We got attac--”
“Ahh, there is the drink and cookies,” Satan said as my mostly naked girlfriend set a six pack of juice bottles on the table next to a big Christmas themed bowl of triangle-shaped cookies.
“Is there anything else you desire, Lord Satan?” my girlfriend asked. There was no disguising the tone of her voice, and I felt my heart spin out of control with jealousy.
“Naw. Go get in the shower. You’re distracting my new friend here with your shadayeem. Ha!” Satan let out a laugh and then turned to me. “You like this one, huh?”
“Ummm.”
“No, Lord Satan. He does not like me,” the beautiful succubus said. She stared at me with glowing eyes, and I felt my jealous heart miss a few beats.
“Ahhh. I could have sworn I just asked the kid, and not you. What happens when my girls speak out of turn?”
“You spank them?” Charlotte asked with a raised eyebrow, and the other succubi cavorting on the stairs all let out a mixture of gasps and giggles.
“Yep, or I don’t. Depends on if the particular girl likes it or not, but enough of that. Go get cleaned up. Sherman,” the demon king said as he turned back to me and stroked his thick black beard. “I forgot what we were talking about. Oh, did you try the juice? How about the cookies?”
“I’ll try them now,” I said as I opened a bottle, took a drink, and tried not to stare at Charlotte’s mostly naked butt when she walked away.
“It is good!” I gasped after my first sip.
“I knew you would like it. Ha! Now try the cookies. Lilith sends me some every week or so. She’s one hell of a baker. Nothing tastes better than cookies baked with hate and hellfire.”
“Hate?” I asked as I was about to take a bite out of one of the cookies.
“Yeah, hate. She doesn’t like me all that much. I don’t blame her though. I'm an asshole. What do you think?”
“Ummm, should I eat something that someone who hates you ma--”
“Listen, kid. Sherman, I can tell you are a little out of your element here. Hey, I’m thinking you are the kind of guy that is never really in your element. Know what I mean? But ya can’t just go over to someone’s house and then not eat cookies they offer you. Kind of rude, yah?” Satan had let go of his pitchfork so that he might gesture with that hand while he spoke, and the weapon stood straight in the air as if it were on an invisible rack.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t want to be rude.” I took a bite of the cookie. It tasted slightly of cheese and apricot. It was amazingly good, and I couldn’t help but gasp when my brain processed the deliciousness.
“Ahhh. You like them! I can tell. Have all you want.” The demon lord gestured to the Christmas bowl, and I took another few.
“It is really good.”
“Yep. So anyways, thanks for coming to Hell. I don’t get a lot of mortals interested in coming here.”
“Charlotte actually pulled me through the portal. I didn’t want to--”
“She’s a good girl, huh? Do you like her? You seem like the kind of guy who, no offense, would follow an ass like that anywhere. Even Hell.”
“Actually I really--”
“I’ve showered and changed, Lord Satan,” Charlotte landed next to the couch and fell into a kneeling position. Her hair was still wet, along with her new school uniform blouse and skirt. It looked like she hadn’t even bothered to dry off before she put on the clothes.
“Ahh. Good. I guess you can leave or something. Do whatever you want until I call you,” Satan said before he took a sip from the juice bottle. It looked really big in his tiny hands.
“Lord Satan, I have brought you the boy. May I please sit in your shadow and listen to your illustrious voice as you speak with him?” Charlotte bowed again and placed her forehead against the tiles.
“Ehhh. This is guy talk, Charlotte. You wouldn’t find it interesting,” Satan said, and there was a giggle above us from the throne.
“I will not speak or interfere. I only want to be near you, my lord.” My girlfriend reached her hand out as she spoke, and her fingers touched the dark pants that Satan wore.
“Ehh, fine, but you can’t be hanging all over me. I need my personal space sometimes. Go sit over there and don’t interrupt us.” Satan pointed to a spot on the other side of the coffee table, and a matching black leather couch ascended from the ground.
“Thank you, my lord,” Charlotte said as she moved to sit across from us. Her eyes met mine for half a second, but I couldn’t really understand what she meant with the strange look she gave me.
“Alright. Now where were we?” Satan asked as he looked back at me.
“You were asking me about my feelings for--”
“Listen, kid. I’m going to be honest with you. Which is kind of funny because I’m the Lord of Lies, but I need your help. That’s why you are here.” Satan shook his head and then took a cookie from the bowl.
“You need my help?”
“Yes. See, here is the deal: I’ve got this whole war thing going on. Been doing it for a thousand years or so, ever since JC died, but things aren't looking good for us.”
“JC?” I asked.
“Jesus, fucking, Christ. Didn’t you pay attention in school? Shit man. They really need to fix the school systems on Earth. Maybe I’ll have my people look into that once we win this war.”
“Oh. I know about Jesus. Sorry. I just… Um… I didn’t--”
“You didn’t think I’d be talking about him, I understand. I kinda liked the guy. Lots of people think I did him in, but I’m gonna point the finger at Lucifer. That fucking dick bag has been a thorn in my ass ever since God kicked him out of his house. Know what I mean?”
“I’m sorry, Satan. I am really confused,” I admitted. “Please don’t be offended, but I always thought you and Lucifer were the same person.” I was surprised I was able to speak without stuttering, especially since Charlotte was staring at me.
“Ugh. You see? This is what I am talking about. No. Different lords of evil. Actually, I’m the only real Lord of Evil. Lucy’s just a poser. God kicked him out of the house, and that little emo kid decided that he wanted a piece of my realm. Trouble is, that boy band lead singer isn’t as dumb as I always thought he was, and he’s been cutting into my turf. Taking more of Hell as his own and turning it into the Abyss. Really fucking bugging me. I’m fighting two wars here. This one in Hell, and the one on Earth against the paranormals, monsters, angels, and Lucy’s agents. Get me?” Satan gestured with his hand as he finished his question, and then he took another sip of his banana juice.
“I think I can understand that. Ummm, except I don’t really understand the war on Earth. Charlotte didn’t have a chance to explain it to me on the trip.” There was something weird about talking to Satan. At the start of the conversation, I’d been beyond terrified, but now I was feeling like the demon was kind of nice. Well, maybe not nice, since he was the Lord of Hell, but I had expected him to eat my soul and feast on my bones. Instead he had given me some cookies and juice. I didn’t feel nervous talking to him.
“Ahh, she didn’t?” the little red devil looked at Charlotte. The girl opened her mouth to speak, but Satan shushed her with a motion of his fingers.
“I’m gonna lay it out for you, but you gotta promise me one thing.”
“Okay,” I agreed with some hesitation.
“You can’t tell any other mortal about it. We aren’t really allowed to talk about it. Kind of ruins the whole 'invisible war' thing.”
“Oh. That’s pretty easy. I don’t talk to a lot people. They tend to forget about me.”
“That’s good to hear,” Satan said with a laugh, and I wondered if the Lord of Evil was actually paying attention when I spoke.
“So here is what happened in simple terms: Christ died, God got really mad. Like ears smoking and all that stuff. He yelled at me. I yelled back. He yelled at Lucy. The fallen-son-male model yelled back, and can you believe that fucker blamed me? I told them both to go fuck themselves. God gets all pissed off, throws a fit like you wouldn’t believe, and then he just leaves.” Satan shook his head and then chewed on another cookie. His eyes seem distant, and I guessed that the tiny demon was recalling his last conversation with God.
“He just left? What does that mean?”
“He left a note. Said ‘treat my next Earth child with respect.’ That’s it.” Satan sighed and leaned back into the black leather of his couch.
“Then what?” I asked.
“Whadda ya mean ‘then what?’ What kind of question is that?” Satan seemed annoyed, and some of the terror crept back into my stomach.
“Sorry, I’m just not drawing a line between God’s note and the war on Earth.”
“Ahh, okay. So, you’ve got me, and my demons. Lucifer and his devils. The supernaturals, those are like your werewolves, vampires, elves, dwarfs, shit out of fantasy novels. Then you’ve got the monsters: Big foot, lizard people. They aren’t anything close to humans. Finally, you’ve got that brick-for-brains Gabriel and his celestials.”
“But why are you fighting?” I asked.
“Cause we want God’s child of course! Listen, Sherman, whoever has control of Earth will probably find the brat. So the battle is taking place everywhere. God loved you human mortals though, and as soon as JC died, he made it so that we couldn’t see each other unless we revealed our immortal forms. We’ve debated this point for years, but I know the guy really well, he’s clever, and didn’t want us to catch his next offspring. This was a good way to make the battle difficult, while he went fishing, or whatever the fuck he’s been doing for the last few thousand years. Yada yada, yada.” Satan sat back on the couch and nodded after he finished his story.
“But why do you want God’s child? Ummm… Are you going to kill him or her?” I asked
“Me? Naw. I want to recruit him! Can you imagine if I had the next Christ on my side? I’d take Hell back from Lucifer in a New York minute. I’d have the power of the Heavens and Hell. I could take God’s place and remake the universe in my fashion. I’d make it way sexier, and red. Of course, if Christ Junior doesn’t want to join my side. I’d just have to murder him. Can’t have him working with anyone else. Bad for business.” Satan’s lips pulled into a grin that showed gleaming white teeth.
“And the other sides of the war? They want to recruit this person also?”
“Ehh, maybe. I would imagine Lucy would. Gabriel definitely wants the kid. I think the supes do also, but it could depend on who grabs him first. If the vamps get him, they might just suck all his blood for power, or maybe try to change him. Werewolves will also want to change him. I dunno about the other supes. I’m pretty sure the monsters would kill him, or sacrifice him to Hastur, or his dimwitted brother Cthulhu. It isn’t just about the child though. There aren’t that many human souls left on Earth. Whoever wins the war gets all of them. Finding Christ is a secondary, but very important objective. You understand?”
“I think I do.”
“Good, cause that is where you come in.” Satan cracked his small knuckles and then leaned forward toward me. “Charlotte says you can see our kind. Is that true?”
“Ummm, yeah. I never realized it was strange though. I just always thought that the world was made up of humans and nonhumans.”
“You are funny, Sherman. Ha! And maybe you are a bit of an idiot, but that’s okay. I still like you. I’d like to offer you a job.”
“A job? Ummm, what kind of job?” I asked
“Working for me of course. See, high school is an important time. A lot of Earth’s Soldiers don’t realize what they are until they start to go through puberty. The war is really focused on high schools, because there is a higher than average chance that someone might slip up and show their true form. Then the other sides will pounce!” Satan slammed his fist into his palm, and I jumped with surprise.
“But you can skip all that rigamaroo. I just need you to transfer to a high school with one of my agents, tell them who is what, and then they will do the rest of the work. Soon I’ll have all of my competition’s generals deader than a toad with a brick up its ass. Then I’ll be able to take over Earth. How old are you, Sherman?”
“I’m eighteen.”
“You look like you're fifteen going on ten. I imagine that I’ll be able to get another six years of work out of you as a high school student before my enemies start to get suspicious. Of course, if I cut off your balls, you’d mature a lot slower. That could work also.” Satan stroked his black beard thoughtfully.
“Cut off my balls?” I choked out, and I realized that I had my hands over my crotch.
“Ha! I’m joking with you, Sherman. I like you too much to do that to you. You actually remind me a little of JC. Did I tell you that yet?”
“No,” I said.
“Yeah, except JC had muscles, and charisma, and he didn't squeak when he talked. But as I was saying: I can get you into these schools as a teacher when you get old. No need to castrate you.” The Lord of Evil laughed and pointed at me while he glanced at Charlotte. My girlfriend made a slight smile and then fluttered her eyelids at the small demon king.
“So what do you say? Will you work for me?” Satan grabbed a few cookies from the bowl and tossed them into his mouth.
“I don’t really know. I mean, I kind of thou--”
“Oh! I forgot about the stick and the carrot! Oh, bad me.” The small demon laughed and shook his head.
“Stick and carrot?” I asked
“Sure. See the carrot,” Satan said as he pointed to his throne. I followed his finger and saw the dozens of beautiful winged women touching each other. They realized I was looking at them, and half blew me kisses while the other half rubbed their bodies suggestively.
“After you finish your jobs, and I’ve taken over the Earth, I’ll give you your own fiefdom in Hell, or Earth, or wherever. You’ll have unlimited power over your domain, and I’ll give you ninety nine of my succubi to entertain you. Forever. So if you grow bored with one, or all, I’ll replace them for you. How does that sound?”
“Uhhh. I don’t know wha--”
“Oh, and I almost forgot about the stick.” His grin grew surprisingly large and fearsome through his beard.
“Stick?”
“Yes. Carrot is something you run toward. The stick is something you run from. It’s corporate management one-oh-one. Charlotte, come here.”
Satan held out his small hand and my girlfriend got up from the couch. She walked around the coffee table, and Satan pulled the beautiful succubus into his lap. She was almost a foot taller than him, and the scene was slightly comical. Except that I felt my heart hammer angrily in my chest, and I wanted to scream.
“If you don’t work for me, I’ll break your girlfriend into a thousand pieces.” Satan’s voice was a deep growl, and his eyes suddenly glowed like the sun.
Charlotte didn’t move, and she just stared at the coffee table when Satan spoke. She didn’t look surprised by the words that the Lord of Evil had spoken, and I wondered if she had known this would happen.
“I’ll work for you. Please, don’t hurt her,” I said quickly.
“Ha, I knew it. You can go sit down again, girl.”
Charlotte stood up from Satan’s lap, and the tiny man slapped her ass when she stepped around the coffee table. She didn’t make eye contact when she sat, and I heard some giggling from the other women gathered around the throne.
“So I want to start with something easy. I’ve got a problem here in Hell that requires fixing. Should be a quick trip. I’ll even lend you one of my cars. You game?”
“Do I have a choice?” I asked
“Ahh, Sherman. Kid, you are breaking my heart. Don’t be so glum. No one gets a deal like this from a guy like me. Hey, tell you want. Charlotte can be one of the ninety nine succubi that you pick. Would you like that? She’ll be bound to you for all eternity. Kind of romantic, huh? Better than watching her die isn’t it?”
“So tell me about this job. What do I have to do?” I glanced down to the towels wrapped around my wrists. I wasn’t hurting anymore, and the blood appeared to be dry on the white cloth.
I didn’t want Charlotte to be ‘bound’ to me. That sounded like slavery. I wanted her to love me as I loved her. I wanted her to want to be with me like I wanted to be with her. I wanted her to be my girlfriend. I didn’t want her to stick around me because Satan commanded it. Even if that was why she had taken me to Hell in the first place.
“I’ve got a guy. Demon lord more exactly. Balor to be precise. Name’s Barrtazzu. Charlotte, you heard of him?”
“Of course, Lord Satan,” the succubus said with a nod, but she still didn’t look up from the coffee table.
“So this guy is one of my best generals. Been giving it hard to Lucy for the last few thousand years, but all that’s turned around in the last year. Barrtazzu has been getting his big ass kicked all over the border of the Abyss. I’ve sent advisors and such, but they all tell me the same thing: Lucy seems to know what Barrtazzu is doing before he does it. I think there is a spy, or something else that is going on. So the mission is to go there, figure out what the problem is, and solve it. Permanent style. Capisce?”
“I don’t really know how to fight or anything,” I said as I looked at my bandaged hands.
“Yeah, I fucking figured. I’m Satan, not an idiot. Take Charlotte with you. Take whatever car you want. When you find the spy, tell Barrtazzu to help. He’s upset that he keeps getting his ass kicked, and I know he doesn’t like me yelling at him. Do you understand the assignment?”
“Yes. I think,” I said.
“Good.” Satan stood and stretched his arms over his head with a satisfied groan. Then he looked at Charlotte before glancing back to my hands. “How did you hurt your wrists?”
“I was kidnapped by a--”
“Wait. Kid, I like you, but I can tell this story is going to be all sorts of long and boring. I need to give you my mark. Then my servants won’t try to kill the life out of you. Now where did I put it?” The small demon king stood from the plush couch, moved his red hands to his pants, and felt around as if he was looking for lost keys. Then he smiled and pulled something out of his left front pocket.
“Here it is. Hold out your right hand. Palm down.”
“Uhhh. Okay.” I did as the Lord of Hell instructed.
Satan pulled the cap off a small stamp, and then he carefully pushed it onto the top of my hand. The design was a circle shape, with a smiley face in the middle and words wrapped around.
“Thank you? Have a nice day?” I read with surprise.
“Yeah. For a while I was doing the whole six six six thing, but mortals got wise to that, and it wasn’t very exclusive. Then I bought this stamp with a cool star shape that looked like the rune that opens the portal to Hell. The humans found out about that though, and they started drawing it everywhere, and by that, I mean they were tattooing it on their ass cheeks. Idiots. So now I’ve got this one. Just show it to any demon you cross and they will leave you alone.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
“Sure, now you two crazy kids get out of here and don’t come back until you’ve finished the mission.”
Charlotte stood up from the couch, and I felt her fingers wrap around my arm. She pulled me past the coffee table, and we began to walk out of the massive throne room.
My brain was still spinning with confusion. I’d just met Satan, and he’d been nice? But also not nice, and really scary. I was alive though, after meeting the Lord of Evil. Did this mean I got an ACHIEVEMENT UNLOCKED? Probably, but I'd replay the talk with Satan during the car ride and ask the beautiful succubus more about our mission.
I knew one thing for sure: I didn’t want him to kill Charlotte, so I was going to do my best to serve him.
“Hey, Sherman!” Satan called to me.
Charlotte and I turned around to see the tiny Lord of Hell about to ascend the stairs to his throne and waiting succubi attendants.
“Yes?” I called across the empty tiles of the hall.
“Don’t wash your hand. That stamp has really cheap ink. Okay?” The horned Lord of Evil let out a deep laugh. Then the master of Hell turned his back to us and continued to walk up the stairs.
“Is he joking?” I asked Charlotte as I looked at my hand. It really did look like cheap ink, and I didn’t want to touch it for fear that it might smear.
“He might be. It is hard to tell sometimes,” Charlotte shrugged. “But just to be sure, don’t wash your hands until we get back here.”



Chapter 8

We took the elevator up to the lobby in silence. I opened my mouth half a dozen times to ask Charlotte about the meeting with Satan, but as soon as I took a breath to speak, the beautiful succubus girl just shook her head at me. Then I tried to ask her why she wouldn’t talk to me, but she shook her head again, and her eyes narrowed. It was obvious that she didn’t want a conversation at that moment.
The doors opened to Satan’s tower lobby with a ding, and Charlotte exited the elevator without her usual caution. I followed her and noticed that the succubus fountain had somehow been fixed. It looked exactly as it did before the tiger demons had destroyed it, and the obsidian-carved winged women were frolicking in the bloody spray just as I remembered.
I heard a screech on the far side of the room behind us, and I turned to see three demons sliding across the black marble floor. They looked like beautiful women in chainmail bikini tops, only each had a snake body below the waist. They also had three arms on each side, and each hand held either a sword, spear, pitchfork, or shield. The snake demons looked more than a little angry, and their snake parts wiggled frantically as they sped towards us.
“Show them your mark. Hurry,” Charlotte said.
I raised my arm and flashed the back of my hand at the three snake women. I had thought that the stamp might glow or radiate an aura of Satanic power, but it didn’t do any of that. The demons did skid to a halt a few feet from us and relax their combat-ready shoulders.
“Awww, shit. He has a mark,” one of them said in a disheartened whine. They stood eight feet tall or so, and I had to crane my neck up to see their faces.
“Damn it,” one of the other six-armed women groaned. “Oh, hey Charlotte,” she said to my girlfriend.
“Hey Trish,” the succubus said with a nod.
“Are you with him? Or do you wanna fight?” Trish asked with a slightly insane smile that made my stomach drop.
“Yeah, I’m with him. I can’t fight right now. We are heading out to Barrtazzu’s fiefdom.”
“Ahh, too bad. Are you going to fight devils? Can we come?”
“Hmmm,” Charlotte considered. “Satan said we could use one of his cars, and they all only have two seats. I also don’t know if we are going to fight any devils there. Don’t you have to guard the tower?”
“Yeah, but it is so borrrrrrring,” one of the other snake women said.
“Who’s the kid?” Trish asked as she pointed to me with the top of a barbed spear.
“Sherman,” Charlotte answered.
“He seems weak. I don’t see any muscles.” The three women studied me as if they were a group of home buyers on HGTV that didn’t like the color of the walls. For the love of Satan, you can repaint, people.
“He isn’t a warrior,” Charlotte shrugged.
“We will teach him!” the three snake women yelled in unison.
“What do you say, Evan?” Trisha asked me. Her hair was long and the color of dark ink. She was extremely pretty, except the slight green shade of her skin, her six arms, and snake lower body kind of distracted me.
“We really have to go do this job. You know how Lord Satan gets,” Charlotte apologized.
“Oh, yeah. Well, later then. We are always down to fight. Or teach others to fight, or do anything that feels violent,” the six-armed woman said as she looked at me.
“I’ll keep that in mind.” I forced a smile to my lips, and the succubus pulled on my arm again.
“Who were they?” I asked once we had reached the elevators to the garage.
“Mariliths. I mentioned them before. They love to fight, and they are really good at it.”
“Do they know you?” The elevator doors opened, and we stepped inside. I could hear the sound of metal on metal in the depths of the lobby, and I guessed that they were fighting each other.
“Yep, Satan made me train with some of them before he sent me to Earth.”
“Oh, so you are friends?”
“No. If you didn’t have the mark, they would have killed you and then tried to kill me. They don’t have friends, just people they want to fight.” Charlotte shook her head and gave me a slight smirk.
“That sounds--”
“Let’s talk more in the car. Please,” the succubus said, and I stopped my questions.
The door opened to the garage with a happy beep, and we stepped out into the row of cars.
“Where is our car?” I asked as I looked around for the half-wrecked Bugatti.
“The attendants could have parked it again. Do you have something else you want to take?” She gestured to the endless rows of supercars.
“Ummm,” I said as I looked at the gleaming panels of red and black vehicles. “I think you should pick. You know a lot about cars, and you are a great driver.”
“You are learning,” she giggled slightly. The sound made my heart almost burst with affection for the brown-haired girl, and I tried to push the memory of her fawning over Satan out of my head.
“Yeah. Haha.” I scratched the back of my head and smiled at her.
“Did you like the Bugatti Veyron Super Sport World Record Edition?”
“Oh yeah! It was fast. Probably a little too--”
“Okay. I have the perfect car. Follow me,” Charlotte said. We walked over two rows and then down a few dozen yards.
“This is my favorite.” She pointed to a red supercar. It had a fin on the back, a mesh grill on the lower bumper area, twin pairs of circular headlights, and triple exhaust pipes that came out of the back where a license plate should have been.
“Isn’t Hennessey the name of a whiskey or something?” I asked after I read the name printed next to the exhaust.
“Ha. Get in,” Charlotte said as she opened the driver’s door.
I moved to my side, opened the low red door, and sat on the leather seat. The interior didn’t look as nice as the Bugatti, and the dashboard was much more spartan, but Charlotte had a tiny smirk on her face, so I guessed she was happy to be in this car. The Bugatti had a racing-type harness that buckled over my chest, but this car only had a traditional shoulder belt, and I clicked it closed before she could remind me.
“This is the Hennessey Venom GT. It is the fastest production car on Earth.” She twisted the key in the ignition, and the car roared to life with a slight shake.
“I thought you said that the other car we drove was the fastest production car on Earth?”
“I did, and it is. Well, the Bugatti Chiron is supposed to be faster, but I am talking about the Venom right now. It is the fastest production car on Earth. It has a twin turbo seven-liter General Motors racing engine mated to a six-speed Ricardo transmission. It is built on top of a modified Lotus Exige chassis, so it is very light weight. Almost fifteen hundred pounds lighter than the Veyron.” The beautiful girl’s wings were tucked behind her as she sat, and she moved the shift on the center console with practiced ease. The car started to roll backward with a purr, and she reached her right hand to the back of my seat so that she could see over her shoulder.
“How can they both be the fastest if there is another one that is faster than--”
“It has over one thousand two hundred horsepower and a maximum speed of two hundred and seventy miles an hour.” She had finished backing the car out of the spot, and her hand moved the shift into what I guessed was first gear.
Then she stomped on the gas.
The Bugatti had taken off like a roller coaster. It had been crazy, stupid fast, but the acceleration felt controlled. The tires had hardly screeched when the vermillion-trimmed car had gone through its paces. This Hennessey was like a turbo-charged stallion on speed. The tires cried at the abuse, the engine screamed like a rocket ship, and it felt like the front end of the car lifted off the ground.
“Ahhhh!” I shouted as the rows of parked supercars screamed by me and my heart tried to exit my back through my ribs.
Charlotte hit the brakes and turned the wheel. The Venom turned sideways in the garage, and we missed smashing the front end into a Corvette by only a few inches. My body was almost ripped sideways out of the chair, but the succubus straightened the wheel, and the supercar accelerated out of the turn into a straight line.
“The Bugatti is a wonderful car, but it is rather sterile. Any mistake a skilled driver would make will be corrected by a hundred sensors, algorithms, and translated to the all-wheel drive and accelerator. This Hennessey has some of that, but the car is very close to just an engine on tires with two seats and a six on the floor.” She turned the wheel again, and the entire car lifted off the concrete as we descended the parking ramp.
“The Venom wants to kill the driver. It hates that it is under control. It has a soul, and the soul wants to go as fast as possible. Every turn I take, the wheels want to break free. Every time I push down on the acceleration, the engine just wants more. The shifting is unbelievably smooth, and the car feels as if it has unlimited power. It is an homage to the first American sports and muscles cars, when nothing mattered more than speed, and acceleration.”
We landed about halfway down the ramp, and the car bottomed out with a surprisingly unpainful bump. Charlotte made a hard right at the end of the ramp, and the red supercar slid sideways for almost fifty yards before the succubus straightened it out.
“How did you learn how to drive?” I gasped through my teeth. My palms were drenched with sweat, and I had to wipe them on my pants. Then I remembered the ink stamp on my hand and checked to make sure it hadn’t smeared.
“Ever heard the term ‘speed demon’?” The girl laughed as she turned out of the parking garage, and onto the main streets of Hell.
“Ummm. Yeah?”
“There you go.” She shifted gear, and the speed pushed me back into the seat.
We didn’t speak for a few minutes while she tore through the streets. Was this Hell City? I wanted to ask her, but the girl seemed lost in thought again, or maybe she was just enjoying the car. She didn’t look as if she wanted to talk.
“Are you mad at me?” I finally asked after we had left the city towers and were speeding along a stretch of empty gray road.
“You already asked that. No,” she said.
“I’m really sorry I kissed you. I didn’t--”
“Sherman, I’m not mad at you. Leave it alone. Okay?” She gave me a small smile.
“You just seem upset. That is all.”
“I’m mad at myself,” she said with a sigh.
“Why?”
“Satan knows you like me.”
“What’s wrong with that?”
“Ugh,” she groaned. “Sometimes you are really dense, Sherman.”
“I know he said he would kill you if I failed, but I’m not going to fail. If it means protecting you, I’ll do whatever he asks.”
“Listen, Sherman. You can’t think of me like that. I’m a demon. A succubus. I’m one of Satan’s assassins, but tomorrow I could be one of his concubines. The day after that, I could be another Hell lord’s pet. Or I could be sent back to Earth and work in a more traditional succubus role.”
“You mean… as a… sex demon?” I gasped when I thought about the mythology I knew about succubi.
“Yep. Ensnaring powerful men’s souls so that they have to serve the Lord of Hell.”
I took a deep breath and tried not to think of Charlotte with another man, or men, or demon. I knew I was being just stupid, and jealous, but the idea hurt my heart. I thought about asking her if she had ever done any of those ‘assignments’ before, but I was scared of her answer, and I also knew that it wasn’t any of my business who my girlfriend’s past lovers were.
She wasn’t really my girlfriend.
The realization hit me like a punch to the face. I’d been lying to myself since the run in with Ashley and the other cheerleaders at school. Charlotte had told them I was her boyfriend, and part of me had known she had said that to distract them. I knew we’d kissed twice now, but to the succubus I was just a job. She had taken me to see Satan knowing that the Lord of Evil would probably kill me.
She had told me before not to become attached, and she was warning me again now. Maybe she had wanted me to die so that she wouldn’t have to deal with me anymore. I thought about what she had said when she killed Joro’s spiders, what she had said when she saved me from Divyia, and how she had held my hand in the elevator. I wanted to believe that Charlotte liked me as much as I liked her, but maybe I was just projecting.
“I haven’t actually done any of that, though. I have a talent for fighting, and I understand human culture, so Satan decided I would be better on the front lines of the Earth war,” Charlotte said after a stretch of silence.
“Oh. So, ummm, you haven’t had any of that kind of, that kind of, ummm--”
“Have you?” she spat out, and her eyes started to glow with Hellfire.
“What do you mean?”
“Never mind. It isn’t any of my business. Sorry,” she apologized and looked away.
“I’m not exactly the kind of guy that girls go for. I’m unnoticeable. Most girls don’t even remember my name.”
Charlotte nodded, but didn’t look at me while she drove. The Hennessey Venom was eating the road with gusto, and the gray plains of Hell zipped past us like ocean waves. There was an occasional burst of a volcano in the distance, or a lava river that we would cross atop a freeway bridge, but the landscape was otherwise really boring.
The silence also grew to be unbearable. I wanted to talk to her more about the kiss, or about the conversation with Satan, or about this job, but I was perceptive enough to know that the succubus just didn’t want to talk at the moment, so I thought about the comic books I had been in the middle of reading and the anime shows that I wanted to watch.
“Do you like music?” Charlotte asked.
“Yes!” I said, maybe a little too enthusiastically.
“What kind do you like?”
“I pretty much like everything,” I said.
“I bet you listen to stuffy classical music,” she smirked at me.
“Oh, just because I wear glasses you think I’m stuffy?” I laughed at her. I always listened to music when I read my books or comics, and I had a broad taste.
“So what do you like?”
“Well, I do like classical,” I said.
“Told you so,” she said with a giggle.
“But I also listen to jazz, electronic music, video game music, rock, country, hip hop, and metal.”
“You like hip hop and metal?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Yeah.”
“Okay, Sherman. Who is your favorite hip hop artist? Eminem?”
“No, I mean he’s good, but I prefer more of the New York style.”
“Who do you mean?”
“Like Aesop Rock and MF Doom,” I said with a smile. I really did know a lot about music, and it was my fourth favorite thing to talk about after video games, anime, and comic books. I felt confident about my experience in this area.
“I should have guessed that. You like the dense lyrics. Probably because you are so smart.”
Her compliment caught me off guard. Didn’t she say a bit earlier that I was really dense sometimes?
“You know hip hop? Who are your favorite artists?”
“I like RA Scion, especially his Common Market stuff. But I also like Ludacris a lot. Don’t think I’m weird,” she said with a laugh.
“I’ve never heard of RA Scion. I don’t think you are weird for liking Ludacris. Ummm. I think he is cool, and I like his movies.” I felt like we were making a great connection, and excitement coursed through my nerves. I already thought Charlotte was the perfect woman, but if she shared my love of music... well, I didn't know how I could love her more than I already did.
“I know! He is a great actor.” Charlotte smiled at me and then reached for the dashboard of the car. “Here, let me turn on Common Market. This song is called ‘Trouble is.’ I think you’ll like it.” The interior of the supercar filled with some organ music, and then a man began to rap lyrics over it. He was skilled, and I found my head nodding to the music.
“This is a great speaker system,” I said over the sound of the organ.
“Steven Tyler designed it,” Charlotte said with a smug smile.
“Wow, did you already have this CD in the car? Or is there a mp3 player somewhere?” I asked as I looked at the display of the stereo system. It just had the name of the artist and track name illuminated in red letters.
“No. All of Satan’s cars have every single song ever recorded in them. You just think of what you want to play and then hit the green button there,” Charlotte explained.
“That is amazing!”
“Yeah. It is really fun. You can even do a shuffle. Just think about your favorite songs, and it will play them randomly. It will even throw in a few new songs every now and then. It is great.”
“I’m surprised this is a technology you’d find in Hell. I would have thought something like this would be in heaven.”
“Ha!” Charlotte laughed as she shook her head. “We do have some fun stuff here, you know.”
“Yeah. I know,” I said as I smiled at her. Our eyes met across the car, and I found that I couldn’t look away from her beautiful face.
“Ummm, can you play something for me?” she finally asked as she turned back to watch the road.
“Sure, I’ll play my favorite MF Doom song.” I thought about the song ‘One Beer’ and pressed the green play button on the dashboard. The screen went dark for a second, the song displayed, and MF Doom’s off-key singing of the old Cole Porter song ‘I Get a Kick Out of You’ came out of the speakers.”
“This is one of my favorites also!” Charlotte almost squealed with delight.
“Wow! Cool!”
I sat back in the chair, and we both hummed along to the music. Then I played MF Doom’s ‘All Caps,’ which was another of my favorites. Soon we were playing songs for each other, singing along, and laughing. I’d only seen the succubus laugh a few times since I’d gotten the guts to talk to her at my school cafeteria, and most of those were only chuckles. Charlotte seemed so serious all the time, but I guessed that if Satan owned my soul and told me to kill his enemies, then I would probably become pretty dour too.
Wasn’t that what he intended me to do? Find his enemies and then end them? I didn’t know exactly how the Lord of Evil wanted me to do the killing part of my mission. I only knew how to fight in video games, and while I could play some mean rounds of Street Fighter, I couldn’t do more than three pushups without using my knees. Did Satan intend for Charlotte and me to be partners? Would we visit these schools together as transfer students? Then I could point out her targets, and she would do all the murdering? The idea of spending my time with the girl I loved sounded really darn cool, even if she didn’t really have any feelings for me.
“How do your arms feel?” Her question pulled me from my thoughts.
“Oh. They actually feel fine. I haven’t even thought about them. That is weird,” I said. It was the truth; I hadn’t felt my injury since I had spoken with Satan.
“Take off those towels.”
I did as she asked and removed the red-soaked makeshift bandages. There was dried blood on my forearms or wrists where the hooks had penetrated, but there was no open wound. Just a large scar on each side of both my arms.
“It is healed. That is weird.”
“It is because you drank Satan’s banana juice.” Charlotte nodded, and she took her eyes off the road for a few seconds so she could glance at my scars.
“His what?”
“The banana juice he made you drink. When you ate his cookies? You don’t remember?” she asked.
“Well, yeah. He offered me some juice, and I drank it. Seemed kind of rude not to accept his offer.”
“Yep. Satan’s banana juice often acts as a healing elixir. Especially for mortals.”
“Okay, can you stop calling it banana juice?” I asked.
“Why? Wasn’t it banana-flavored juice?” The corner of her mouth bent upward a bit, but she kept her eyes on the road.
“Yeah, but it sounds really weird when you say it. Like it seems as if I shouldn’t be drinking another guy’s banana juice.” I felt my cheeks turn red, and I wiped my forehead with the palm of my hand.
“But it was Satan’s banana juice, and it healed you. Didn’t you enjoy the taste of it?”
“Can we talk about something else?”
“Is it wrong for guys to like banana juice? I don’t understand why you don’t want to talk about it.”
“No. Ummm. If a guy likes… juice. He can--”
“You mean banana juice? Not just juice, specifically banana juice?” She raised an eyebrow.
“Ugh, yeah. Fine. Okay, if a guy likes banana juice, then he can drink it. Anyone can drink whatever kind of juice they want. Okay? I just personally don’t want to talk about Satan’s banana juice.”
“But you liked it?” she asked. “I saw you guzzle it down. You seemed to really like it.”
“Ugh. Fine. Yes, I liked the banana juice that Satan asked you to bring me--”
“It was his banana juice, not mine. I just put it on the table. You were the one who opened the package, unscrewed the tip, and then drank some.”
“Why did you just call it a tip? It came in a bottle. Bottles have caps.”
“That goes on the tip of the bottle… of banana juice.” She couldn’t hide her smile anymore.
“Charlotte, are you messing with me?”
“Oh, Satan. Am I ever!” She started laughing, and it sounded like a thousand bells played through the Steven Tyler designed speakers of the Hennessey Venom supercar.
“Sherman, you are funny,” she said in between laughs.
“I am?” my cheeks felt like they were on fire, and the embarrassment rolled down my face in sweaty drops.
“Oh yes, but I’ll stop teasing you now. Which metal bands do you like?” She choked out the question between giggles.
“You’ll like this one,” I sighed as I thought of the band Mastodon and their song ‘Black Tongue.’ They were a bit harder than the stuff I normally listened to, but some of the darker Japanese comics, like ‘Berserk,’ required heavier music when reading.
“I do like this!” she said after fifteen seconds of the singer screaming through the car.
I played a few other songs for her when that one ended, and then she gave me some metal bands from her list. Somehow we ended up in the 80’s yelling along with Cameo in the song 'Word Up.'
“We are almost here. There is his fortress,” Charlotte said after the song ended.
She pointed out the front window of the Venom, and I had to lean down slightly to get a better angle out of the low slung car. When the succubus had said fortress, she hadn’t been kidding. I guessed we were still half a dozen miles away, but the giant castle squatted on the distant mountain top like a perched gargoyle. It was all jagged edges, towers, walls, and battlements.
Charlotte took the next ramp off the freeway, but I couldn’t read the strange language written on the sign. I didn’t know for sure if it said “road to Barrtazzu’s fiefdom,” but I guessed that it did. Another ten minutes later and we were climbing the steep mountain roads up to the castle. Charlotte had slowed the speed down significantly when we wound up the canyon, but she was still going about fifty miles per hour, and the rear wheels of the supercar threatened to break free of the road on each hairpin turn.
Then we were at the gates of the long road leading to the distant castle. The beautiful succubus rolled down her window to speak into a call box at the entrance.
“Who’s here?” a bored female voice asked after Charlotte touched the red button.
“It’s Charlotte. I’m here with Sherman,” she said.
“Park by the front door. Next to the Range Rover.”
The thick bars of the gate opened with a rusty screeching sound, and Charlotte shifted the stick on the console of the supercar before she sped through. We wound up a private road that reminded me a lot of Divyia’s. It took us a few minutes to reach the foot of the fortress, and I couldn’t help but gape at the size of the place. It must have been two hundred feet tall, and maybe a quarter of a mile wide. I couldn’t even take in the full size of the structure in one look, and I guessed that it would probably take ten minutes to walk from one side to the other.
There were a dozen cars parked near the front door. They were all large SUV-type vehicles, with spinner wheels, chrome bumpers, and tinted windows. Charlotte pulled our car into the spot next to a black Range Rover and turned off the engine, and then we both got out of the car.
“So, what is the plan?” I asked as we walked toward the door.
“We’ll greet Barrtazzu and ask him if we can look around. He might not want us to, but you have the mark, and Satan already told him to expect us.”
“How do you know that?” I asked
“The woman on the call box let us in without question.” She winked a glowing eye at me.
“Oh. Duh. So what am I looking for?”
“Anything out of the ordinary,” Charlotte said as she knocked on the giant door. The thing looked as if it was made of granite, and her knock rang out like a bass drum, echoing through a canyon.
“I’m in Hell, about to meet a demon lord and his minions. I’m going to think everything is out of the ordinary.”
“I suspect that they have a spy. Look for a devil. Or maybe something else that looks unlike a demon.”
"I don't know if I really understand the difference between devils and demons. I always thought they were kind of the same thing."
"Ugh. Don't ever say that in front of Lord Satan," she said.
"But what is the difference?"
"We are both fiends, but devils serve Lucifer, and demons serve Satan."
"Is there any other difference? I noticed the devils at school kind of looked like reptiles. Except for the erinyes."
"Yes, but there is more to it than that. Devils--"
The door opened, and Charlotte stopped midsentence. A beautiful, red-skinned woman with short horns poked her head through the gap. She had long black hair, with thick-rimmed glasses hanging on the tip of her nose.
“Did you park next to the Ranger Rover?” she asked. Her voice was an odd mix of sexy husky purring and harsh news anchor tonality.
“Yes.” Charlotte gestured over her shoulder with her thumb without looking.
“Good. He’s waiting for you in the war room.”
The red-skinned woman pulled the door open easily and gestured for us to enter. Now that the door was opened, I could see that she was a succubus like Charlotte, only I had never seen one with her combination of red skin, glasses, and abundant tattoos. She wore a black bikini that covered almost none of her body, and the rest of her skin was etched with skulls, swords, guns, and axes.
“How long a drive was it out here?” The woman’s tail wagged in the air playfully as she walked, and her stiletto heels rang against the tile of the castle floor like snare drum hits.
“A few hours,” Charlotte answered.
“That’s fast.”
“Satan lent us a car.”
“Oh? Lucky you.” The woman turned her head around, and her burning eyes seemed to notice me. “Who’s the kid? He looks tasty. Is he yours?” she asked.
“He is Satan’s. Has the mark,” Charlotte said.
“Ahh, too bad. I was hoping you would want to share him,” the girl said with a pout.
Charlotte didn’t answer the other succubus, and the three of us continued to walk through the hallways of the castle. The interior floor was a rough gray stone, with matching walls and a slightly darker ceiling. Some sort of light illuminated the interior, but I didn’t see any braziers, torches, or lamps on the walls. Finally, I noticed that the ceiling was actually the same color as the walls and floor, but there was recessed LED lighting that shot up from a narrow gutter above the stone molding of the wall.
“Where is everyone?” Charlotte asked as we continued our walk.
“Hmmmm?” the other succubus raised a black eyebrow and turned to look at us.
“Last time I was here, this place was filled with demons. Now it is like a haunted castle.”
“Oh honey, when was the last time you were here?”
“Hmmm, eighty years or so. When I first started my training. I’ve been up on the surface.”
“You are eighty years old?” I asked Charlotte.
“No, I’m ninety-one,” the brown-haired succubus answered with a shrug.
“Oh, wow, that is so…” I stopped myself from speaking with a sudden snap of my teeth.
“So what?” Both succubi stopped walking and turned to glare at me.
“So… cool,” I forced myself to say instead of ‘old.’
“Oh, so you like older women?” the red-skinned demon woman asked as she adjusted her glasses and ran her tongue over her full lips.
“Ummm--”
“So why is the fortress so empty?” Charlotte interrupted me.
“Most of the operations have moved to the front lines. Look.” The woman opened a door in the hallway that led outside. Charlotte and I stepped out after her, and she pointed far off into the distance. The balcony faced the back part of the mountain, opposite to the side on which we had approached, and I could see a long line of black in the far distance.
“Is that an army?” I asked as I squinted.
“Yes, our line. Lucifer’s is probably too far away for your human eyes to see,” Charlotte remarked.
“Let’s get back inside. Barrtazzu left the armies to meet with you. He’s not very happy,” the red succubus sighed.
“What is your name?” I asked her once we had reentered the castle and walked for another few minutes.
“Paige. What is yours again, human?”
“Sherman,” I answered. I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Charlotte frowned.
“Ahh, okay. Here we are. The war room.”
Paige had led us to a wide flight of stairs. There were only five steps though, and they ended at another set of massive doors. The door was made of a dark black wood that had white and brown stripes on it. The red succubus pushed on the handles, and we followed her inside.
“Charlotte and the human, Walter are here, my lord,” Paige announced with a bow. Then she gestured to us, and we stepped forward.
We walked into a modern-looking conference room. The right wall was a full-length sheet of glass, and it showed me a courtyard of the castle about thirty feet below. In the middle of the room was a large wooden desk with one of those diamond-shaped speaker phones sitting in the middle. A projector hung from the ceiling, and a PowerPoint slide shone on the far wall of the room. There was a large demon that looked like a cross between a bull and a red-spotted panda standing next to the wall. He had a long metal pointer in one hand and was currently gesturing at the wall.
The slide looked almost like a football play book that I would see in a movie. It was marked with O’s, X’s, and arrows. At the foot of the slide were the words ‘Plan to kill these fucking devils!’
“Took you two long enough to get here!” the demon at the front roared, and a massive set of wings unfolded behind him to fill his side of the conference room. He wore slacks and a black military-looking jacket that was covered with decorative metals.
I counted sixteen other demons sitting on chairs around the long table, and they all turned to fix us with glowing stares of hatred. Their eyes were overwhelming, and I felt my stomach try to convince me that I needed to run out the door, down the stairs, through the castle, into the car, and get the hell out of Hell.
“Sorry,” Charlotte said with a shrug.
The other demons growled, and a few of them stood up from their pleather office chairs. Most of them looked somewhat similar to the big demon that stood next to the slide show, but they were various combinations of horned bull mixed with either bird, weasel, reptile, or gorilla. Each one possessed a unique shape and build, but each had a similarity in the way that they stood with their muscular chests pushed out.
Except one of them.
He, or she, I couldn’t really tell, sat in the middle of the table on the left side. Its face was a blank sheet of scaly leather, devoid of eyes, nose, or mouth. The creature turned its head to kind of face me, and I looked away, at the horrific demons that were somehow less creepy.
“Satan said that this mortal will help me, but I think he doesn’t even look fit enough to eat. I’d probably get indigestion.” I guessed Barrtazzu was the large demon at the front, and he let out a sound that reminded me of a cross between a laugh and a car getting smashed.
The other demons hooted, hollered, and bared their teeth at me. I realized that I was shaking with panic, and I lifted my hand to show the stamp Satan had left on my hand. The conference room full of demons was suddenly quiet, and their burning red eyes stared at the back of my hand.
“So how does Lord Satan believe you can help me?” Barrtazzu growled.
“He thinks you might have a traitor, or a spy. Someone is feeding Lucifer information about your strategies,” Charlotte said calmly as she gestured at the slide show projected on the far wall.
“Ehhh. These idiots are always trying to betray me,” Barrtazzu gestured to the other demons with his clawed hand, and a few of them snickered, “But none would give Lucifer any information. I would feel their devilish intentions.”
“Sherman is special--” Charlotte said.
“Yeah, he looks ‘special’ to me. Ha!” the large demon laughed, and the others joined in with him.
“Do you see anything that looks out of place?” Charlotte leaned into my ear, and I heard her whisper over the sound of demonic laughter.
“One of them doesn’t look like the others,” I turned my face so that I could whisper in her ear. The scent of her brown hair calmed my nerves a bit, and I let out a long exhale.
“What do you mean?”
“It doesn’t have a face, just like leather. No eyes, or nose or--”
“Shit,” Charlotte cut me off. “Don’t look at it, which one?”
“Left side of the table, fourth one from us,” I said as I tried not to stare at the blank-faced monster.
“Sherman has already figured out your problem,” Charlotte said, and the room went suddenly silent.
“Oh?” Barrtazzu chuckled. “Let’s hear it. I can’t wait to tell you that you are wrong, Charlotte. Then I can send you back to Satan with your tail--”
“There is a devildop in the room,” she cut off the panda-bull demon.
“Huh? How do you know?” he asked as he tilted his ugly head.
“Sherman has magic that lets him see the truth. General Takatoor must have been assassinated by one.” When the succubus finished speaking, the room full of demons turned to stare at the blank-faced creature.
“What the actual fuck?” the thing asked as it raised its hands defensively. “Who is this kid? I’m no devil. Satan is playing a joke on me or something.” I couldn’t see how the creature could talk without a mouth, but a British-sounding voice came from it.
“Ehhh.” Barrtazzu raised a hand to his mouth and put a finger on his chin. “I don’t really believe it. Takatoor is one of my best, and he’s won all the battles I’ve had him fight in the last few years.”
The demons in the room turned to their boss and then back to Charlotte and I.
“He looks like he doesn’t have eyes, or a mouth. It’s like a weird gray lizard or something,” I said, and the demons looked back to the entity that Charlotte had called Takatoor.
“Barrtazzu, this kid is full of shit. Like you said, I’ve won every battle in the last few years. How could I be a traitor? I demand retribution through Death Match,” the creature growled the final sentence out as he stood and pointed at me.
“Death Match?” I squeaked and felt my heart stop beating.
“Hmmmmm,” Barrtazzu scratched one of his red fur spots. “That’s probably the best way to solve this.”
“Death Match?” I asked again as I looked at Charlotte.
“He has Satan’s mark. Sherman can’t be attacked by any of us,” the winged girl said with urgency.
“True, but a Death Match can override Satan’s mark.” The gathered demons turned to me, and there was no mistaking the horrific glee painted on their monster faces.
“Sherman doesn’t know how to figh--” Charlotte tried to say, but the demon lord cut her off with a sharp movement of his hand.
“Doesn’t matter. The human mortal can choose the battle ground. The loser will be murdered and devoured, the winner will be free. It’s the only way to decide this.”
“No, Satan gave Sherman his mark, he doesn’t have to accept the challenge,” Charlotte said, and I could hear a bit of edge to her sultry voice.
“Yeah, he doesn’t have to accept, but then I’ll just think he is a coward. I won’t believe a coward. So you can go back to Satan and tell him I’m not going to take his advice.” The demon lord looked at me with glowing eyes, and his fang-filled mouth grinned. “So human, what will it be? Will you accept the Death Match or run out of here like a fucking baby?”
The demons in the room smiled, and I saw the faceless creature cross its featureless arms. The air in the conference room was suddenly still, and I felt as if I could have cut the tension with the edge of my hand.
“You don’t have to do this. We can go back to Satan and--”
“If we go back to Satan in failure, then he said he would break you into a thousand pieces,” I interrupted her.
“He could have been joking,” she said. “You don’t have to fight him. Please, let’s just go back and tell him that--” I cut off Charlotte’s words by leaning into her ear.
“Didn’t you tell me a bunch of times that he was the Lord of Hell? He won’t forgive me, and, besides. I have an idea,” I whispered.
“Did you say I could choose the type of battle?” I asked the red-spotted panda-bull demon.
“Yes, human. You can choose the type of battle, weapons, conditions. Doesn’t matter. Whoever loses will get devoured by us here, so you might as well make it a Death Match by combat.”
“Yeah, but I can do any kind of battle?”
“Yes, mortal. You choose. But first you must accept. Do you accept?”
“No, he doesn’t--” Charlotte said.
“I accept!” I shouted over her, and the demons raised their hands with a howling shriek of glee.
“What are you doing?” she asked as she grabbed my arm.
I felt her nails dig into the thin material of my shirt, and her eyes glowed with anger.
“I said I have a plan.”
“Sherman, your plans aren’t really that good,” she sighed as she shook her pretty head.
“Hey, I helped you with Joro didn’t I?” I tried to smile at her.
“Human!” Barrtazzu shouted to get my attention over the scary sounds of the happy demons in the room. “What will be the battleground?”
“I choose Darkstalkers: Resurrection. Darkstalkers Three game mode. Best two rounds out of three!” I pointed to the faceless monster as I spoke and shouted the words over the cheering demons.
Sudden silence.
“Huh?” Barrtazzu asked in confusion.
“Darkstalkers: Resurrection. It is a PlayStation Three game, or it is on Xbox One. There are two game modes, I’m choosing the Darkstalkers Three version,” I explained.
“Huh?” the faceless monster asked. The other demons all had their mouths open.
“It is a video game. Don’t you guys play video games?”
“Ahhhh… What is a video game?” one of the sitting demons asked.
“The humans play them. They use hand-held controllers that attach to a small computer to show it on the TV,” Charlotte explained.
“I don’t know anything about video games. This isn’t fair,” whined Takatoor.
“Shut up!” Barrtazzu screamed. “You were the one that challenged the human. You idiot!”
“But I thought we were going to fight! This isn’t fighting.”
“It is actually a fighting game. There are a bunch of different characters you can pick, and each one has different moves. You can even pick demons,” I explained.
“It has been decided. It will be death by this human ‘video game,’” the red-spotted bull demon shouted, and his generals screamed with joy.
“Paige!” the panda-bull demon shouted.
“Yes, Lord Barrtazzu?” The red-skinned succubus had been standing by the door, and she saluted the demon by placing her fist against one of her bikini-covered breasts.
“Give this human what he needs. This ‘station box’ and the ‘Stalkers’ game.”
“We can play it on a PlayStation 3 or an Xbox One. We’ll also need an internet connection and two controllers. Oh, and can we order some pizza and soda if we are going to have a game party?” I turned to ask Barrtazzu.
“Yes. Bring an infinite amount of pizza and this soda stuff the human speaks of,” the demon lord agreed.
“Got it. Anything else?” Paige was taking notes with a pen and pad of paper that had appeared in her hands when I looked at Barrtazzu. I had no idea where she had kept the thing since her tiny black bikini left little to the imagination.
“No, that should be it,” I said with a nod.
“I’ll be right back.” The red-skinned succubus winked at me and then ran her tongue over her lips suggestively before she slunk out the door.
“You are good at video games?” Charlotte asked me after Paige had exited the room.
“I’m not just good. I am awesome! I can beat the game on the hardest difficulty, and when I play online I always win.”
“Ohhhh, sounds like Takatoor is gonna. Get. Hurt!” One of the demons sitting next to the faceless creature sprayed spittle as he yelled.
“Shut up. I’ve never been defeated in single combat. No human mortal can best me.” Takatoor stood and pointed a scaled finger at me from across the table. “Let alone a scrimpy half-man, half-child virgin.”
“Ohhhhhhh!” the room full of demons let out a surprised moan, and they all looked at me.
“That’s not very nice to say--” I almost yelped when I felt Charlotte’s claws dig into my arm.
“Ohhh, poor baby. Gonna go cry to your mommy?” Takatoor nodded at Charlotte.
“You have to trash talk him back, it is part of the Death Battle tradition,” the succubus whispered urgently in my ear.
“I’ll beat you!” I yelled back at the faceless monster. The other demons laughed, and I saw Charlotte put her face in her hand.
“I will devour your flesh in three gulps. First, your legs, second, your arms and finally, your head. All into my maw! I’ll not even bother with your lower body, because your man parts are too small and puny.” The room gasped with pleasure and then erupted into laughter. A few of them stood up from their chairs and started slapping the faceless devil on his back.
“Well, you’re so ugly, you make onions cry.” I said as I looked at the demon and winced.
“Ha! I love onions, mortal. Just as your momma loved my big demon--”
“I have pizza!” Paige shouted as she entered through the door.
The sexy red succubus balanced twenty large boxes of Domino's pizza in one hand like a tower of Lego blocks, and she hauled a giant Walmart bag of soda in the other. The woman set the pizzas on the table and placed the soda next to them.
“Get your hands off that!” Paige smacked one of the demons as he made to reach for the boxes. “I got everyone what they wanted, so you all just need to sit down and hold on a damn minute.”
I was surprised when the giant demons in the room all followed her orders and sat back in their chairs patiently. Paige started calling out demonic names, and she passed each one a large box of pizza.
“Here is yours, William,” the tattooed woman passed me a box. There were four empty chairs at the table, and I took a seat next to a demon that looked like a cross between a ram and a shark. I wondered if he might accidentally take a bite of my arm as he tried to eat his pizza.
“Charlotte, I guessed Hawaiian,” Paige said as she handed the cream-skinned succubus a box.
“That is fine. Thank you,” the girl said as she took the box and sat next to me.
“Wow, this is exactly the kind of pizza I like. How did you know?” I asked as I looked at the mushroom, onion, sausage, and garlic pizza with extra cheese.
“Succubi always know what men like,” Charlotte answered with a shrug, and I realized that the other winged woman was handing out two-liter soda bottles on the other side of the table.
“Hey, human! Pass the damn plates. What are we? A bunch of animals? Idiot!” Barrtazzu yelled from his spot at the far end of the table.
Charlotte and I each took a paper plate from the stack and then passed it down to the other demons.
“Forks and knives also!” the demon lord commanded, and I passed the plastic cutlery down the table.
I took a piece of pizza from the box, put it on my plate, and then started to eat. I noticed that the other demons all ate with a plastic fork and knife, just like Charlotte did. Maybe it was a demon thing? I was about to ask, but then Paige ran her hand across my shoulder and rested her fingers on my neck.
“I got an Xbox One. Is that okay?” she asked as she leaned between Charlotte and me.
“Yeah, that is great. Do you have an internet connection? We’ll have to download the game. Oh, and we’ll need a credit or gift card for the Microsoft shop.”
“We have all that. But you might have to help me. I’ve never set up one before, and I need an experienced hand to show me where to plug in all the parts.” The red-skinned succubus emphasized the word ‘plug’ when she talked, and I wondered if she was trying to flirt with me.
“Oh, I can do that now. I actually ate a bunch earlier, so I'm not super hungry.” I set down my slice of pizza and stood up from my chair.
“Awesome! I’ve got the Xbox in the other room. Will you get it with me real quick?” she asked.
“I’ll come with,” Charlotte said as she set down her fork and knife.
“Oh, that is okay, sweetie. I just need Philip to come with me. We’ll be back in ten, maybe fifteen minutes.”
“His name is Sherman, and he isn’t leaving my sight,” Charlotte growled.
“I didn’t think he was yours. You didn’t say anything earlier when I asked. Maybe there should be another Death Match?” Paige’s sexy voice had dropped an octave, and her growl matched the other winged girl’s intensity.
“You obviously don’t know about me or you wouldn’t have said anything about a Death Match,” Charlotte stood up from her chair and slid around the table to stand between me and the red-skinned succubus.
“Oh, I know all about you, Charlotte. That is why I’m not even a bit scared. If anything, I’d look forward to taking your play thing away from--”
“Paige!” Barrtazzu screeched from the other side of the room.
“Yes, my lord?” The succubus turned to her master.
“Where is this video game? I want to eat while I watch this human beat Takatoor.”
“Hey, I’m not going to lose to that--” The faceless devil leaned forward over his uneaten pizza and gestured toward me.
“Shut up! Idiot! Everyone here knows you are a few minutes away from destruction. You don’t even know what a video game is. The human is about to curb stomp you.”
“I’ve never lost in battle, Barrtazzu. I will defeat the human in video battle and then devour his flesh and soul slowly while his woman watches. Then I’ll have my way with her afterward.”
“Leave Charlotte out of this, you no-faced skinny lizard!” I spat at the creature.
“Ohhhhhh!” the gathered demons let out a low moan, and Takatoor leaned forward in his seat.
“Fine, I’ll leave your woman alone. Instead, I’ll just let tell your dumb ass that your momma’s so fat, when God made the light, he just asked her to move out of the way.”
“Owwwwwww!” the other demons shouted with glee.
“Yeah? Well your momma’s so stupid, she taped a newspaper to the front of her TV screen and called it pay-per-view,” I snickered at the faceless devil.
“Hooooo!” the demons put their hands over their chests and leaned back in their chairs.
“Oh yeah? Well, your momma’s so ugly, she can’t buy mirrors without a bag over her head.” Takatoor stood from his office chair, marched in place, and did a robot dance move to place an invisible bag over his head.
“Dammmmmmmmmnnnnn,” the demons laughed as they matched his movement.
“Your momma’s so stupid, she got hit by a parked car!” I made a pretend movement to pull up on a parking brake of a car and then made a move like I was falling over.
“Oh snap!” one of the other demons shouted, and the rest laughed.
“Your momma’s so fat, her belly button has to eat three meals a day,” Takatoor smacked his featureless gray devil stomach and tried to push it out.
“Dang!”
“Your momma’s so ugly, that when she met Lucifer, the dude turned gay.” I crossed my arms after I spoke and shook my head.
The room exploded with laughter, and there were suddenly half a dozen demons around me. They all patted my back with taloned hands that somehow didn’t rip me to shreds. It was obvious that I'd just won the crowd by bringing Lucifer's name into the match.
“Your mom's a cunt!” Takatoor screamed as he pointed at me.
The demons’ laughter screeched to a halt faster than the Bugatti had.
“Whoa. Hey now, Takatoor, no need to use the ‘C’ word,” Barrtazzu growled, and the massive demon’s wings fluttered open to fill the side of the room where he sat.
“Sorry. I got a little angry.”
“I can understand anger, but we don’t use the ‘C’ word. Understand?” The other demons in the room all glared at the faceless devil.
“I fucked up, okay? Shit, man. It’s not a big deal.”
“I think you owe the human an apology,” the demon lord said.
“What? Nooooooo. Come on. It was just in the heat of the moment. Besides, I’m going to kill him in a few minutes when we do our Death Match.”
“I don’t care. We don’t call each other’s moms the ‘C’ word. Apologize. Now.” Barrtazzu’s wings were quivering and the red-spotted bear-bull demon stood up from his box of Domino’s pizza.
“Fine. Human, I’m sorry for saying that about your mom,” Takatoor’s shoulders slumped.
“That’s okay,” I said as I tried to make sense of a group of demons that wanted to kill each other through a blood sport and loved momma jokes, but drew the insult line at anyone calling a woman the ‘C’ word.
“Now apologize to the two succubi in the room,” Barrtazzu commanded.
“Awww, come on, boss. Do I have to? They are just slaves. They don’t even have feelings.”
“Excuse me?” both Charlotte and Paige said at the same time. Their spat seemed to have been forgotten, and their eyes burned across the table with a fearsome anger.
“Hey, I’m sorry. My bad, okay?” Takatoor raised his gray hands up in surrender.
“I’ll fucking make you sorry,” the red succubus growled, and her hands became claws.
“Paige, take it up with him after the result of the Death Match. Speaking of that, where is this video game the human wants?”
“I’ll set it up now,” she dashed out the door. Half a second after it swung closed, the red-skinned succubus walked back through carrying an unopened Xbox One box.
“Jonathan, can you help me set this up? Here are the connections to the projector,” she said as she set the game on the table and lifted a wooden panel that concealed various connection ports.
“His name is Sherman,” Charlotte hissed at the red-skinned woman.
“Oh, sorry,” she apologized to me. “Can you open my box please?” she pointed with a smirk.
“Yep.”
Of course, Paige had obtained the red-colored console, but before I could move to help her, the other succubus stepped in front of me.
“I’ll do it.” Charlotte pushed me gently away from the Xbox and the red-skinned succubus. Then she sliced open the taped sides with the razor-sharp nail of her pointer finger.
“Awww, Charlotte is no fun,” Paige pouted.
“We need to get back to Satan. This is taking too long.” Charlotte pulled the Xbox free of the cardboard. Then the brown-haired succubus yanked out all the cords, controllers, and various paperwork. She looked at them with obvious confusion once they had been laid out on the conference table, and then she turned to me with a sheepish grin.
“I’ll set it up.” I was a wizard at video games, and the console system was plugged into the projector, internet port, and power within fifteen seconds. Then the game was on, and Paige handed me an American Express Black Card to enter for the account info.
“Everyone but the human and Paige, look away! You can’t see my card info! Idiots!” Barrtazzu shouted at his generals as soon as I started typing in the credit card number. The other demons groaned, and they turned to face the far door as I finished entering the card number.
“Okay. Here is the store,” I said as I navigated the XBox database. I searched for the Darkstalkers 3 game and found it quickly. I pressed the button to purchase it with Barrtazzu’s account, and the game began to download.
“Wow. Fast internet you’ve got here,” I said as I watched the Microsoft progress wheel.
“How will I punch you through this game?” Takatoor asked from his spot across the table from me.
“You use this controller,” I said as I slid the red controller across the table.
“I punch you with this piece of plastic?” the faceless devil asked, and his voice was filled with confusion.
“No, you hit the buttons on the controller. They do a light, medium, or heavy punch or kick. Each level is a little slower, but does more damage. First, we have to pick our characters.”
I started the game and picked the game mode. The character-select screen appeared, and I picked Lilith. She was one of the two succubus girls that a player could pick in the game.
“What character do I pick?” Takatoor asked.
“Pick the demon!” one of the fiends yelled.
“Pick that Frankenstein character!” yelled another.
“Ooh! The handsome muscular vampire man!” another demon yelled, and the others turned to look at him.
“I’m picking this one.” Takatoor selected the Sasquatch character. He was covered with white fur and had big feet.
“When do I announce the start of the Death Match?” Barrtazzu asked me from his chair.
“It is starting right now,” I said as the loading screen showed our two character pictures.
“Two warriors fight for death and the glory of Satan. Begin,” the red-spotted panda demon said nonchalantly as he waved a massive finger.
The game announcer shouted “READY FIGHT,” and I felt hands brush against the back of my neck.
“Win this battle, and I’ll fulfill all of your wildest sexual desires,” Paige whispered in my ear urgently. Then she licked my earlobe before she bit it lightly.
My pants were painfully tight over my lap, my breath caught, and the sound of the roaring demons around me faded into the background. There was nothing in life besides the controller in my hand, the video feed projected on the wall, and the sound of the combat effects.
It.
Was.
Game.
Time.
I pressed the button to make my Lilith character jump toward Takatoor’s Sasquatch avatar. The faceless devil had no idea what he was doing, and his character made small twitching movements as I descended on him from above. I hit him with a drill kick as I landed, and comboed into a few short jabs, a medium kick, a wing-spiral punch, and then a throw. The fluffy white Sasquatch got up off the ground, and I was waiting with a landing punch, that I comboed into a ‘Soul Flash’ fireball, followed by two light kicks that I bounced into a ‘Shining Blade’ uppercut. His character got up stunned, and I hit him again with a jump kick, tapped him twice with the light punch, kicked him with a light kick, and then triggered the ‘Luminous Illusion’ EX power attack. Lilith turned into two images on the screen, and both characters beat the remaining life out of the devil’s Sasquatch. I got a thirty-one-hit combo out of the effort, and the game announcer said ‘MONSTER’ as I finished.
The first round was over in a handful of seconds, but I wasn’t quite happy with my performance. I was distracted by what Paige had said, and I would have to focus more during the next round.
“What was that?” Takatoor asked from across the table as the ‘YOU WIN. PERFECT’ words appeared on the screen.
He was holding his controller upside down, and I almost told him to correct his technique, but then I recalled that he wanted to murder me, he’d said mean things about Charlotte, and Paige had just licked my ear, so I decided to keep quiet.
“That was round one. First player to two wins,” I said with a shrug.
“Wait, no. This isn’t fair.”
“ROUND TWO. FIGHT.” the game said.
The demons in the room screamed and pointed at the projection on the wall with joy. I got the feeling that they loved any sort of battle, even a virtual one, and they were happy that I’d beaten one of their own.
This round was even faster. My combo meter was halfway filled already, and I double tapped the controller to dash toward the Sasquatch character. I’d made these movements a million times, against a thousand opponents, and the first combo chained into a second, and then a third. My punches, kicks, and special moves were smooth and flawless. It had been a long time since I lost a fighting match, on any video game, and I was really dang good at Darkstalkers.
Then the fight was over, and the game announcer commented “MONSTER” to my seventy-eight-hit combo. It wasn’t the highest that I’d ever gotten, but it was close.
“That’s it. You lose,” I said to the faceless devil as the words appeared on the screen.
“No!” the monster screamed as he jumped at me.
A dozen movements happened simultaneously, and even though I had a hardcore gamer’s level of perception, I couldn’t really observe everything that happened as he dove. Both Charlotte and Paige were standing behind me, and the red-skinned succubus dashed in front of me, while the brown-haired one pulled me backwards out of my office chair.
Takatoor’s body stretched across the conference table, but the large demons to the sides of him had grabbed his ankles. Another pair of demons held onto the monster’s featureless arms, and Paige cradled the faceless head in her claws. The room was filled with growls, and the other demons had sprung onto the polished surface of the table to surround the loser.
“Let me kill him, Jeremy!” the red-skinned succubus moaned urgently at me.
“Ummm, can’t we just let him--”
“You have to kill him, or tell Paige to kill him. His form will be revealed once he dies,” Charlotte whispered urgently into the same ear that Paige had earlier.
“Please let me do it!” Paige gasped again. The look on her face and the tone of her voice made me think about all the movies that I shouldn’t have been watching on the internet.
“Okay.” I winced as I said the word, but I couldn’t turn my eyes away.
The red-skinned woman tore into the faceless devil’s throat with her sharp talons. It seemed like three gallons of black oil poured out of his neck, and the greasy liquid got all over some of the pizza boxes that had been accidently tossed on the floor of the conference room.
Takatoor’s body spasmed for a few moments as he died, but the other demons held his limbs, and he couldn’t do anything to move. Finally, his head leaned forward, and his skin glowed with a white light before it darkened.
“Hey, will you look at that? Takatoor was a devildop!” one of the big demons said.
“No. You idiot!” Barrtazzu yelled at other demon. “The devildop had been impersonating Takatoor. He must have killed the balor a while ago. Hmmm,” the demon growled.
The room was silent for a few moments, and Paige wiped the black oil off her claws with one of the pizza napkins.
“Human mortal,” the red-spotted, horned demon looked at me with burning eyes. “You’ve done as Satan told me you would. I didn’t believe you, but it appears that I did have a traitor.”
“If you didn’t believe me, then why did you encourage this Death Match?” I asked. I was suddenly conscious of Charlotte’s arms around me. Her breasts pressed up against my back, and I felt my head start to spin a bit.
“I wanted to see someone with Satan’s mark die,” the demon lord said with a shrug. Then he laughed, and the rest of the demons in the room joined him.
“We’ve got to get back to Lord Satan,” Charlotte said after the mirth in the room died down a bit.
“No,” Barrtazzu growled angrily. The big demon stood from his chair, and his wings unfurled to their full length again. “The human mortal must do something for me before he leaves.” His eyes burned like lasers.
“Ummm, what can I do for you?” I squeaked as terror filled my body.
“That game,” he said as he pointed a massive taloned finger at the Xbox One. “Look’s fun. Teach us how to play for a few hours, and then you can leave.”
“Oh,” I gasped, and felt my shoulders relax. “Sure thing.”
“Me first! Idiots!” the red-spotted Hell lord screamed as the other demons tried to grab the controller that the devildop had held a few moments before.
“That is your first step of training. In video-game speak, you don’t call someone an idiot,” I said.
“You don’t?” he asked with a furry raised eyebrow.
“No, you call them ‘newbs.’”
“Me first. Newbs.” Barrtazzu declared to his generals before he snatched the controller and turned to the screen.



Chapter 9

“Hmmmm,” Paige moaned as she wrapped her arms around me and pulled me to her bikini-clad body. “You sure you can’t stay for the night, Dennis? I have a big bed, and lots of toys.” I’d never had a woman hug me like the red-skinned succubus now was, and I had to pull my ass away so that the front of my pants wasn’t poking into her.
“His name is Sherman!” Charlotte yelled. She was at the car some thirty feet away, and I was still standing at the doorstep of Barrtazzu’s castle saying goodbye to the tatted woman.
I'd played video games with Barrtazzu and his generals for almost five hours, eaten the pizza that wasn’t soaked with the devil’s blood, and taught them as much as I could in the brief period. The demons now knew the basics of Capcom fighting games, and I told them that I’d love to return and teach them other games.
“Tell Charlotte to come back for you later. Or tell her to join us. It will be so much fun,” Paige moaned a husky growl into my ear.
“I can hear you, Paige. We have to leave. Satan is expecting us back,” Charlotte sounded more than a little frustrated.
“Oh, drats,” the red-skinned succubus’ tail had somehow coiled around my left leg, and it was giving me a surprisingly pleasant squeeze around my thigh.
“Paige.” Charlotte’s voice was a growl.
“By Satan. She’s a jealous one, eh?” Paige sighed and then released me from her hug. Her tail slid away from my leg, but it ran most of its length over my crotch as it left, and I gasped with equal parts surprise, arousal, and terror.
“Boop,” the red-skinned succubus said as she tapped my nose with her finger. “Come back and see me when you lose the leg iron. If you recall, I owe you a night of bliss, and I’m more than willing to make it a few weeks, or months, or years.”
“Ahhhhh, ummm--”
“Oh, and don’t worry about Barrtazzu. He allows me whatever playthings I want. Also, he likes you. I think he’d give me to you if you asked.”
“He would? That sounds kind of--”
“Sherman!” Charlotte yelled from behind me. “Let’s go!”
“Barrtazzu’s not a bad master, but I’m bored, and he owes you,” Paige said with a wink. “So don’t forget about me. Kay?” The tattooed succubus licked her lips, stepped away, blew me a kiss, and then closed the fortress door behind her.
The engine of the Hennessey Venom started with a roar, and I tried to think about baseball for a few seconds before I turned around to face the supercar. My attempt at calming my nether regions failed though, and I tried to walk backwards a bit and sidestep to the passenger door of the car.
“Hi,” I said as soon as closed the door behind me and buckled my seatbelt.
“Hi.” Charlotte didn’t smile, but she didn’t sound angry with me.
The succubus shifted into reverse, backed out of the parking spot between the black SUVs, and then drove down the long private driveway. The car stereo was off, and there was no other noise beside the powerful engine.
“You did a good job,” she said suddenly.
“Oh, ummm, thanks,” I replied, and she was quiet again.
“I forgot about your video game expertise,” she said.
“That’s okay. People tend to forget about me.” I looked over, but the beautiful succubus was paying attention to the empty road ahead.
“That annoys me. I’ve noticed that no one remembers your name. I kept forgetting at school. Why do you think everyone forgets?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I’m just not very popular. I’m kind of a nerd.”
“Ha, ‘kind of a nerd’?” She turned her face to me and smirked.
“Yeah. I’m a big nerd,” I sighed.
The car was silent for a few more minutes, and I watched streams of lava flow between every other gray hill on the horizon.
“Do you--” Charlotte started to say, but her voice cut off.
“Huh?” I asked.
“Nothing.”
“Okay.”
There were a few more minutes of silence, and I decided I wanted to turn on some music. I was about to lean forward and press the magical button on the dash, but Charlotte took a sudden breath, and I paused.
“Do you think she is pretty?” she asked.
“Who? Paige?”
“Yes, Paige. Who else would I be talking about?” she snarled, and her eyes filled the interior of the supercar with a red light.
“Sorry!” I gasped and the girl’s eyes dimmed a bit.
“Did you like her tattoos?” she asked, and her voice was calmer.
“Ummm, I guess. I mean, I don’t really want to think about any other girl besides yo--”
“Okay,” she said nonchalantly.
“Okay?” I asked.
“Yes. Okay. I was just asking if you thought she was pretty and if you liked her tattoos.”
“No, I like you. Paige is pretty. Her tattoos were interesting, she was kind of dangerous, and her glasses kind of made me think of an evil, sexy librarian, but I like you, Charlotte.”
“But if you couldn’t be with me, would you want to be with her? Will you pick her as one of your ninety-nine succubi?”
“I don’t know.”
“How would you not know? You get ninety-nine. You should start keeping track of them,” she growled.
“I am really confused, Charlotte. Why are you so mad at me? I just want to be with you.”
“Well, you can’t be with me. Sorry, Sherman,” she sighed.
“Why not? Don’t you--” the words choked off in my mouth, and my nerves suddenly frayed.
“Hmmm?” She glanced over at me.
“Ummm. Don’t. You. Like. Me?” The question didn’t want to leave my mouth, and I had to beat it out of my lungs with sheer will power. I had seen plenty of movies, read tons of comic books, and watched countless hours of anime. I knew this was the worst question for a guy to ask the girl. She always said no, and the male character was always left heartbroken. I'd already messed up earlier today by telling her that I loved her.
“It doesn’t matter,” she whispered so quietly that I almost didn’t hear her.
“Why not?”
“Because I’m not a human, Sherman.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” I asked
“Ugh. I don’t want to talk about it anymore, but--” she looked over at me.
“But what?” I asked hopefully.
“If you picked me, I wouldn’t mind. I guess,” she whispered, and looked back to the road.
My heart leapt against my ribs. I tried to be cool about it, but my smile probably gave away my delight. I still didn’t want her to be bound to me, but I guessed that there might be a way to make it so that she didn't have to be.
Was there a reason that Charlotte was telling me that ‘it doesn’t matter’? I didn’t understand why she couldn’t like me. Maybe there were all these demon rules or something that I didn’t understand? One thing was for sure, the girl I had my heart set on was in some sort of bind, and I needed to figure out how to save her. Could I ask Satan for help? He seemed like the kind of guy that was willing to give me what I wanted if I helped him. Perhaps if I told him I only wanted Charlotte instead of ninety-nine succubi, the Lord of Evil would work with me. It was worth a shot.
“I don’t really like the idea of you being bound to serve me. I want you to want to be with me,” I said with a wince. My voice sounded very unmanly.
“If only we could all get what we wanted,” she sighed. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. We are almost back.”
“Are we here already?” I gasped as I saw the buildings on the far horizon.
“Yes, another few minutes,” the succubus said.
“But it took like four or five hours to make it to Barrtazzu’s fortress. It’s only been twenty minutes.”
“All roads lead to Satan here, and if you are taking a car, the roads travel even faster.” Charlotte shrugged.
She was correct about the estimate of a few minutes. We were soon entering the parking garage of Satan’s tower, and the beautiful succubus parked the red Venom in the spot where she had parked the Bugatti a few hours before, or maybe it was days, or maybe weeks. It was so hard to tell time here, and the thought of it started to make me tired. Did I even need to sleep in Hell? I hadn’t really felt tired until just now.
We took the elevator down to the lobby, and then I showed my stamp to the marilith guards before they could race over to us. I couldn’t tell if they were the same three as before, but they didn’t greet Charlotte by name, and the hues of their skin were less green and more purplish.
Then we were in the elevator leading to Satan’s penthouse.
“Is there anything I should keep in mind while talking to him?” I asked.
“No. Just don’t. Ahhh,” she shook her head and grimaced. “Don’t let him know that you care about anything. He tries to figure out what people want, and then he gives it to them.”
“But isn’t that good? I want to tell him that I love y--”
“No!” she yelled, and I almost jumped out of my dirty socks. “Don’t talk to him about me. Okay? Just. Ugh. Don’t, Sherman. Okay?”
“Alright,” I said cautiously. I knew I was a bit dense with people, especially girls, and especially demon girls, but I started to think that there might be something going on between Charlotte and Satan. Were they… together? No, that was crazy. He hadn’t seemed interested in her beyond getting me to do what he wanted. There was something though, and I was going to find out.
The doors opened with a happy chime, and we returned to the Lord of Hell’s throne room.
“Sherman!” a massive voice carried across the empty void of the throne room.
I cranked my neck back to stare up at the massive skull throne and watched the red-skinned Lord of Hell wiggle free of his winged women and descend the stairs. It took him about a full minute to make it down the lengthy steps, and I observed him shrink with each single step.
“There’s my wonder kid! Look at him! He’s just so handsome,” Satan stood at the bottom of his stairs, and he reached up a red-clawed hand to squeeze my cheek. The succubi by the throne giggled when their lord touched me.
“How’d it go?”
“It went good. We found out that a devildop had been--”
“Let’s talk over some snacks! Charlotte!” Satan called out the girl’s name with a roar.
“Yes, Lord Satan,” she said as she raised her face from the tiles.
“Could you be a dear and get us a couple of bottles of Dr. Brown’s from the fridge? I’d like a Cel-Ray flavored one, and Sherman would like--” The red-skinned Lord of Hell turned to me.
“I’ll have the same,” I said quickly.
“Good choice, kid! I’m liking you more and more.” He turned to the succubus. “And there is a big plate of rugelach on the counter. Covered in plastic wrap. We need something to nosh on. Ya know?”
“Yes, Lord Satan,” Charlotte backed up on her hands and knees, and then she dashed away.
“Let’s sit, Sherman. Barrtazzu said you did a bang up job.” The demon king took a few steps, and the two couches emerged from the ground along with the coffee table.
“We found the spy, and I beat him in a Death Match.”
“You beat the spy in a Death Match? What is this, Bizarro World or something?”
“We did it over a video game,” I said with a shrug.
“Ahh, good. Here is the soda, you’ll love this, kid. Good for the mind and digestion,” Satan said as Charlotte appeared behind him.
The succubus set a plate of rolled cookies on the table, and then she handed each of us an opened bottle of green soda.
“Cheers, Sherman.” Satan tapped his bottle against mine, and we each took a drink. The soda tasted really dang good and had a faint, but refreshing twang of celery.
I noticed that Charlotte was sitting on the couch facing us, but the beautiful girl just stared at the coffee table.
“So, Sherman. Let’s talk about the future. Pastry?” Satan asked as he passed me the plate.
“Oh. Thank you,” I said as I took a couple of them in my hand. The plate was metal, and it had Wolverine artwork on the spots that I could see.
“I’ve got some big plans for you, Sherman. You’re gonna win this war for me, and I’m going to be eternally grateful.”
“Okay, Satan,” I said with a small smile.
“I want to go after the weakest side first. Which is the supernaturals. All those cranky vamps, and elves, and dwarves, and fucking Tolkien dick suckers. Ugh. I hate those assholes.” He took another sip of his drink and tossed a cookie into his mouth. “They aren’t dummies though. Here is the thing: they are just a loose alliance. They don’t like each other all that much, but they really don’t like the monsters, or the angels, or devils, or us. Enemy of my enemy, yadda yadda yadda. Get it?”
“I think so,” I said, even though I kind of didn’t.
“So each of these different factions has a leader, or two, or a group. I want to start whacking them. Mafia style. Gonna be beautiful. We’ll go after a few of the power players, make it look like another faction did the deed, and then they will start fighting each other. Then Gabe and Lucy will smell blood, and they might decide to focus efforts there. This is all in part ‘A’ of my plan. You understand?”
“Yes. I think. So we’ll just kill some supernatural creatures, and then you think they will fight each other, then the--”
“Kid, you’ve got a mind like a steel trap that ain't ever been used. It’s one thing to just whack a Supe, we also need to make it look like one of their allies did it, or else everyone will just think I did. They always blame the demons. Racist fuckers.”
“But wouldn’t they be right in thinking that it is--”
“Sherman, I’m wondering if you might be about to say something not very smart again,” Satan’s mouth turned into a sly grin.
“Okay. Sorry, Satan,” I said. I remembered that I had a bottle of soda in my hand, and I took a sip.
“So whadda say? You’ll help me set up some supes?”
“Yes, of course, but you said I could have my own fiefdom, right?”
“Sure, kid. I’ll give you your own territory if you help me win this war, and a bunch of power and all the ladies.” There was a round of giggling at the top of the stairs.
"If you can find me the second son of God, I’ll give you anything you want,” Satan finished.
“Anything?”
“Sherman, humans don’t have very good imaginations, so anything you can imagine, I’ll give ya. I treat my people well. We have full medical, dental, and retirement packages. Let me tell you, you picked the strongest side to work for.”
“I didn’t really pick a si--”
“What do you know about werewolves?” The Lord of Hell interrupted me with a question.
“Ummm. Not anything,” I admitted.
“Well, that’s about to change. Because I’ve got your next target figured out, and let me tell you, this won’t be easy.”
The red-skinned demon king pulled a file out of the drawer of the coffee table. It was one of those plain manila ones that I often saw at businesses. He handed it to me, and I set down my bottle of soda so I could take it.
Then Satan told me all about werewolves.
 
End of Book 2
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Destroyer Book 1

Kaiyer
 
When I dreamed, it was always of floating green islands. Slow waterfalls tumbled off the sides of rocky earth and disappeared into smoky blankets of mist and unpainted clouds. I jumped between the floating islands with a lazy, drifting bounce, somersaulting amid endless blue sky, punctured by the occasional flock of giant white birds.
In the far distance, sailing ships passed through the azure air like it was water. Often I attempted to reach these vessels, but even my greatest leaps fell short and left me to land on another lush island, conveniently placed to catch my fall. In this dream paradise I never noticed anything living besides the trees, birds, and the distant ships.
Perhaps it is wrong of me to say when I dreamed, as if I only did it sometimes.
I was always dreaming.
I had dreamed of islands for so long, I knew no other life. Then an awakening began. A soft, orange glow peeled back the colors of blue, green, brown, and white, like a sun rising in the morning. The light came from torches which lit the cavernous mausoleum where I had been kept. I don't remember smelling anything in my dreams, but as my crypt was illuminated, my nostrils filled with the aroma of dirt, dust, death, and terror.
Fear emanated from those who awoke me. The delicious scent of their terror filled the cavern like the light pouring from their torches, reflecting off the stone floor and around the group. The five stood twenty feet from me, three males and two females.
Closest to me was a boy with shaggy brown hair, freckles, and disheveled clothes covered with dirt. He held a leather-bound book, its pages and spine crumbling with wear only decades of use would beget. The boy's flesh almost matched the color of the clouds from my dreams, and his dilated pupils hid the true shade of his eyes. His heart raced like the staccato rush of a warhorse galloping down a rocky slope.
Behind the boy was a man holding a bow with an arrow notched and pointed at my face. His leather clothes were cut tight against his body and oiled to a soft shine. His long dark hair was tied back and his eyes were giant pools of blue. His hands shook as he struggled to keep from releasing the shaft he had pulled back. There seemed something familiar about the man, but my lethargic brain fought against any attempt to remember, and my eyes darted to the next member of the group.
To the left and five feet behind the man crouched an attractive woman who had recently passed her girlish years. Her thick dark brown hair was knotted up into a ponytail on the top of her head. She wore tight-fitting leather pants and a suede-patched green shirt. The clothes were covered in a fine layer of dirt, splotched with mud. She surely spent an abundant amount of time in the sun, her skin was almost the same shade as the dark patches of leather on her tunic. Her soft brown eyes gazed down the long sight of a heavy crossbow with determination, its unwavering barbed tip pointed at my sternum. The sound of her heartbeat might as well have been a soothing breeze of wind chimes when compared to the boy and archer.
I would have to kill her first.
Five feet behind the brown-haired beauty towered a large, grizzled man who carried a single-sided battle axe and a metal shield engraved with light purple etching. His chain mail hung about him, weightless as comfortable pajamas. He seemed ready for combat, but I tasted his fear like I sampled the dust and dirt in the air. His protective stance made me wonder whom he was blocking from my gaze. I focused behind him, and when my vision adjusted to the light I saw he stood in front of a beautiful girl. She peeped from behind the old man's shield at me with horror and disbelief.
The maiden had long blonde tresses cascading like white waves down to her lower back. A sudden memory of similar hair, but sun bright copper in color, ran through my thoughts and then disappeared before I could capture it. Her eyes were light blue, and her pale, creamy skin made me think of a cold drink of milk on a blistering day. She wore a fine looking purple tunic of crushed velvet and thick leather riding pants. Sparkles of gold at her ears and neck hinted at exquisite jewelry, but before I could focus on the glitter, the girl noticed my attention and ducked behind the big axe warrior.
The young boy said something, so I gently turned my gaze toward him to ensure the man and woman pointing weapons at me would not be startled. The boy stuttered out words I did not comprehend and I squinted at him in an effort to make my brain puzzle meaning from his language.
I sat on a long stone platform. The gray dais felt cold to the touch and it reminded me of the waterfalls that had been my companions for so long. I couldn’t remember anything before the islands. Maybe I didn't want to recall memories from before those dreams.
The boy shuffled his feet and studied his book with intensity.
"Are . . . you . . . the O'Baarni?" he stuttered through a thick accent. The name filled me with memories. A handsome man with dark hair, graying at his temples. A massive battlefield, rivers of fresh blood streaming around countless bodies. Men, women, horses. The smell of flowers and the brief flash of thick copper hair. Mocking laughter.
A single scream of heart-rending agony.
"Are you, the O'Baarni?" he said again, glancing back and forth between his book and my face. I realized that I was clothed in a soft gray robe and my bare feet touched the cold stone of the cavern floor. Sudden energy pulsed through me like the tide of an ocean. A memory of power came to my head, but the sensation was more familiar than a fleeting recollection.
"I do not know," I said. My brain told my mouth to say the words and my lips obeyed reluctantly. Still, he seemed startled by my response. "I have been dreaming. Is this a dream too? Were you supposed to wake me?" The boy glanced down at his book and flipped through the pages with frantic speed.
The large old man barked something command-like, and the boy replied back in their foreign tongue. The skittish man with the bow shifted his feet, but he didn't concern me. I found my eyes focusing again on the dark-haired young woman with the barbed crossbow aimed at my chest. Our eyes met and I held her gaze. After a few moments she started to bite her lip, and her heart began to beat faster. She said something strained to the boy and I gave her a small smile.
"We . . . can . . . not sleep . . . you . . . O'Baarni?" he said with hopeful emotion in his eyes.
Exhaustion crashed into me after the boy asked his question. I wanted to go back to the island, but I fought against the sudden desire to lie again on the stone and drift away to sleep. Another memory struggled beneath a thin layer of emptiness, as if I might be close to recalling something once held sacred.
"I can't remember. What is your name?" I spoke gently, wishing that he would understand better.
"I am named Paug!" He couldn't help smiling with excitement, and I found myself mirroring his enthusiasm. The other four people watching our exchange relaxed somewhat and I guessed that they meant me no harm.
"What are your friends named?" I figured an introduction would keep the woman from putting a hole through the important part of my chest.
He pointed behind him to the man with the bow.
"His name is Iarin." The man seemed startled to be introduced to me and managed a ghost of a smile.
"Her name is Nadea." The woman with the crossbow nodded but didn't lower her weapon.
"His name is Greykin," he said, pointing at the old warrior. Greykin also nodded before clearing his throat and spitting.
"She is Jessmei." The beautiful girl smiled at me and raised her right hand, then brushed the loose yellow hair back over her ear.
"What is your name?" the boy asked me after he had introduced his friends.
I considered the language barrier before answering.
"I don't remember." I tapped two fingers to my temple and shook my head. Paug flipped through his book again and smiled in satisfaction once he seemed to figure out what I had said.
"Do you . . . know . . . sleep . . . years?" he asked.
"It feels like a long time. Many years," I whispered while he flipped through his book. He nodded once I spoke but didn't look up from the pages.
"Do you have . . . hunger? Want food?" he read from the book and then looked at me afterward with an infectious smile.
I didn't feel hungry, but I thought I might get them all to relax if I ate in front of them.
"Yes," I said, and nodded.
The girl in the back yelled something, and she made her way toward a pile of equipment twenty feet behind her. The old man barked disapprovingly at her, but she had already moved outside his reach. He glanced back to me as my eyes followed her. I moved my gaze to the man with the bow, Iarin. His arms were shaking from holding the arrow taut for so long. The woman Nadea also appeared tired from pointing the large crossbow at me.
"Iarin and Nadea should lower their weapons. I mean no harm," I said to Paug. He flipped through his old book, but before he found the translation I made the shape of holding a bow with my arms and lowered it. He smiled and turned to tell Iarin, but the tall man had already lowered his weapon. Greykin made a sharp remark, but Iarin shrugged his shoulders and grinned back at me. Nadea replied to the axe man before lowering her own weapon. Jessmei walked past with a hunk of bread, yellow cheese, and a small piece of meat.
She studied me intently as she walked up to Paug. Greykin yelled out something, causing the blonde girl to open her mouth wide and look at me in fear. She handed the food to Paug before fleeing back behind the safety of the large man.
"Food . . . you," Paug said proudly, not needing to consult his book. He held out the bread, cheese, and meat to me, but he didn't move toward me.
I leaned forward off the stone platform and pushed myself to my feet. As I stood, the euphoric energy of the stone ground coursed through me. My blood burned, awakened and on fire. A metallic sensation filled my mouth, and the cavern spun dramatically. The orange light faded to gray. Nadea yelled, and before my vision faded to black, I saw Paug's horrified facial expression enlarge and distort.
Coolness rubbed against my face as my field of vision spread back from nothingness. I was lying on the stone platform bed. Nadea was applying a cool, wet cloth to my face and lips while Paug hovered on the other side of the dais and rested his palms on my chest.
"You fall down," Paug said, without his book. He looked concerned that I had fainted, but also carried an excited smile on his round face.
"Thirsty. Water," I said as I moved my hand up to touch the cloth Nadea held.
"Yes!" Paug said. He disappeared from my field of vision, and I heard his booted feet rush to their pile of equipment.
Nadea continued to caress my face with the cool rag. She whispered soft alien words I couldn't understand, but her relaxing movements helped me close my eyes and hear the familiar sounds of birds and water. A metal cup pushed against my lips and I sat up, with the aid of a few hands on my arms, and was able to drink. I opened my eyes and saw Paug's companions gathered around me, and I wondered why they were so interested in me drinking. The water burned down my throat like fire. It gave me power that felt like the stone on my feet. I startled, recalling another memory from before my dream. Laughter of friends, food, and water enjoyed with company. The sensation was wonderful.
Paug's cherub face split into a grin when he saw me enjoying the water. It wasn't entirely the pleasure of my thirst being quenched that satisfied me. The water seemed to be magical and was pushing back my fatigue.
"More please," I said, after I had drained the cup. Nadea sat next to me on the stone bed. She handed me a half-full water skin and I drank deeply. A bit of the water dribbled down my face onto my robe. Again I experienced the surge of fire burning inside me. I heard all of their hearts beating and the sound of the air leaving their lungs in the still silence of the mausoleum.
My vision cut through the darkness now like a sharp sword. The crypt was spherical, about six hundred feet in diameter. The pedestal I had been resting upon was in the center of the room. Across the massive dome I made out a small tunnel carved into the wall. The ceiling of the dome was smooth, like the perfectly chiseled floor. It must not have been cut by hand. My guess was that the cavern had been created with powerful magic.
"More?" Paug asked as I shook the empty skin. I nodded, and Nadea had a full one in my hands within seconds. I drank this as urgently as the first, and relished the strength that flowed through me.
"Food?" Paug sat next to me now on the stone platform and handed me a chunk of bread. I carefully took it from him, pulled off a small piece, and put it in my mouth. The bread was hard, so I had to chew many times before swallowing. My audience breathlessly watched every bite, but didn't seem to be afraid of me anymore.
"I am quite a source of entertainment, aren't I?" I said to Paug with a half-smile. He looked confused and then grabbed his book to attempt a translation. Greykin stood ten feet behind the boy, between Jessmei and me. He said something to Paug and the others erupted in laughter. Paug's face turned red with what I assumed was embarrassment. He said something in an apologetic tone before flipping through his book.
"No . . . you need food. You are not strong," he said. I nodded and he turned to smirk in Greykin's direction.
Within five minutes, the bread had been consumed and I tried a small bite of the cheese. It was so delicious that I had to force myself to eat slowly. The pangs of hunger ripped through my stomach now that I had eaten, and I wondered how much time had passed since food had last been in it. The meat was salted and bitter. Perhaps the beef was on its way to going bad, but I still enjoyed the complex flavor, even if each small bite forced me to drink a mouthful of water afterward.
When I finished eating, exhaustion crashed into my body again. Meeting Paug and his friends had been a nice recess from the floating islands, but now I wanted to return. My ears missed the sounds of the waterfalls and the large white birds. My body missed the sensation of leaping through the blue sky.
"I need to sleep again. I am tired," Paug nodded at first, but once he understood what I meant he shook his head.
"No sleep. We . . . go," he said. I ignored him and slid my body behind him to curl up on the stone bed. My legs brushed up against Nadea's as she moved out of the way.
"No. No. We go!" Paug said as the other voices began an angry retort. Their disappointment didn't matter though. The warm darkness began to close in on me. The stone felt familiar on the back of my skull, and the angry voices became like the murmuring of the distant ocean or the hum of a lover's satisfaction.
There were no more floating islands, birds, or ships sailing through the air. Only seconds had passed before rough shakes on my arm awoke me. A moan of frustration left my mouth, and I winced against the throttle of consciousness. Why couldn't I go back to the islands?
"Wake up, please. Many days have passed. We have to leave!" Paug pleaded. I opened my eyes and saw his worried face. The boy was obviously upset at my wish to sleep, so I pushed my tired body off of the cool stone. The group's pile of goods and equipment was gone and I wondered if I had dreamed the two beautiful women and the boy's other companions.
"We must
go!" The boy shook me again. His eyes were fearful and he almost screamed the words. Iarin was pacing behind him like a trapped animal.
"I will come," I said, while preparing to stand. My hand brushed against something on the smooth stone. Very small writing was etched into the rock. Paug noticed the writing a second after I did and gasped.
 
Kaiyer,
You'll be angry for what we have done to you, but we had no choice. You forced our hand. I hope you can at least understand, if not forgive, our actions. In the end, you were the one who had everything and destroyed it. You were the one who betrayed us.
I wish you weren't so headstrong and could have accepted the world you were about to create. I wish Thayer, Gorbanni, and Alexia hadn't pushed their agenda. I wish you would have chosen differently. Perhaps your choice makes sense to me now that I know everything. I wish everyone could have told you instead of being afraid. We were always afraid of you. I wish you had seen that too. It is why we couldn't let you be.
I wish I didn't love her as much as I did. I wish she had loved me as much as she loves you.
I am sorry my friend. We will be dust by the time you read this, and you will be someone else's problem.
Goodbye,
Malek
 
Memories washed through me again, and I had to push against the stone to keep from falling. My body felt so weak. Malek . . . I remembered him, at least some of him, standing with my back to his, as dark menacing shapes descended on us. His dark hair and mischievous smile. His face was young, but he had gray at the hair of his temples. He had been my friend, I was sure. I didn't understand any more of these words. Kaiyer? Was that me? I didn't remember my name.
While my mind struggled to recall the past, Paug spread a thin piece of parchment over the inscription and frantically rubbed a small black rock over it. Once he imprinted the words, the boy folded the paper into quarters and stuffed it into the back of his book. My mind continued to search for something more from my past, but it was like trying to hold onto running water. I had the sensation of years of a life lived, but I could not grasp a single moment or solid memory long enough to recall anything of use.
"We go. Now!" Paug yelled at me and pulled on my arm. The anxious pace of Iarin and the stress in Paug's voice convinced me that something was amiss. The tall archer looked back and forth between us and the entrance with obvious concern. His left hand clenched his long bow, but he didn't have an arrow nocked.
I struggled to my feet and managed to stand feebly, like an old man. I might have tumbled over, but Paug let me lean on him. Unlike in the weightless islands, here my limbs convinced me that I must have been heavier than the massive stone slab on which I had been resting. I almost doubted that the young boy could assist me, but he did so without complaint. Fortunately, each step grew easier as the familiar power of the Earth flowed through my blood and added to my strength. Paug said something to Iarin, and the tall man moved to my side to help me walk faster.
By the time we stumbled to the small portal leading from my mausoleum, I had recovered enough strength to stand on my own. Taking a deep breath, I gently pushed them away from me and attempted to walk with my own atrophied muscles. The first few steps were easier than I expected, although my joints creaked like a dead tree in the wind and my head spun.
The exit turned into a tunnel that climbed upward at a medium grade. Iarin took the lead, with me in the middle and Paug behind. The walls started off cut from smooth stone, like the inside of the mausoleum, but gave way to dirt and rough black rock as we ascended.
"Halfway . . . top," Paug said behind me. He sounded out of breath from the exertion caused by the slope of the tunnel. Iarin was almost running and I wasn't having problems keeping up with him. My body still felt weak, but it was quickly regenerating. The exercise was enjoyable, and my body took pleasure inhaling deep breaths while my mind enjoyed the task of placing my feet on the rocky bottom of the dark tunnel.
After another few minutes of jogging, the dirt and stone walls turned into mud and smooth, slippery rocks. As we progressed upward to the surface, a small trickle of water began to carve into the middle of the shaft. The liquid fed glowing green moss that lit the path wondrously, but the tiny creek also made the footing treacherous with slippery slime. The air grew warm and my senses were overwhelmed by the scented plants and dampness of the surface. A few quick bugs darted from underneath my feet before I stepped on them, and I amused myself by studying their frantic movements.
Finally, we emerged from the tunnel and into a densely wooded forest. The trees were tropical, with large leaves pooling the dampness from the air like hands, and pouring the moisture as a soft rain onto the ground. The scents, noises, and light disoriented me after the journey through the dark tunnel. It was more a surprise of contrast, since even the tropical forest, with its green ceilings and singing birds, paled in comparison to the vivid dreams of the floating islands. This new world was very beautiful, intense shafts of light filtered through the thick canopy. The beams of sun accented the dancing purple butterflies and the small lizards hunting them.
The rest of Paug's companions had their backs to us. They held their hands up in a defensive position, as if they were surrendering. When Iarin cleared from my field of vision I saw that they had reason to surrender. Spread out in a half-circle fifty yards away, crossbows leveled at us, stood eight men.
The men appeared to be soldiers, dressed in cream-colored leather armor, with yellow sashes around their shoulders. Each wore a metal helmet that came up to a sharp dome, decorated with plumes of green feathers on the back rim. Their yellow sashes were embroidered with different insignia designs indicating rank.
Their leader said something, but none of my companions answered him. He said the sentence again with a bit more anger, and Iarin answered as he put down his bow and raised his hands. The leader of the armed men glared at me and said more demanding words I didn't comprehend, but I guessed he wanted me to raise my hands, so I did. He sneered at me in disbelief before issuing the same unknown command again.
Paug gave him a fearful response, and the leader of our captors yelled back at him. Paug grimaced at me and kneeled down into the muddy dirt. He deliberately raised his hands and tucked them behind his head once he had reached the ground, and all of my other companions repeated the same series of movements. I looked over to Nadea. Her expression was grim and she didn't make eye contact with me. Jessmei appeared terrified as the pool of mud seeped into her leggings. Greykin's face was a mask of disappointment. His eyes met mine, and although I didn't speak his language, I knew from his posture that these men intended to kill us.
The leader yelled at me again. I glared at him coldly. If I was going to die, it wouldn’t be without a fight. I was weak, but guessed I might be able to kill a few of them if I got lucky. Of course, having eight crossbows pointed at me meant I needed more than just fortune on my side. My brain sprinted into action and began puzzling ways to kill the soldiers before me.
The leader spat another command at me. He had a thick mustache, and his front tooth was crumbling with decay. His face turned a bright vermillion at my inability to follow his directions, so he handed his crossbow to the man on his right and lumbered toward me. The lackey fumbled with the two crossbows, and for a few precious seconds only six of them were a threat.
As the commander walked down to me across the muddy, mossy terrain, I examined the long sword and dagger on his left hip. Neither blade appeared to be tied in its sheath. It was another bit of luck in my favor, and the refined observation convinced me that I must have been very familiar with the violence about to be inflicted.
"Sit down!" Paug whispered to me as urgently as he dared, without suffering the enemy commander's wrath. I ignored the boy's words and tried to look confused.
The rotten-toothed leader was a little shorter than me, but he pushed his face up, nose-to-nose, so there was no escaping his vile breath. Then he expectorated the same command he had been repeating before. Despite the stench, I smiled to myself when I realized he was probably yelling, “Get on the ground.” I was starting to learn this language. The smile didn't impress the commander. He screamed the command again and wound his right hand back like a whip to deliver a backhanded blow with his leather-clad fist.
That was his last mistake.
My right hand came up and checked the back of his elbow so he couldn't move his arm to strike me. My left hand reached across his body and pulled the dagger from its sheath on his waist. As I drew the weapon, I turned its point inward, cutting past the leather of his armor, the silk cloth underneath, and into his soft belly. The blade was sharp, and it sliced the inside of his stomach open in a long red streak.
The dagger spun sideways as it left my hand in a throw, spinning drops of crimson blood lazily on its fifty-yard journey, before embedding itself into the soldier's neck on the far left. The man choked out a panicked gurgle from the impact of the dagger, and reached up with his left hand toward the hilt coming out of his jugular. I guessed that it would take him a minute to die, but in the meantime he might not be able to aim his crossbow at Paug and his friends.
My left hand returned to the waist of the commander. I took a fistful of belt, armor, and cloth, while the blood from his stomach wound began to gush over my clenched fingers. I lifted with both of my arms and pulled the commander's body off the ground. He somehow seemed lighter than a feather, but would serve my purpose.
I charged the other men with their leader’s body shielding me.
One arbalist to the right took a shot when his commander began to scream in wet horror. The bolt went wide over my head. As I took three more steps, a second weapon twanged, sinking a quarrel into the back of the commander and choking off his cry.
Four more steps and I had made it to the left of the semicircle. A few more bolts whispered past my head as the soldiers tried to kill me without injuring their commander. They should not have bothered trying to spare him. He would die when I finished with them.
The left most soldier tried to draw his sword. His palm had hardly brushed the hilt when I pushed my pointer and middle fingers together and drove them through his eyeball and into his brain. He had a dagger, but to draw and throw the weapon I would have to spin around the body of their commander, temporarily exposing myself to potential crossbow quarrels. These men seemed inept, so I decided to gamble and drew the long dagger out of the dying man's belt before tossing it.
The dagger left my hand at a poor angle, but it somehow corrected itself in midflight like a sparrow and took the final arbalist in the shoulder. The blade sunk into his armor as if it were made of cloth. My target had not expected the toss or the pain in his crossbow-bearing arm. Surprise caused him to pull the trigger and launch the bolt accidentally toward my new companions. I couldn't spare a glance in their direction, but I didn't hear a scream, so I guessed the quarry had not found a living target.
Four of them were left, not including the dying commander I clutched with my right hand, and the one who wouldn't be using his shoulder anymore. The soldier a few steps from me began fishing for his sword, so I pushed the commander's body toward him with as much strength as my weak body allowed. He flew like a small stone, and both of them tumbled backward. The receiving soldier's left foot caught a tree root and he landed with a wet sounding crunch.
The man who had accepted the commander's heavy crossbow before the battle started frantically tried to drop one of his weapons and fire at me with the other. I sprung toward him, light on my feet because I had tossed my body shield, and angled a slashing kick downward against his leg. My left shin connected above his right kneecap where the muscles formed a teardrop shape. I heard a satisfying snap and tear as the leg separated from the tendons and muscles that held the joint together. The force of my kick also carried through to his left leg, and he flipped over my cutting shin kick and dropped head first onto the wet jungle floor.
The last two soldiers stood twenty yards from me with their trembling swords drawn. Without speaking, they each fell back a few steps toward the edge of the jungle and away from Paug and his friends. I guessed from their facial expressions and the glances they made over their shoulders that they considered fleeing into the jungle.
The man whose leg I had broken lay screaming at my feet, so I bent down and pulled the longer sword from his sheath. He reached his hands after mine to stop me, but I smacked his weak arms aside before I freed the blade. The weapon fit well in my hand, but was a bit light, like a toy. Suddenly a brief memory shattered my concentration.
I stood upon a hill overlooking a grand valley. Thousands of soldiers, clothed in animal-shaped armor, mounting red banners, stood at attention. I walked down the slope and into their ranks. Some of the men and women had their helmet visors lifted; their faces were sunken, angry, and eager for violence. I yelled a command and the masses screamed with feral intensity. The flags had giant skulls on them and they twisted and snapped in the sharp, cutting wind.
I shook my head when my memory was interrupted by another screech. I flicked my wrist downward and let the blade of the sword bite into his brain through his skull. Then I tensed my wrist a fraction of a second later to bring the blade back up and silence the man's screams. I stepped over his body and walked toward the last standing men.
The remaining soldiers looked like cornered rats, so I took my time and closed the distance between us with a slow stroll. My feet were still bare and crushed the rocks, moss, leaves, and damp earth beneath them, just as I was about to pulverize the life from the man before me. This soldier seemed to be the youngest of the bunch, and I inhaled the sickly scent of fear on him and heard his heart beat faster than Paug's. The man hadn’t expected this outcome, but we both knew at this moment that I was going to destroy him. Our eyes made contact, and I read his feint before he tried to make a small cut, pull back, and thrust into me.
My blade swung out to meet his like he expected. He pulled back at the last second and my sword went wide, leaving me open. He dove forward with a thrust aimed at my midsection, but the flat side of the blade glided against the palm of my hand and I pushed the sword wide. His eyes opened in shock as he realized I had read his feint. My relaxed blade swung back with precision and I took the top half of his head off with a horizontal cut. His eyes darted around the jungle frantically while his body toppled. His brain hadn’t realized it was missing its top half and may have tried to send interrupted commands to the rest of his body.
My left hand grabbed along the blade of the falling man’s sword, and I flipped the pommel into my palm as I turned around to face the last attacker. He dropped his sword and kneeled as I walked toward him. His hands went on top of his head and he started pleading with me. I didn't like the balance of the sword in my left hand so I left the blade buried in his chest.
I surveyed the clearing for any more opponents capable of attacking. I had not expected to live through such an assault, but these men proved so unskilled that even in my frail state they were easier to kill than the bugs in the tunnel. I shook my head in disappointment before sliding my sword through the neck of the one who had the dagger buried in his shoulder. Once his annoying cries of agony were silenced I made my way over to the last living soldier.
He had pushed his commander's body off and clawed at the ground to scoot away from me. My sword cut the strap attaching his helmet to his skull and I smacked it off with the flat side of the blade. Then I grabbed onto the thick, oily hair on his head and dragged him back across the wet mud to Paug's companions while he kicked and screamed. Perhaps they would want to question him. The small group hadn't moved from their position on the ground in front of the entrance to the tunnel. They surveyed the massacre with fear and shock.
"Do you want to talk to him before I kill him?" I asked Paug. I put the edge of my sword to the soldier's neck and he started to say frantic things in the unfamiliar language.
Greykin got off his knees with a grunt and began to ask the soldier questions. The man replied with hysterical passion, but the words were still intelligible. Nadea further interrogated him before Iarin had his turn. They each stared at me in fearful awe after they finished their questions. Jessmei's skin was white and I wondered if it was her normal hue or if she was about to faint. I guessed that the young woman had not seen many battles.
After a few minutes they had finished with their questioning.
"What did they ask him?" I yelled to Paug. He didn't respond immediately and I realized he had sprinted a few dozen yards away from the group to vomit. He also must have been unused to combat.
"More?" I asked Greykin, wondering if the older man would understand me. He shrugged his shoulders, so I drew the sword across my captive’s neck and held his head while he bled out. My companions gasped in horror and started to yell, but they didn't move toward me. I regarded them with a raised eyebrow. They couldn't possibly wish to keep this man alive. He had tried to kill them and would be of little use as a prisoner.
When he stopped struggling I let go of his hair and pulled the weapon belt off of his body. Then I walked over to the other corpses and began to organize their weapons into piles. The commander had the best sword, an ornate affair that appeared to be better crafted and a bit heavier than the others. I tied his belt across my robe before I grabbed the next best sword and attached it on the other hip. I gathered the five best balanced daggers and attached them to another belt I slung over my shoulder. The work occupied me for ten minutes or so, and put my mind at ease. Had I done this before? The familiarity of the task helped to relax my nerves.
My companions spoke a short distance away from me. They sounded angry as they argued amongst themselves. I couldn't understand them so I didn't bother devoting any energy to trying.
I contemplated taking a pair of boots from one of the corpses before I realized the robe I wore wasn't very good for traveling. The soft, thin shroud was wet with mud, water, and blood. These dead men weren't wearing any travel gear, so their camp had to be within walking distance. One of the corpses had a pair of leather boots that I guessed would fit, so I sat on a nearby rock and tied them around my bare feet.
While sitting, I noticed the trail through the jungle the soldiers had used to find us. I looked back at my companions and saw them involved in a passionate discussion. Nadea and Greykin were arguing. Paug had returned to them from his vomiting break, but his back was to me. They did not seem to be paying any attention to me or the trail, so I debated my next action. I needed Paug to learn this language, but I did not need to know any of the decisions the group would make in the next few minutes.
I set off down the trail at a comfortable jog. The soldiers' campsite would be close by, and once I reached it I could acquire pants, socks, and maybe a horse. I could hear and smell Paug, so I didn't have any doubt I would find him again after I obtained some gear. As I ran, the energy of the sun, earth, and water invigorated me.
I was not tired anymore.
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Rockstar Romance 

 
I got to Jack's house at twenty-five to eight. The street was packed with cars, so I found a nice spot for my beat-up Honda about 100 yards from his house. The cars around his place were all pretty nice. I suffered a pang of regret that I hadn't bothered to spend some of the money I had in the bank on a newer car, but I figured I should ensure I had a job out of school before I spent my inheritance.
Jack's place was bumpin'. He'd upgraded to a townhome in the last year, which must have cost a shit-ton of money in Westwood. When I ascended the steps to the door, I heard what sounded like a live band inside: drums, bass, guitar, and someone singing. It sounded like a cover of U2, but I couldn't tell. The door opened before I could even knock, and Jack smiled back to me.
"Dude!" he yelled loudly and wrapped me in a big hug. "Come in and let me introduce you to everyone!"
I noticed he was dressed very nicely and the townhome was very impressive. Stylized carpet, paintings, and décor seemed to be placed very well. Obviously some woman came through and had her way with it, because Jack used to use pizza boxes as a coffee table.
There were about twenty people in the main entryway. I could see a three-piece band in the back that confirmed the cover tune I heard earlier. I felt my eyes drawn like magnets to the singer's electric guitar and then bounce quickly to Jack's back as he threaded his way through the crowd to the back of the room.
In the back, there was a dry bar situated next to an oval-shaped leather couch. On the couch were six people who Jack introduced me to. I figured these were Aimee's friends and hence his new friends.
"Hey all, this is my best friend, Eric. We grew up together, and he is like my brother." They all looked at me and waved. Four girls and two guys. Good odds at my initial glance, but I was still reeling from the exposure: the crowd, music, and introduction. I still hadn't gotten my bearing to the point where I could look at people.
"Eric this is Daya, Patrick, Katherine, Brent, Samantha, and this is Aimee." I moved awkwardly around the couch to shake everyone's hand. I tried to remember everyone's name, but I was having trouble concentrating over the music. I recognized Samantha from the initial conversation Jack and I had. She was short, about 5'1" Blonde shoulder-length hair framed a round face with brown eyes and big dimples. She was a little plump with full boobs. She was wearing a light green dress patterned with orange and brown flowers. Again, cute, and I'm sure most guys would love her, but my taste in women ran toward thin, small boobs, and athletic/model type.
Katherine was tall and athletic. She had olive-colored skin along with dark-brown hair that was slightly curly and fell to her mid-back. She was dressed in a suit and sported a Louis Vuitton purse that matched her shoes, so I assumed they were Vuitton too. Her cheekbones, nose, and eyes were set on her face at sharp angles that would have made her seem like a villain from a Disney movie, but she had a big smile when she shook my hand. She was very pretty, and I felt my face getting hot when I returned her smile.
The guy sitting next to her was named Brent, and he was handsome in a carefully selected vintage t-shirt and Converse way (you know what I am talking about). I could tell he had a thing for Katherine by how close he was sitting to her and by the way he looked at her face when she shook my hand. I didn't think he liked me.
Patrick was a big dude when sitting down, and when he stood up I realized he was about 6'5" and 220 pounds of muscle. He had his brown hair spiked up; it was a new trend at the time that I hadn't really noticed catching popularity at my school. He looked like he could have been a steroid user, but he lacked the fake tan, oiled skin, and acne that most of those type of guys had. He probably just spent four hours in the gym every day.
Daya was tall and sleek. She had long black hair, coffee colored skin, and deep brown eyes. She looked to be of Middle-Eastern heritage. She wore silver-colored jewelry that played nicely off the tone of her skin. I would have spent the rest of my night trying to get into Daya's pants, but Patrick and she seemed to be dating; he had his arm around her when they were on the couch, and that arm could probably bend me into a pretzel without much effort.
My attention settled on Aimee after the initial shuffle of introduction. When I first laid eyes on her, I breathed a sigh of relief for two reasons.
The first was that Aimee really was beautiful. She had long, shiny, dark brown, almost black hair that hung straight to her mid-back. It was perfectly cut to frame her heart-shaped face. She had round cheekbones that seemed to accent her perfect smile. Her eyes were a beautiful blue that looked like pictures I had seen of icebergs. Her body was also amazing, as Jack had described. Her breasts had a full, perfect roundness, and I wouldn't have been surprised to find they were the models used by plastic surgeons. They rose high on her chest above a flat stomach, amazing hips, and legs that looked to be taken from a tango dancer. She wore a dark blue blouse with just enough cleavage showing to hint at her breasts. Her lower half was rocking a tight pair of boot-cut blue jeans over gold stiletto heels. Gold, jangly earrings matched her shoes. Damn, if Aimee was half as nice as she was good looking, then Jack should marry her right now.
The second reason was that I worried I would have been smitten with her as well. It is a deep fear amongst guys that they will fall for their bud's girl. Luckily, the world didn't slow down, stars didn't circle her face, and "Dream Woman" didn't start playing when I laid eyes on her. Not that all those things need to happen to be smitten with someone, but I knew what I liked in girls, and I wasn't getting it from her. At least, I wasn't feeling it at that moment.
"Hi Eric, I have heard so much about you!" she yelled over the music as she pulled me to her in a familiar hug. A split second of panic fluttered through my brain as I worried I shouldn't be hugging my best friend's girl after just meeting her in front of all her good looking friends, and then I calmed down.
"It's great meeting you too. Jack has been talking about you as well. Although when he talks about you, he gets as excited as a schoolgirl on picture day, and I bet he doesn't sound like that when he talks about me."
She laughed with a twinkle in her eyes. "No he doesn't get that excited, but I know you two are really close. Thanks for coming tonight. He didn't think you would." I noticed that she was holding a glass of what looked like cranberry juice and vodka. She followed my eyes to the drink. "Did Jack offer you anything yet? Let me get you a drink from the bar. What do you like?" I realized I had forgotten to ask her why Jack didn't think I would come tonight, but the time had passed. I'd ask her later.
"Ummm…" I looked around. Everyone was drinking something hard. No beer. "Some sort of whiskey mixed with lemon lime soda would be awesome. Thank you!" She ducked behind the bar and started grabbing bottles. She started talking to me, but with her head turned, I couldn't really hear her over the music. I looked around for Jack, but saw him on the other side of the room talking to some other guests. The people I just met on the couch were back to their previous conversations, but I could see they were still checking me out in brief glances.
I looked back at Aimee in time to see her pouring half a can of Sprite into half a glass of Johnnie Walker Blue Label.
"Ack!" I shouted as I rushed over, too late to avoid the Sprite pour.
"What's wrong?" she asked. A few of her friends turned their heads to watch us.
"Oh, that is just really nice whiskey. Sorry, I just thought you would have had some Seven or Jim Beam or, well, anything else but that."
She seemed to beam at me with a huge smile. "Well this is good, right? You'll love it then. Here, drink up. I don't mix bad drinks!!" She watched me carefully to make sure I took a first sip.
I did. It tasted great. I've never had Blue Label before, but judging by the unceremonious way Aimee poured this mix for me, I could probably get some straight up when I finished the Sprite concoction.
She grabbed me by the arm and led me over to the couch where her friends were sitting. The band had stopped playing and looked to be taking a break. I asked her where Jack found the band.
"Oh, those are actually Brent's friends. His parents do something in the music industry, and he has all these connections with bands," she whispered in my ear. Her hot breath steamed up my earlobe dizzyingly as she guided me to the couch to sit down next to her. I was conveniently next to Samantha, and I could see her eyes light up with the prospect of new meat.
The three of us got to talking. Samantha and Aimee were both marketing majors and in the same business sorority. I recalled Jack telling me something to that effect a few months ago. They'd also been friends since high school. Eventually, I got Katherine and Brent involved in the conversation. Katherine was an accounting major, and Brent was also doing marketing. I put my social skills through their paces, asking questions of people, drawing individuals back into the conversation when I felt that they drifted off or were spacing out. After about forty-five minutes, I was in deep discussions with Daya and Patrick about their travels through Europe last summer. Daya's family did some sort of import/export trading, and Patrick's father owned a financial-planning company that had clients with most of the elite upper crust in the West Los Angeles and San Fernando Valley area. They both also did volunteer work with various Middle Eastern and South American hospitals. During the year, they would fund-raise for a new hospital and help these hospitals set up equipment to service children's needs.
"What do you have going on Monday?" Patrick asked me after we had been talking for a few hours. The band had stopped playing. Aimee and Jack were mixing with their other guests. Daya, Samantha, Katherine, and Brent were talking about music on the other end of the couch. We hadn't really left the leather sofa except when someone needed a new drink. I had long since finished my whiskey and Sprite, and another small glass of Blue Label, but declined other drinks since I didn't want to drive even slightly buzzed.
"I've got a class in the morning. Business Law."
"What time do you finish?" Patrick took a long sip of his vodka.
"It's an eight o'clock class, so I'll be home by nine-ish. Why?" I unconsciously leaned in closer to him.
"Why don't you swing by my dad's office after class? It's in Santa Monica. Here is the card," he said, passing me a thick business card with the financial consulting firm's name on it, as well as Patrick's dad's name and title. "He's been looking for some help in the office and asked me to send any talent his way."
"Whoa. This is really nice of you. Are you sure?" I was shocked because it kind of came out of the blue. I mentioned to him that I'd like to intern someplace for financial consulting, but that was before I knew his dad owned a firm.
"Yeah, it is totally fine. Actually, hold on one second." He reached into his pocket, grabbed his phone, and flipped it open. He pressed a few buttons on the screen and slid it back into his pocket. "Okay, he knows you are coming. Mondays are slow for him, so he'll have time to see you."
"Thank you so much, Patrick. I really appreciate this.” I didn't really know how I was going to get a job when I got out of school, and this could be a great opportunity for me. I took a careful look at the card, then slid it into my front pocket.
"No problem. I like you already, and if Jack thinks you are cool, then you definitely are," he said with a huge smile. I got the feeling the big guy really liked helping people.
"Of course he is cool!" Jack said as he slammed onto the couch next to me. I could tell that he was pretty buzzed. I was just glad he wasn't going to drive anywhere. His arrival diverted attention from the conversation on the other side of the couch and focused back to Jack and me, as he put his arm over my shoulder.
"So Eric, Jack told us you are a pretty amazing guitar player," Brent sneered. I had tried to kill the guy with kindness the whole night, but I got the feeling he was still peeved his status as the lone single guy in the group was being jeopardized by me. Everyone looked at me for confirmation.
"I started school with a major in guitar, but I haven't really played in the last year." I hesitated. I really didn't want to talk about it, and I could feel a lump forming in my throat. Guitar brought up emotions I didn't want to think about.
"Eric is like Jimmy Hendrix on the guitar. He is like Jesus on the guitar," Jack said a little, too loudly. Okay, maybe I had mistaken his intoxication level. He was pretty toasted.
"Haha, I'm not really that good. And I am really out of practice. You mentioned earlier you've seen a lot of local bands play. Who do you think is going to make it?" I tried to divert the conversation back to Brent. Whoever asked the questions normally controlled the conversation, and I didn't want to talk about guitar or my reasons for not playing.
Brent was about to answer when Aimee's voice spoke up over my shoulder. "Ahh you're being really modest, Eric. Jack has a CD of you playing in his car, and it sounds amazing." I started to feel the lump in my throat get impossibly large. Brent looked pissed that Aimee had interrupted him.
"Maybe you should play for us?" Samantha piped up from her end of the couch.
"Well, my guitar is at home. Maybe I can play for all of you another time. What were you going to say Brent?" I tried again to divert the conversation away.
Brent looked pleased as he started to discuss the small handful of rock bands on the scene that he thought had potential. Other conversations broke out as people less interested in the local music scene ignored us.
Midnight rolled around and the party had wound down to a murmur. There were a few stragglers still mingling, people I assumed went to school with Jack, but whom I hadn't met. The group on the couch, who were his closer friends, were pared down to just Samantha, Jack, Aimee, and me. Jack looked like he had enjoyed his party more than anyone, and his head hung on Aimee's shoulder as he drifted in and out of bouts of drunken sleep. The girls and I just talked about classes and movies until Samantha decided to leave with the rest of the party goers.
"I should take off. Looks like I closed the club down," I said to Aimee after everyone had left. Jack was passed out on the couch, snoring like an adult elephant.
"Awww. I hate to see you go; did you have a good time?" she said as we both got off from the couch.
"Yeah, I really did." And I was surprised that it was true. Even though I had been going to school and putting myself through the motions, I hadn't been really participating in anything social. This party had been a huge success. Not only did I meet some great people tonight, but I also got a possible job lead. I should be smacking myself for thinking about not coming when Jack first called me about it a few days ago. Jack's friends were very nice, and I felt a bit ashamed I thought they would be shallow, spoiled rich kids.
"So… what do you think about Samantha?" Aimee asked, mischievously. "I'm not supposed to say anything, but she thinks you are really hot."
"Oh well… ummm… She seemed really nice. Honestly, I'm just getting used to talking to people again." We began to drift toward the door.
"Jack told me about your parents. I'm so sorry. I imagine it is going to take a while to get over." Her blues eyes were filled with sympathy.
"No. I am good now. I wasn't for a while, but I'm getting back on my feet. This party really helped."
"Good. I also think a nice girl will help you get better. So let's talk about Sam more." Ugh, she wouldn't let it go.
"Well, like I said, she seemed nice… but not really my type."
"So what is your type?" She said, with a beautiful, dark eyebrow raised. We had gotten to the door, and I contemplated lying, or telling the truth. Most girls don't like to be told they are "not someone's type," even if they weren't interested in the guy they were asking. I decided on plan C.
"We just met, Aimee. Can't I have any secrets?" Her face dropped into a pout that didn't detract from her beauty. If anything, her facial expression made her lips look even more amazing. I had to get out of there. "It will give us something to talk about next time!" I said, with faked enthusiasm.
"Alright. Oh, I almost forgot. Give me your cell number," she demanded. She pulled out a dark-purple phone from her purse and typed in my number. "Great," she said, when she finished and dialed. "That's my number. Now I can text you all day long." My front pocket started to ring and buzz with her incoming call. I pressed the side of my pants and it went silent.
"Okay cool. Looking forward to it. It was great meeting you," I said as I opened the door. It was a little chilly out there. And when I say chilly, I mean it was 55 degrees, in early November, at one o'clock in the morning. Typical California weather.
"Wait, give me a hug." And before I could think, she had her arms around me, pulling me close to her. She smelled good, and her body felt amazing next to mine. I felt my cock start to get hard as she ground her hips against me. The hug lasted way longer than a friendly goodbye embrace should have been. After about ten seconds, her hands started to rub my back, and she let out a long sigh. I was about to break free, since I was fully hard now, and I know she could feel it against her body. She slowly leaned back, as if to release me, and kissed the side of my neck, then my chin, and then she pulled my face down and kissed me on the lips.
Again, this wasn't like a friendly peck. Her lips were slightly open when she kissed me and they clamped down and sucked on my bottom lip. I was so stunned that I couldn't think of anything; actually I was probably thinking of four hundred million things. Her tongue flicked across my top lip as she finally pulled away. It was one of the best kisses I'd ever had; her mouth was definitely talented.
"Good night Eric. I'll call you tomorrow." Her eyes measured me for a reaction.
"Yeah. Uh, goodnight Aimee." I must have looked like a zombie that just had its head knocked off and was searching for it. If she had pulled the pin on a hand grenade, I couldn't have gotten out of there faster. I sprinted down the stairs in a complete daze toward my car as I heard the door shut behind me.
My confused lobotomy only lasted for the few minutes it took me to get to my car. By the time the engine was running and I was back on the 405 freeway, my brain couldn't calm the fuck down.
What the hell was that? Why did she do that? Oh my god, what is Jack going to think? What the fuck?
By the time I got home, I was able to think straight. I replayed the events of the night over and over in my head, looking for something I had missed that would have led to Aimee kissing me. I couldn't recall anything. She was nice to me, and we did have some cool conversations, shared some laughs, and we had gotten to know each other. But she hadn't flirted with me at all during the whole night. It didn't make sense. There had to of been something I missed, or maybe I just didn't know how to read people anymore. I didn't even know her well enough to know what she was thinking, or what this meant for her and Jack.
My phone beeped with a text message.
Did you get home okay?
Oh boy. Maybe I shouldn't have given her my phone number. I typed out a quick response.
Yep, thanks for checkin'.
A few seconds, later my phone beeped again.
Great. Looking forward to seeing you again.
Ugh. Holy crap. I probably shouldn't see her ever again. I contemplated typing a response, but decided to just turn the phone off and get ready for bed. As if I would be able to sleep tonight. Fuck.
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It was one of those shitty dreams. The kind that has you running down a winding pathway of mixed cobblestone, dirt, and rock through a tall, dark forest. Real ol' timey Ichabod Crane-style shit. There was no sound in the dream, but I knew something assholeish was following me. The trees were too dense to go through, and the dusk light of the dream world was turning into dark-as-fuck night. I just kept running, and Dickbag kept gaining ground on me. Just as I was about to turn around, I startled awake like a fish pulled from its bowl.
"Ugggghh.... What time is it?" I asked my empty room. My head felt as if I'd used it as a hammer to play whack-a-mole all night, and my mouth felt like I'd licked my own asshole.
"It is eight thirty-two AM, Sue Zay." The voice was a man's and had an Australian accent that elongated all the vowel sounds in a way that I found unbelievably funny.
But I wasn't laughing now.
"What the fuck, Hogan? I'm going to be late for class! Why didn't you wake me up?" I kicked off the covers of my bed and gasped at my outfit. "What the hell is this?"
"Last night you ordered me to let you sleep in or you would 'reformat my hard drive with your torque wrench and season my CPU in your toilet.'"
"I don't believe you." I crawled out of bed with a moan and awkward slide across my nightmare-drenched sheets. The skirt I was wearing was bright pink, tight, and way, way, way, way too short. It was stupid hard to crawl in, and I gave up after a few attempts and just rolled off the bed like a lazy dog.
"Hogan… If you… fucking… wake me up for class tomorrow… I'm going to… I'm going to… fucking take my torque wrench and beat the shit out of your drive. Then I'm gonnna… rip… rip… your fucking CPU out, piss in the toilet and fucking leave it the fuck in there to season for a week. Do you understand, asshole?" Hogan replayed the recording he took of my orders. Holy shit balls, I sounded drunker than I would have believed.
"Okay, fine. I said that, but you should have known better. I've got midterms today." I had fluorescent green pasties taped over my nipples. They had little yellow smiley faces on them, and I tried to search my non-existent memories of last night to figure out what had happened, but all I remembered was the forest.
"I'm sorry, Sue Zay. I'll do better next time," the Australian voice sighed.
"Did I ride home in this?" I gingerly peeled off the tape from my nipples and staggered across the oil-stained concrete floor toward the side of the garage that housed Funakoshi and my bathroom. There were no walls or doors anywhere in my place, so I had nothing to lean against.
"Yes. I did engage the autopilot on your motorcycle when you started vomiting," Hogan stated.
"Goddamn it." I hit the water in the shower and attempted to shimmy out of my skirt. I might as well have tried to yank off my own skin. The thing wasn't budging. It was, like, glued to me. At least my watch was still on, and I used my shaking fingers to pry it off my wrist before I placed it on the sink next to the shower.
"Should I have not engaged the autopilot?" The mirror blurred in the corner, and a good-looking, blond man with a leather vest and black cowboy hat appeared.
"No. That was okay. I can't get this fucking skirt off. Fuck it." I jumped into the shower with it on and almost screamed at the cold water. I didn't have time to wait for it to get warm. If I wasn't at class by eight, I'd miss my first midterm, probably get kicked out of school, and have to tell Mom why she wasted three million dollars sending me to Musk Science University.
The skirt peeled off with the aid of the ice water and my shivers, but I groaned again when I realized I wasn't wearing underwear.
"Of course not, cause there would be lines under the thing."
"I'm sorry, Sue Zay. I didn't understand your request," Hogan's voice filled the speaker above the shower.
"I'm talking to myself. Who was I with last night?"
"Xiu Mei, Stacy Jones, and Kate Tee." Hogan added an extra 'a' sound to Kate Tee's name so it sounded like Kate Taeee. Some of the memories began to return at the mention of my friends. We had gone clubbing, and then we were drinking, and then… I woke up in my bed hung over as fuck and wearing something a go-go dancer would be ashamed of. My guess was Stacy Jones had something to do with the night going all hazy.
I rubbed cheap bar soap all over my body and through my hair. Then I rinsed off with the now slightly-warmer-than-fucking-freezing water and leapt out of the shower.
My towel was missing from the hanger, so I scanned the room with my pained eyes and saw it lying over the seat of Funakoshi. I snatched it from his saddle, wondered how it got there, and then partially dried myself off while I searched for my school uniform.
"Where are my pants?"
"They are in the dirty laundry pile." Hogan's image appeared on the screen of my fridge, and the AI nodded his head toward the three heaping piles of clothes on the other side of my shower.
"Which pile?"
"The middle one. They are in the second layer from the top. MSU school ordinance number four three five six claims that all female students must wear approved school skirts unless the exterior weather is under forty-five degrees Fahrenheit or raining. The temperature outside is currently fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit, and there is zero chance of rain."
"Thanks for the reminder, Hogan, but I don't have time to change at school." I grabbed the wrinkled brown and green plaid pants and searched for underwear.
"You do not have any clean underwear. If you'll recall, I asked you to do laundry four days-"
"Oh for the love of- Shut up! I'm so fucking late." I slid into my pants, grabbed a thankfully clean white uniform dress shirt from my rack and then found my socks. In half a click, I'd put all the clothes on my wet body and ran to the sink to brush my teeth.
"Time?" I asked around a mouthful of toothbrush and paste.
"Seven forty-four AM." Hogan's face appeared on the screen of my watch, and I rebuckled the microcomputer to my wrist. Okay, this wasn't impossible. It normally took me twenty minutes to get to school, then another ten minutes to get to class. If I screamed there, I would make it in time.
But it was also rush hour.
I spotted my black and pink-heart-dotted riding leathers, and I shimmied them over my damp clothes while I reviewed the route to school in my head. Of course, Hogan could calculate the fastest time to get there given traffic conditions and display a map for me inside my helmet, but that took all the fun out of it.
"Boots!" I screamed when my leathers were zipped.
"They are on the opposite side of your bed. Also, you forgot your tie. There is one next to you on the couch," the Aussie robot informed me, and I grabbed the already knotted plaid neck tie and slipped my head through the noose. I didn't bother to tighten it because it would waste valuable seconds and my zipped-up riding leathers would keep the fabric from flying free, catching on a car's side mirror, and ripping my pretty little head off my shoulders.
"Hogan, open the door please, and time?" I jumped over my bed like an Olympian and landed with one foot in the boot. It would have been all sorts of super awesome since they were eight-inch high black leather pieces of heavy motorcycle protection, but it was the wrong foot in the wrong shoe, and I promptly tumbled over when my fucked-up equilibrium tried to correct the situation.
The door to my apartment/garage/slum living space opened with a screech that sent needles of pain through my dehydrated lizard brain. By the time the sound stopped torturing my ears, I'd gotten both boots on, grabbed my helmet, and thrown a leg over the saddle of Funakoshi.
"Check. You there?" I said to Hogan as soon as I pulled my helmet over my head. The piece was painted black like the abyss except for the fluorescent pink kitty ears that protruded from the crown and the stylized nose and whiskers on the mouth guard.
"I'm here, Sue Zay." Hogan's mug appeared on the inside screen of my helmet. He raised his right hand and pulled briefly on the lip of his black cowboy hat. It had a bunch of crocodile teeth tied around the crown of the hat. I'd designed him with the Down Under quirks after I watched a series of really old and terribly funny movies about an Australian bushman who made a trip to New York City in the 1980s. "Seven forty-nine AM. I'm afraid we will not make it to your first midterm on time."
"Fuck that. Let's light the streets on fire." I pushed my thumb over Funakoshi's trigger and waited for the engine to roar into life.
Nothing.
"Fucking shit. What is going on?" I looked down at the black, purple, and pink-trimmed bike. He was four hundred pounds of gasoline-injected anger, but if the terminal wasn't going to work, then the super bike might as well have been a bird shit-covered park bench.
"I may have forgotten to turn off the autopilot last night…" Hogan's face almost looked human as the AI grimaced on my helmet screen.
"Fuckity fuck, fuck, fuck. Ugh. Mom is gonna kill me!" I leaned Funakoshi off his stand and flipped the lever back against the undercarriage. Then I felt around with the toe of my boot and found the kick starter. My father had put it on the motorcycle when he built the first version. He'd never trusted onboard motorcycle computers or the fiber wire systems that eventually came to control them. When I'd added my own customizations to Funakoshi, I'd left the device on for sentimental purposes. I never thought that I'd actually need it.
"This isn't going to work." I kicked on the starter, and Funakoshi's ancient engine turned over lazily.
"Come on, you fat fucker. Wake up!" I slammed my leg down again with the combined strength of desperation and hung-over rage.
The engine caught instantly with the second strike, and I rolled my ankle to flip the starter back into place.
"Thank God!" I cried out with joy. Black smoke sprayed out of Funakoshi's exhaust, and my apartment quickly filled with the beautiful-smelling mixture of fuel, air, and oil. I slammed my ass back into the saddle, relished the vibration of his engine through my crotch for half a second, and then cranked the throttle as far open as it could go. Funakoshi obeyed my command and sent three hundred and sixty-five snarling horses to the rear wheel. The tire warped, spun, and screeched, sending me out of my apartment like a thousand eagles diving.
My body braced for the first immediate turn, and I leaned the bike hard left to avoid smashing into the brick corner of the cardboard mill that sat one hundred yards from my garage. There was a familiar mark of rubber on the street, and I just followed the line that guided the bike through its peel like I had hundreds of times before this morning. Once I was free of the alleyway, I tapped on the shifter twice with my left foot to bring Funakoshi to second gear while I eased off the throttle. The rear wheel hiccupped, and the bike swung around straight towards the end of the street and into San Jose.
"CO2 in our domicile is at a healthy level now. I am closing the garage door," Hogan informed me through my helmet. I grunted at his words and checked my left side before I turned into the next street. Then I punched the throttle again, and Funakoshi howled an ancient scream of road dominance.
"The speed limit on Tully Road is forty-five miles per hour, Sue Zay. You are currently traveling at one hundred and twenty miles per hour."
"You know I can see my speed on my helmet display? I'm in a fucking hurry!" Self-driving cars whizzed past me like they were parked, and I weaved through them like a hummingbird.
"An accident at this speed could result in your death. Motorbike fatalities are-"
"Oh fucking God. Shut up already. If I wanted you to be my mother I would have used her voice codes and her imagery. Fuck, I would have just let her program you!"
"Note taken, Sue Zay. I will no longer care about your safety." Hogan seemed to mope on my screen.
"Stop being such a drama queen. Should I stay on Tully or take the 101 to 280?"
"The probability that you will not have to deal with any stoplights increases with the use of highway-"
"You know how I hate long-winded answers!" There were two self-driving pods abreast up ahead, and I threaded through them with a few inches to spare on either side.
"I'd advise the freeway, but it will make you more likely to be noticed by the local law enforcement agency or highway patrol."
"Thanks. I'll take my chances." I risked taking my hand off the clutch and thumbed the button to turn on Funakoshi's display. The battery had enough power now, and the screen kicked to life. It would still take a half a minute for the software to load, test my gyro stabilizers, and streamline the engine intake. But once it was live, I could play the beast like a goddamn fiddle.
"Onramp up ahead," Hogan reminded me, and I leaned the bike through the thick of the stopped traffic. My back tire broke loose a bit, but I was leaning so hard to my right that I just needed to point my handlebars left a tiny amount to keep upright.
The onramp from Tully to the 101 was on a down slope, and I got a clear view of the traffic conditions ahead of me. I had expected the freeway to be a parking lot, but there were only a moderate number of pods on the road. I smiled at my luck, threw open the throttle, leaned forward to keep Funakoshi's front on the ground, and then shot onto the freeway like a pinkish-black bullet.
"You have an incoming message from Xiu Mei," Hogan informed me with a tip of his crocodile-tooth hat.
"Read it."
"Where you at, Zay? Class is about to start. Did you sleep in? Doctor Leetee is eye fucking your chair. He'll start without you." The AI changed his voice to almost match Xiu Mei's pitch and tonality.
"Fucking eight AM class. Damn it to fuck! Why did you let me take such an early class, Hogan?"
"You needed the credits to graduate next year. This was the only class. I am confused by your question," Hogan's cheery Australian accent made me even angrier at myself.
"How are we on time?"
"Seven fifty-two AM. You are making excellent progress. You are approaching two hundred miles per hour though, and your motorbike's suspension cannot handle roads safely in these conditions at that speed. Also, the 280 freeway is ahead."
I let off the gas and angled the bike to take the 280 westward into Cupertino. I didn't see any other bikers on the road, and it was probably a good thing. A freeway full of self-driving pods meant that I could really cut loose without fearing that someone would make a dumbass lane change. Within half a minute, I passed the 64 exit, and I felt my body begin to relax a little.
"What time should I be there by?" I asked Hogan.
"I estimate you will arrive in two more minutes. You'll have five minutes to get to class. Wait."
"Wait what?" I seethed into my helmet.
"The California Highway Patrol band has been alerted to a speeding motorbike rider on the 280 freeway. They are dispatching patrols and drones."
"Ahh fuck!" As soon as the words left my mouth, I heard the muffled sounds of sirens on the on-ramp ahead of me. My helmet display said I was moving at one hundred and ten miles an hour, though. So they were gone from my presence almost as soon as I heard them.
The drones would be a problem. There was a possibility that I could get to class before they locked on me. But if the CHP got a visual, they might barge into class, pull me from the university, and put a world of hurt on me through the grueling legal process.
"Call Over Zipf," I asked Hogan.
"It is ringing," he informed me; I heard the dial tone and then a noisy pickup.
"Well hello, beautiful." His face appeared on my helmet screen next to Hogan's. Over Zipf had graduated from Berkeley a few years ago and often frequented my Moto Gymkhana events. He was a master drone builder and designer, and he often dealt with the seedier parts of the industry.
"Hey, Over Zipf," I snorted and wished he'd let me call him by "Z" or "Over" or even just "Zipf." He was temperamental though, and I didn't want to piss him off when I need his help.
"You riding?"
"Yeah. I need your help."
"Of course, you do. That is the only reason you ever call me. It hurts my poor heart to know that you don't value me for any of my other… talents."
"I'm about to have some CHP drones on my ass. I'm heading west on the 280 into Cupertino. Do you want them?" I tried to make my voice sound sweet, but the stress of the doomsday midterm, combined with my horrible hangover, was limiting my ability to be charming.
"Ahh shiiiiittttt. Is that you? I just picked it up on the police band. They said a black and pink bike, but I thought you had class."
"I'm running late, and I have a fucking midterm. Do you want the drones or not?" I may have been a little too nasty because I saw him bring a pasty, white hand up to his soft, chubby chin.
"I guess I could scrap and resell them. But I'm gonna want something in return."
"Oh come. The. Fuck. On. They have to be worth ten gees each!"
"Naw. More like twenty, if we are talking CHP. They put weapon ports on those puppies now."
"So even better for you. Just get rid of them for me."
"Go out to dinner with me." He smiled and adjusted his thick-rimmed glasses. Over Zipf wasn't ugly, he would even have been a bit sexy if he lost thirty pounds and maybe did a few push-ups. Still, he wasn't my type, and I preferred to keep our friendship where it was.
"Ugh. You are kidding me."
"I'm buying. Anywhere you want to go. You don't even have to fuck me afterward."
"Ewww. You are an asshole."
"Come on. You know I like you, Sue Zay. Give me a chance. I'll have those drones off you so you can get to class."
"Fuck. Fine. But I'm picking an expensive place, and I'm not wearing anything that is going to give you any ideas."
"Just watching you straddle that big old black motorcycle of yours makes me fucking hard as fuck, girl."
"Ewwwww. I think my uterus just shriveled up and died." Bile rose in my throat.
"I've got plenty more sweet talking for you over dinner. Send me your position."
"Hogan?" I said to the Aussie AI. He didn't answer, but I saw a green light around his picture and then Over Zipf spoke.
"I've got it. Okay. Get off at the next exit and hang right. They are closing in on your position. Three of them."
I saw flashing lights in my rear-view mirror. It looks like there was one CHP rider who had some balls and decided he would try to catch me. I had dropped Funakoshi down to ninety-five miles per hour so that I could take the exit gracefully. The force of the turn still pushed me down into the saddle with the weight of a hundred sumo wrestlers, but I never neglected my workouts, and my abs were strong enough to keep my spine in line.
The Chipper was really hauling. I saw him dive into the turn only moments after I cleared the curve and thundered Funakoshi's massive engine. It looked like the guy could ride, but while the electric Zippos that the Chippers rode were fast, there wasn't a man or woman alive who could weave through the San Jose streets like I dared.
After all, I was the World Champion Moto Gymkhana Queen.
And I had done it all on a heavy street-fighting bike with an engine over sixty years old.
"Sue Zay, I have optics on the drones," Hogan's friendly voice pronounced drones like 'dronoes.' I had gotten the programming of the accent perfectly for the AI, but I still needed to work on more of the slang terms so that he would sound more like an Aussie.
"Throw it on my helmet," I ordered and immediately saw the somewhat grainy image of the three aerial machines. They looked like mini fighter jets; only they had light globes, a siren, and a bunch of cameras on the wings.
"You see them, Over Zipf?" I asked into my helmet. The pasty, chubby hacker had turned away from my screen and seemed to be looking at another one that was off camera. His left hand had dipped under the desk, and I tried not to think about what he was doing with it in his lap.
"Please, I'm a professional. I saw those before you even called me. Continue down that street. Oh, and watch that bike cop. Looks like he is gaining on you. We can't go to dinner if you are in jail." He turned back to the camera and rolled his eyes at me.
"I'm turning off your visual. It is distracting."
"I know, I know. I'm fucking sexy. Grind your pussy into your motorcycle and rev the engine for me will you?"
Hogan killed the visual of Over Zipf, and I forced my seething rebuttal back down my throat. I needed him to get rid of the drones so that I could ditch the Chipper on my tail and then get to school on time. Fuck. I almost forgot about school.
"Time?"
"Seven fifty-five AM. It is unlikely that we will make it there before your test, Sue Zay," Hogan seemed to sigh.
"Text Xiu Mei: I'm three drones and one cop deep off Lawrence. Should be there in ten. Please stall for me."
I checked my rear display and saw that the Chipper had actually gained distance on me. For some reason, traffic was light on the road, and the CHP-issued motorcycles were faster to accelerate than my faithful Funakoshi.
But they didn't have the top speed.
And it was time to get some Moto Gymkhana.
I tapped the gears down and then spun the throttle. Funakoshi kicked, and the back tire briefly lost traction. I pushed my left leg through and angled my body back and to the left side. My steed spun out to the side, and then both tires squealed as they lost precious grip on the road. There was a metric ass fuck ton of traffic heading the opposite direction, toward the 280, but the angle of my bike gave me a straight shot across the center divider and the opposing four lanes. The world seemed to slow down as I counted the self-driving pods crawling past me. Most of them had tinted windows, but some didn't, and the passengers inside stared at my smoking motorcycle sliding down the road with a mixture of horror and surprise.
Then I saw a break in the traffic.
I crushed the clutch, dropped a gear, and pounded the throttle. Funakoshi's tires suddenly grabbed asphalt and moved. The big bike launched over the center like a horny rhino and danced through the hole in the traffic without turning me into a black pancake. Before I hit the curb to the sidewalk, I banked into the bike lane going the wrong way and then twisted the throttle again to jump up to eighty-five.
"Riding into oncoming traffic is extremely dangerous," Hogan reminded me.
"I'm in the bike lane!" I leaned back in the saddle of Funakoshi and twisted the throttle a bit more. The front end of the bike rose obediently into a wheelie, and I inched closer to the sidewalk.
"Oh, now you are just showing off." Over Zipf said.
"I lost the cop, though. How are you even seeing me?" I hissed through my grimace.
"I've got drones in the air, Babe."
"Ahh." I was almost where I needed to be in relationship to the sidewalk. Just a few more inches of balance, and then I got close enough to pop the motorcycle where I wanted. I feathered the back brake of the bike to bring the nose down on the sidewalk proper, and I threw my body forward urgently to lift my back wheel up and to the side.
"You happy now, Hogan? I'm not in the bike lane."
"Riding on the sidewalk at ninety miles an hour is still very unsafe, Sue Zay." He was probably right. There were trees planted on the outside part of the sidewalk, and they flew past me with dangerously fast "pftft pftft pftf" sounds.
I turned my helmet slightly to my right and almost gasped in surprise. The Chipper was parallel to me on the other side of the road. He was riding with traffic but had managed to catch up to my position. His siren was going, and he saw me turn to him and motioned for me to pull over.
"This guy isn't half bad. If I wasn't already late, and he wasn't a Chipper, I'd want to meet him."
"I could figure out what his name is, but then you'd have one more reason not to let me fuck a baby into you." Over Zipf laughed into my helmet.
"Do you have their drones yet?"
"Can you make a left up ahead? That will take you in the direction of your school and under a bridge where I'll nab them."
"Got it." The next turn would have been tight even if I had been on the correct side of the road, but I was on the left sidewalk, turning left, while trying to maintain my speed. I looked for a divot in the road, or maybe a curb somewhere that I could angle Funakoshi's tires off, but I didn't see anything. I'd have to drop some speed, and then the Chipper might catch up to me.
"Message from Xiu Mei. Shall I read it?" Hogan asked.
"Yes, you asshole!"
"I'm trying to buy you time. Come on bitch, hurry up," Hogan said in an almost perfect Xiu Mei voice. I knew I was in trouble because Xiu Mei almost never swore. She was the only one with manners in our group.
Then I got an idea. The street I was on formed a bridge over where the El Camino Real road intersected. Before the bridge, the road raised with a short but steep incline. If I pulled off the left side as the bridge formed, I'd probably juke the Chipper into heading straight. I'd only have to worry about launching down the dirt and rock hill and then avoid three lanes of traffic going the right way.
Easy.
"Hey, Over Zipf, you have eyes on the Lawrence at the El Camino Real exit?"
"I have eyes everywhere."
"Can you feed it to my AI?"
"Yeah."
"Hogan, I'm going to skirt the bridge and tear down the left side onto El Camino, I'll cut across the traffic there and then gun it away from the Chipper."
"That is an unsafe idea."
"Then you better use Over Zipf's drones to plot my course."
"Very well." He pouted.
"Feed them into Funakoshi's terminal and auto pilot. And stop being a dick about it." The screen on the cockpit of my motorcycle toggled to a map, and I saw the autopilot inform me that it wanted to engage. I fucking hated the autopilot, I could drive a million times better than it, but I couldn't see the oncoming traffic, so I had to rely on Hogan. I approved the takeover with a switch of my fingers, and I felt Funakoshi's gyro stabilization system kick into control.
"Fuck, go faster! Not slower," I yelled at Hogan when the motorcycle began to slow to a more sane speed. I looked over at the Chipper. He had crossed the lanes and was riding as close to me as he could get while still going the correct direction of traffic.
"Pedestrian ahead," Hogan warned me. The bike began to slow more, and I flipped off the autopilot. There was a man walking on the sidewalk in the distance, and he dove into the bike lane to avoid me running him over. There was plenty of space on the sidewalk for both of us, so I didn't see why he was scared.
I was only going sixty-five now.
"I'm going to do this myself. Just tell me to speed up or slow down."
I cranked the engine again and saw the end of the sidewalk and the beginning of the complicated exit roads that merged the two major streets together. I suddenly felt a bit of fear. Was being late to class and possibly failing a mid-term worth risking my life? Would Mom even be that mad if I flunked out of a class? Wouldn't she love me despite my other failures?
Ugh. Fuck that woman. I needed to pass this shit so I could prove to her that I was awesome. I would prove to her that I matter and that I was a legacy fitting of my father. I'd prove that it didn't matter that they didn't have a son. A daughter was plenty badass enough.
"Slow three miles per hour."
"No. Faster."
"Very well. Accelerate to one hundred." I obeyed his information and added twenty miles to my speed. The pods were screaming past me and the Chipper was still keeping pace. There was a shoulder on his side of the road, and he now didn't have to worry about dodging cars. Of course, I was also on the shoulder, but I only had a few inches between the self-driving pods and my elbows.
We hit the incline slope to the bridge at the same time, and I risked a turn of my head to watch the man. He looked young, maybe around my age, but I couldn't get his exact features past his helmet, outdated aviation glasses, and fucking mustache. Who the fuck wears mustaches nowadays? Oh yeah, asshole Chippers. Fucking glorified meter maids.
"Slow five miles," Hogan instructed, and I did so. The ramp was quickly turning into the bridge, but I wanted to wait until the last possible moment before I made my break down the slope.
"Now!" Hogan shouted with his Australian accent, and I felt my heart jump into my throat. Gabriel's shit balls, this was fucking dumb.
I leaned Funakoshi off the road, onto the dirt, and down the steep incline. The slope was much crazier than I expected, and I felt both of my wheels leave the ground for a few seconds before I slammed into the asphalt some twenty-five feet below. Hogan had given me perfect timing. I avoided all oncoming traffic and even found a perfect spot to slide into the far lanes going westbound.
"Hole. Eeee. Shit. That was the fucking most craziest, most awesome thing I've ever seen! Oh damn! I even videoed it!" Over Zipf screamed like a little girl into my helmet.
"The fucking drones, douchebag!" I yelled back.
"Oh yeah. Keep going. One more mile and I'll have them."
"Kay." I checked my rear display, but I was really moving now, and it would take Chipper at least half a minute to circle back and take the exit carefully. More cars whipped past me, and I even risked running a few red lights to buy extra distance.
"Okay. I got them."
"I'll take your word. I couldn't even see them."
"Had to use an EMP. Dangerous stuff, but well worth it. Tell me where you want to go, and I'll make reservations for dinner."
"Ugh." I felt my skin crawl, and I think my vagina actually went cold. I wanted to tell him to fuck off except that wouldn't be nice. Over Zipf may be a snob, and annoying, and kind of gross, but he wasn't an evil guy. He just talked a big game that he couldn't back up. That was probably what made him so unappealing.
"Alright. I'll let you know."
"Niiicccceee. I'm gonna go back to sleep. Looking forward to our date."
"Yeah. Whatever. Thanks for your help."
"Later, sexy." I heard his lips smack with a kissing sound, and then Hogan confirmed that he had exited the call.
"It is almost eight AM."
"Good, cause we are here." I slammed on my horn to scare the shit out of some uniformed students that had the nerve to cross the street while I was flying toward them. They skittered out of the way, and I angled my bike through the rest of the parking lot to my usual spot next to Stacy Jones, Xiu Mei, and Kate Tee's vicious-looking motorcycles. All were black with different color themes that accented their style in our little bosozoku gang. When it wasn't daylight, the black paint on each of our bikes changed to a darker purple color.
"Text Xiu Mei and tell her I just parked and am running!" I sprinted away from my motorcycle and towards the Artificial Intelligence and Applied Logic Science building. My boots weren't made for running, and their loud clomping across the pathway seemed like a funeral march.
If I didn't pass this test, my life was going to fucking suck a big old stinky shit-covered dick.
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