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Chapter 1 

Neb woke hungry in the old executive conference room he’d claimed in the abandoned 

Dot Com campus. The large glass door gave a view of the central atrium with its cold, dying 

light.  Sunset.  Good. 

Home, sweet home, he thought as he looked around at his meager belongings, the bed 

and bedding he’d filched from the CostCo warehouse, the few odds and ends.  It was difficult to 

hold on to trophies when you had to switch lives every few hundred years.  After a while, he’d 

lost the inclination.   

He rummaged through the filing cabinet that contained his clean clothing.  Only one shirt 

left.  He glanced over to the other filing cabinet.  It was overflowing with used garments.  In the 

last century, he’d noticed the need to keep his clothes clean if he wanted to go unnoticed.  Very 

inconvenient, but there was a business nearby that would wash and mend them.  Assuming he 

had money to pay for their services.  He checked his stash.  Two dollars.  Not enough to get his 

clothes washed, or buy whisky, or do much of anything.   

Dressed in his one clean shirt along with his customary jeans, boots, and leather jacket, 

he went to the pigeon trap he and his associate Pud had installed on the top floor.  He wrung 

three of their necks, pouring the blood into a pan.  He chopped some pieces of wood off an old 

book shelf and coaxed a fire on top of a metal desk.  Bird blood never tasted right to him unless 

it was heated.   

The old tech campus was always awash with pigeons and rodents.  Rats were too strong a 

taste first thing in the evening and it took too many mice to fill a cup, so his first nosh was 

usually pigeon.  He sighed, remembering that he never ate pigeons or rats when he lived in his 

master’s compound.  The price of freedom and well worth it, though he noticed he was reflecting 
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more and more about what his life had been like originally. The peace, the calm, the certainty 

before he’d joined the rebellion.  Pushing those thoughts aside, he took his steaming mug of 

pigeon blood to the outside doorway of the atrium.   

Pud came up beside him, then moved further back into the shadows when he saw the sun 

hadn’t finished setting.  “Your aura is weak.”  

Neb found it amusing that Pud fit so well in this environment, looking like any Silicon 

Valley geek in a suit jacket over a t-shirt and jeans, the kind who sported a bowtie when asked to 

dress up.  He was pale for California, but that fit with the nerdy persona.  Neb smiled at his 

compatriot.  

“I had to project for quite a while last night.” 

Pud grunted his agreement.  “I dimmed myself to hide from the other demons.  Less 

draining.” 

Instead of correcting him, Neb let the reproach go by without comment.   

“What’s the plan?” Pud asked. 

“We’re out of money,” Neb said.  “Let’s discuss it while we fish.” 

“I’ll get our gear.” 

An hour later, they crouched in the bushes in Rengstorff Park.  Nearby a picnic table 

squatted in a clearing.  Beyond that, frogs and small fish leapt at insects in the moonlit pond. 

“Can’t go to Eastern Europe or Asia,” Pud said.  He pulled on a pair of latex gloves. 

 “Agreed,” Neb replied.  “When I was in Uzbekistan, everyone who saw me seemed to 

know immediately what I was.  Toddlers with their thumbs in their mouth were pointing me out 

in the street.  Then their parents came after me.”  Sometimes children noticed him here, but no 

one paid attention when they tried to raise the alarm. 



  Demon Logic – Page 3 

  9/23/2018 

“Kansas City is out,” Pud said, digging around in a canvas tote bag.  “The district 

authorities might remember us.” He pulled two firecrackers out of the bag.  “How long do they 

keep records?” 

“Ha.  Forever probably.”  Neb reached into his jacket pocket.  “I think I have the lighter.”  

He handed it to Pud.  “I hear Seattle is nice.  No sun.  We could go out during the day.  And I 

think it’s the same district as here, so we wouldn’t have to re-register.  It might draw attention if 

we change districts.” 

Several young men wearing matching jackets assembled in the clearing, some taking 

seats at the picnic table.  They talked loudly, some smoking cigarettes or drinking from paper 

bags. 

Neb lowered his voice.  “Maybe we should stay here.  We don’t want it to look like we 

ran away.”  He pulled on a pair of latex gloves as Pud had done. 

“Risky,” Pud whispered. 

“True,” Neb said.  “our master might come looking for us, but it’s less risky than having 

the Council after us.  Master wouldn’t dare go to them about two runaway minions, but if we do 

something to get on the Council’s radar...” 

Another group of young men approached the clearing.  One of them carried a large 

satchel. 

“Ready?” Neb asked. 

Pud handed him a firecracker in response.  He lit Neb’s fuse, then lit one for himself.  

They nodded in sync three times then threw the firecrackers to the right and left of the men at the 

table.  When the first one exploded, the men ducked and drew guns.  When the second one went 

off, the two groups began shooting at each other.  Several of them fell.  Neb then projected the 

sound of a siren.  The men still standing ran off in different directions.   
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After a few minutes, all was still.  Neb and Pud came out of their hiding place to survey 

the scene. 

Pud opened the satchel. “Maybe we could keep the drugs, use them on candidates?”  

“I tried that once,” Neb replied.  “It was angel dust.  The human picked me up and threw 

me into the street, then he ran off and I couldn’t catch him.”  He surveyed the wounded.  There 

were six.  One died while he watched, the whole body relaxing.   

Neb envied that about humans.  He’d witnessed many of their deaths and they seemed at 

peace with no mad dash to find another body.  He went through the dead man’s pockets, taking 

the cash. 

“This one’s gone.  We better eat up while we can.”  Once the heart stopped pumping, 

getting the blood out was more work than Neb was willing to do. 

One of the gangsters was only shot in the shoulder.  He moaned and writhed weakly.  

Neb put the dead man’s wallet in the moaning one’s pocket.  The other four were mortally 

wounded.  Two each. That would work.  

“I’ll take these two.” Neb pointed at the two men on the left.  He assumed Pud would 

take the other two dying ones, but Pud swooped onto the one who was conscious.  Neb was 

surprised he found the man’s screaming disturbing.  He attributed this lapse to all his 

daydreaming about the old days.   

After they finished feeding, the two demons went through all their victims’ pockets.   

“Bingo!” Pud said as he pulled a huge roll of bills from one of the drained men. 

“Is it enough to hold us for a while, or should we do this again in Fremont? Or maybe 

Union City?” 

“Plenty, but let’s buy more firecrackers first.  For next time.” 
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Neb knew Pud was referring to the time they tried to fish without firecrackers.  Neb had 

projected the gunshot noise and the gang members shot at them instead of each other.    

Putz, Neb thought.  As if he could do better.   

Afterward, they put the five drained bodies in the pond.  Pud left the satchel of drugs near 

the one who died of gunshot wounds.  “Ok.  We stay here.” 

Neb rubbed the back of his left hand where his former master’s mark once glowed.  The 

spell-induced image faded soon after his escape, but he imagined he could still see the picture of 

a bloody shark’s maw with the inscription “Opposition Amuses Me.”   

“Maybe we should skip the Assembly, make an excuse.” 

Pud’s head snapped up.  “Are you insane?  We can’t miss a mandatory meeting. The 

Council would hunt us down. Make us an example.” 

Neb gave Pud a side eye. “I know he’s not your favorite person, but we need Dax back so 

he can tell us his plan for staying free.” 

Pud made a sour face.  “I didn’t say we didn’t.” 

For all Neb knew, they were already screwed.  Maybe Dax’s plan required weeks of 

preparation but the meeting was tomorrow night. Neb decided to hope for the best.  He was 

gathering all his eggs together.  Hopefully, a basket would appear. 

“I found a candidate.” Pud poked at his cell phone.  “Suicide chat room - someone is 

planning to jump off the Fremont Bridge tonight.  Shouldn’t be difficult to use him to house Dax.  

He’s sitting in a bar in Menlo Park.”  

“Slim,” Neb said, “but better than nothing.”  

Pud glared at him.  “Fine.  What’s the backup plan?” 
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Flee and take my chances, Neb thought.  He contemplated a moment.  “There’s a young 

blonde I’ve seen several times in the park at night.  If your suicide doesn’t pan out, maybe we 

can use her.” 

“A female? That’s not protocol!” Pud waved his hand impatiently. 

“Beggars can’t be choosers.”  Neb shrugged.  “I doubt Dax would rather stay where he is 

than wake up with breasts.  And we’re out of time.” 

“Fine.”  Pud ran across the street and disappeared down an alley.  A few moments later, 

he returned riding a motorcycle with a sidecar.   

“Go get your female,” he said.  “I’ll meet you at our tree.” 

“At the tree.” Neb saluted him.  Once Pud left, he walked with his head down through the 

shadows toward the far side of the park.   

What could Dax’s plan have been?  Neb didn’t see any way to avoid being forced back 

into servitude if they attended the meeting.  Without a brand, the first demon they met of higher 

rank could gather them up like stray cats in the street and conscript them into service. 

He made a slow circuit of the park, noting the few humans still remaining.  The perky 

blonde was not among them, just the usual lethargic homeless colony.  Most of them were 

already demon-occupied.  With a sigh, he halted in a small hollow behind the barbeque pits.  

Rolling hills hemmed in three sides with a thick hedge blocking the fourth.  In a copse of holly 

bushes he found and threw on his purple, hooded robe.  He felt around the undergrowth for the 

chain tied to a winter-naked maple and began reeling it in. 

The bushes thrashed for a moment before a figure emerged with iris-less eyes and 

unraveling skin, wearing a leather strap secured around his mouth.  He gnawed some flesh from 

a large, raw bone he carried.  Only a small portion of the meat made it around the gag.  The rest 

dropped to the ground.  He began a muffled gibbering and moaning. 
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“Hey Dax, how was your day?” Neb asked.  He wondered if his friend could understand 

him.  Probably not.  “How’d you get your hands untied?” 

“Waa Eee.”  Dax attempted another bite from his bone, his mouth dripping bloody 

slather. 

 “Yeah.  Me, too.”  What language was that?  The garbled sounds weren’t recognizably 

demon or human.  Neb would have expected him to speak one or the other, but it didn’t seem to 

work like that. 

“Pud and I are going to fix this tonight.  This time will be different,” Neb said.  Though 

he had no idea what had gone wrong in the last ritual.  He was searching for something else to 

say when Pud appeared carrying a burden that he dumped on the ground. 

“Where’d he get that bone?” 

“No idea,” Neb replied. 

“Is it human?” 

Neb shrugged.  “Probably.  I’ve always wondered why strugglers want to eat them 

instead of just draining them.  When he’s back to normal, I’ll have to remember to ask.”   

Pud stared at him with eyes narrowed.  “Well, I brought the suicide.  Where’s yours?” 

“She’s not here,” Neb said, grinning despite the reproach.  Pud had come through. 

Everything was going to work out. 

Pud grunted his acknowledgement as he pulled a shovel from the edge of the holly 

bushes, careful to stay out of Dax’s range. 

“While you get started on the hole, I’ll check the perimeter,” Neb said.  He smiled at 

Pud’s disapproving frown as he sauntered away.  He took his time meandering past the cracked 

basketball courts, the lumpy parking lot, and between the rusty swing sets, gauging how long it 

would take Pud to dig a sufficient grave.  He figured enough time had elapsed as he approached 
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the far side of the fish pond, but right then a feeling of foreboding descended upon him.  

Something was wrong.  Had Dax escaped?  Had Pud decided to drain the candidate instead of 

using him in the ritual? 

Neb hurried back to the hollow.   Pud was digging.  He looked up expectantly from inside 

the waist-deep hole.  The suicidal man was still on the ground in the same position.  Everything 

seemed fine, but something nagged at Neb.  It must be the candidate. He stared down at the 

unconscious man trussed up and lying on his side in the mangy grass.   

“I don’t like the looks of him,” he said.  An owl hooted in the branches of the maple tree 

behind him as if it agreed.  He scrutinized the captive, trying to determine the reason for his 

apprehension.  He strained his senses, picking up mossy mud and fish rippling the surface of the 

nearby pond, but nothing to explain his uneasiness. 

“What?  You can tell from looking that he’s not good?”  Pud crossed his arms over his 

narrow chest and glowered at his confederate.  “Enlighten me.”  

Neb glanced over, registering Pud’s pinched face.  Despite the gravity of the situation, he 

had to avert his eyes to keep from laughing.  Instead of a simple robe, Pud had donned a black 

cape over his ensemble.  He looked like a Las Vegas magician. 

“I didn’t say you brought a bad one.”  Neb prodded the man a few times with the toe of 

his boot.  “Actually, he seems perfect.”  Nothing was remarkable about him – medium height, 

medium build, with brown hair cut short.  Even his clothes were generic – jeans, black t-shirt, 

running shoes.  Neb dubbed him John Doe because he was so nondescript.  Yet the feeling of 

wrongness persisted. 

“But let’s drain this one and get someone else for Dax.”  He glanced through the hedge 

and fog toward the lights of the small homes that bordered the park, as if he were already 

scoping out other possibilities. 
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 “Are you still proposing we get a female?” Pud asked.  “It’s not protocol.” 

“You know that protocol is left over from the Salem witch trials.  Nowadays I don’t think 

it matters.”  Neb had only suggested it out of desperation.  Well, mostly.  He’d also liked the idea 

of having a woman in their company. 

“It’s still protocol,” Pud argued.  “If we don’t follow the rules, we’ll have to answer to 

the Council.” 

They’d have to catch me first, Neb thought.  If he wanted to be under someone’s thumb, 

he could live somewhere with convenient food and running water instead of scrounging. 

“This body seems fine.  Dax should like wearing it,” he said.  “It’s nice and forgettable.  

You and I should be so lucky.  I just have a strong feeling something is going to go wrong.” 

“More wrong than this?” Pud asked.  Flipping his cape dramatically to the side, he waved 

his arm toward the tree where the remaining member of their party was still tethered.  Dax had 

abandoned the bone he’d been chewing.  Tattered and moldy, he now strained mindlessly against 

the chain around his neck, arms outstretched.  His eyes shone white in the glow of a nearby 

lamppost as he wailed through his gag. 

Neb nodded.  “You’re right.  Let’s go with John Doe.” 

Pud grunted in response, stepping over to the pit he’d just finished digging.  He picked up 

the shovel left protruding from the resulting mound of dirt.  “Think this is deep enough?  We 

don’t want someone’s dog getting nosey.” 

“It’s plenty deep,” Neb said quickly.  He knew if he said otherwise, it was his turn to dig.  

“Let’s just get going.” 

“We have to wait for him to wake up.  You know that.  Besides, someone’s coming.”  

Pud replaced the shovel, stepping in front of the hole as if to block the view. 

Neb smirked at the absurdity of Pud thinking his slight frame was enough to hide a man 
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lying on the ground, a mound of dirt, and Dax tied to the tree.  Even his own ample bulk 

wouldn’t be enough for that.  Besides, if they weren’t going to drain John Doe, a lone wanderer 

could be fortuitous.   

From their hiding place in the hollow Neb couldn’t see anyone coming, but like Pud he 

could feel a presence advancing.  As soon as the person crested a nearby hill, Neb knew the man 

walking in their direction was neither a meal nor a problem.  His scraggly beard and ragged 

clothes pegged him as one of the humans living in the park.  They were usually fair game, 

however Neb could sense this transient carried a dark passenger – one he recognized.  He gave 

the visitor a toothy grin, absently running his tongue over prominent incisors.   

The solitary man was carrying on a conversation as he approached. 

“I don’t want to go over there.  Those two look like an evil Laurel and Hardy.  I don’t 

like how they’re staring at us.  The one that’s smiling has fangs.”  The vagrant paused, then said, 

“Okay. Okay. I’m going.”  He stopped a few feet away, giving the scene a wary look.   

Dax moaned and changed direction slightly, straining toward the newcomer.  The 

homeless man jerked his neck back, but didn’t say anything. 

Neb nodded.  “Tell Tain hello,” he said. 

The vagrant shifted his gaze, cocking his head to one side for a moment before opening 

his eyes wide.  “Tain says hello back,” he said.  “He says he’ll see you at the gathering at 

Morena Sierra tomorrow night.  He says come find him.  He wants to talk to you about 

something.” 

“Yes.  I’ll look for him,” Neb replied. 

The homeless man turned on his heel and scurried away.  “How do you know them?” he 

asked the air.  “You didn’t say anything to me about a gathering.  Whatever.  Is there anything 

else I should…?” He was still muttering as he topped a hill and hurried out of range.  
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Pud clicked his tongue reproachfully at the retreating vagabond.  “When is Tain going to 

quit sharing with that addict and find a body he can fully possess?” 

“I think he’s trying to lay low until everyone forgets Kansas City.  The Council was 

pretty ticked off at him for getting caught.” Neb shrugged.  “I don’t know if they kicked him out 

of his body or if he just fled.” 

“You don’t think Tain’s going to bring his roommate to the meeting, do you?  Is that 

even allowed?” 

“Not my issue,” Neb said.  Strange that the Council picked a public camping ground for 

the meeting, but he was sure they had a reason.  They always seemed to have layer upon layer of 

strategy to every move they made.   

“He’s waking up,” Pud said excitedly. 

Neb glanced down.  John Doe was wiggling and rolling feebly on the damp ground.  

“Showtime,” he said.  “Which side do you want?” 

“I wore this to do the offer part,” Pud said.  He expertly flipped his cape away from his 

arms, momentarily exposing a red lining. 

“Ah.  Nice touch,” Neb said, relieved that Pud wanted to take the lead.  The other role 

was difficult to mess up.  “Okay.  I’ll deal with Dax.”  He extracted the shovel from the dirt 

mound, then positioned himself near the struggler.  “Ready when you are.” 

Pud grabbed the squirming man by the rope wrapped around his chest.  With a small flick 

of his hand, he set John Doe in a sitting position. 

The man blinked groggily up at Pud, but didn’t make a sound.  He wasn’t gagged, didn’t 

need to be.  Neb could only remember one human ever screaming. But they had chosen a 

location where the noise wouldn’t matter, just in case.  This one looked just as disoriented and 

weak from blood loss as every other candidate Neb had ever witnessed.  John Doe didn’t even 
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seem to notice Dax moaning behind him. 

I wonder if he’d scream then, Neb thought. 

Pud made a sweeping motion with his cape.  “Are you ready to die?” he asked the man at 

his feet. 

John Doe drew his eyebrows down for a moment, then shook his head.  “No,” he 

managed in a raspy whisper. 

Pud angled his mouth in a Mona Lisa smile.  “I thought not.  Your despair caught my 

attention, like the smell of blood draws wolves.  You threatened suicide, yet you begged for your 

life when I came for you.”  He gave a theatrical sweep of his cape.  “Now I offer you a choice.  

Say no and you die tonight, or say yes and live forever.” 

Neb chuckled quietly at Pud’s exaggeration. 

“What do you choose?  Decide now.”  Pud glared at the captive. 

“I want to live,” the man croaked out weakly. 

“As you wish,” Pud said.  He knelt near the man, using a fingernail to open the skin of his 

own wrist.  “Drink this and live,” he said, offering his now dripping arm. 

The man hesitated, a confused frown still on his face, until Pud bared his fangs and hissed 

at him.  Then he did as requested and put his mouth to the flow. 

Neb watched from his position near the tree, shaking his head at Pud’s cheap histrionics 

then grinning triumphantly at the man’s folly.  He’d “live forever” as a passenger in someone 

else’s life.  Sorry, forgot to mention that. 

He raised the shovel and swung it at Dax.  The struggler’s face never registered any 

change in expression as his head was cleanly removed from his shoulders.  It landed in the 

uneven grass with a wet plop and lay still.  The rest of him slumped motionless to the ground. 

Neb glanced back.  The bound man was now prone and writhing.  “Looks like it’s 
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working,” he said cheerfully. 

“We’ll know in a minute,” Pud replied.  “Meanwhile, let’s clean up this mess.” 

The two of them pushed what had once been Dax toward the nearby hole.  Pud refused to 

touch the headless body, using the shovel instead. 

“Afraid you’re going to get struggler germs?” Neb teased as they rolled the body into the 

pit. 

“Like you know what causes that,” Pud replied.  “For all we know, it could be catching.” 

“Humph.”  Neb doubted that.  He’d never heard of a demon spontaneously deteriorating 

and knew Pud probably hadn’t either, but he didn’t want to argue the point.   

“There’s only one shovel and you’re already holding it.  I’ll go check on the patient.”  He 

shrugged when he caught a glimpse of Pud’s tight-lipped frown before he turned away.  Neb 

knew he’d left most of the evening’s work to his colleague, but that was completely intentional. 

John Doe wasn’t moving.   

Maybe it hadn’t worked after all.  Despite what Pud had said about being made an 

example, Neb thought about skipping the Assembly if this didn’t work.  Maybe he should even 

leave his present body.  That would be a good excuse not to attend, except dashing around 

outside the corporeal reality was the only thing he could think of worse than captivity.  That 

settled it.  Plan B was to flee and hope for the best.  However, he decided not to voice his doubts 

about the ritual until Pud finished filling in the hole. 

“If this doesn’t work, let’s get there early.”  Pud paused, leaning on the shovel.  “We can 

find Quidardix and join up with him.  At the last meeting, Gud was bragging that they have a 

beautiful compound with a swimming pool and they go skiing in the winter.” 

Neb glared at Pud.  “That’s your backup plan?  What about your freedom?” 

Pud snorted.  “Freedom?  What good is that if you’re flitting around without a body?”  
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He laughed as he resumed shoveling.  “Freedom.” 

Neb sensed movement behind him.  When he turned, the man was sitting up again 

observing him intensely. 

“Hey, he’s awake,” Neb called out.  “Looks like it worked.” 

Pud tossed the shovel and hurried over. 

John Doe stretched, snapping the ropes like thread.  His eyes gleamed at Neb 

appraisingly like a predator sizing up prey.  He didn’t speak, but a malevolent smile played on 

his lips. 

“Welcome back, Dax,” Neb said.  He fought his nervousness as he realized the aura of 

this demon was unfamiliar.  Maybe his time as a struggler had changed Dax somehow?  

A breeze stirred the dead leaves on the ground, bringing the acrid smell of smoldering 

ash. The hair stood up on the back of Neb’s neck. 

Pud’s voice quavered.  “That’s not Dax.”  


