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Chapter
I

How I Came into this
Mess




 


I knew as soon as I
walked into the room that this was not going to be the simple,
open-and-shut case I had expected.  I almost turned to the two
women behind me to tell them they needed an exorcist, not a PI.

I can smell a demon a
mile away. Well, maybe not a full mile, and it isn’t really the
sense of smell, more like a tingling in the back of my head - a
sour tingle.  It’s hard to describe.  That tingling hit
me hard as soon as I passed through the door and saw Monique
sitting on the chair next to her desk.

The teenage girl I
had come to interview turned slowly and fixed her brilliant emerald
eyes on me.  Probably her mother and sister behind me could
not see it, but I could see the reddish glow behind that green, one
of the signs of the demon-possessed.

Even worse, I knew
that the demon within her was aware of my true nature.

Calmly, she rose from
the chair, her hands clenching into fists, and faced me with legs
spread apart, as if bracing for a physical effort.  Suddenly,
almost too fast for even me to see, her hand whipped around and an
orange fireball laced with tiny white lightning streaks was
hurdling through air at my head! 

 


* * * *
* 

 


Perhaps I should back
up a little and explain how I came to be standing in a teenager’s
bedroom in a middle class suburban California home with a deadly
fireball flying at my human female form.

My name is Alex Zara,
at least to the humans.  My real name is Alcarzara.  I am
a demon (or demoness, if you wish to be precise).  Demons only
have one name.

And I was kicked out
of Hell.

And that, believe me,
is not easy to accomplish.

After a couple
thousand years of being an accepted, rule-abiding demon, it came to
the attention of certain powers that be down there, that I was
being too lenient with the humans I interfaced with on my
assignments.  Well, most of it was politics.  There’s
nothing like a pack of demons to stab each other in the back, as
deeply and often as possible.  And my enemies, they… 
Well, I might as well admit it, truth is, I was too lenient with
humans.  I guess I never was made of the right stuff to be a
demon.  I kept thinking about what they were feeling, and
questioning why I was doing these terrible things to them. 
Then it got to the point where I really didn’t want to go out on
assignment.

My kindly,
good-hearted nature finally bore fruit and I was dragged (in
chains, of course) before His Royal Highness Himself.  I
expected to be confined to Hell and never again to visit the world
where I was born and for which I still have a fond feeling. 
No longer giving me any assignments up there would mean spending
the rest of eternity in Hell.  And that, believe me, is not
very pleasant, even for a demon.  He might even demote me and
make me just another soul suffering eternal torment down
there.  Which would not please me at all.

We enjoy visiting
your world.  At least I do.  But not all demons were like
me.  I could hear some of the others chuckling in the
background, looking forward to my fate, but I dared not look
around.  When you are standing (well, sort of kneeling; those
chains were heavy) before Himself, you don’t take your eyes
away.

Then he lowered the
boom.  I was to be dragged to the gates and cast out of
Hell!  Which meant that I was condemned to spend the rest of
all time on the Earth, among humans.  Heaven would certainly
never welcome me in, after all.

I greeted this with
mixed feelings.  After two thousand years of doing evil deeds
and enjoying an elevated status in Hell, I was sort of used to
it.  I mean, like it was home, you know?  I even had a
few friends among the demons down here.  Yet, I also liked
being back up in the world of the living.  Maybe the hard part
would be that I would have no purpose.  I mean, I was out of a
job - sort of.  What would I do?  It wouldn’t be easy to
fit in up there.  No question I would have to keep my true
nature a secret.

Look, I’ll admit that
I wasn’t a very nice person when I was alive.  Truth is, I
lied, stole, drank alcohol, cursed, fornicated, kicked people when
they were down, and even murdered a few.  It was for the
murders that I was hanged (a most unpleasant experience, let me
tell you), and went immediately down to Hell.  I was such
excellent evil material, with a pretty good track record
established on Earth, that Himself made me a demon.  Not
everyone who goes to hell gets that privilege.  In fact,
damned few do.  (Yes, I know that was a pun).

Anyway, I’d lived for
twenty-three years as a human, but almost two thousand years as a
demon.  And I liked my demonic work - at least at first. 
And Hell had become a home to me, such as it is.  I enjoyed
the trips back to the land of the mortals to do spread evil and do
terrible things.  And, yes, I even possessed my share of
humans.  Taking over a person’s body is the best way we could
experience what it was like to be human again.  But our evil
natures prevented us from just enjoying the ride.  We had to
mess that person up.  I mean really, really screw up their
lives.  And I was very good at it.

But I guess people,
even demons, can change over time.  I began to feel for the
humans I was tormenting - the absolute worst thing a demon can
do.  It finally got so bad that I could hardly carry out
assignments.

So it was that a
couple of His private hench-demons dragged me over the rocky ground
and through the molten lava puddles, eventually ending up at the
gate.  There they removed the chains (by shooting laser blasts
at them, a technique that is rather painful to the chained one),
and picked me up as the Gatekeeper opened the passage to the upper
world.  As they held me above their heads, I took one last
look back and saw a few of my few, real friends standing there.
They had followed but dared not attempt to interfere.  I did
not blame them.  One simply does not go against His
wishes.  I had no desire to see them tossed out with me.

The strong arms flung
me through the gate, to be sucked up by those swirling shades of
crimson and orange and yellows, and tossed out the other side,
where I landed on a rocky hillside and bounced a couple times
before rolling to a halt.  Behind me, I could hear the gate
close with an indomitable thud.

Perhaps I should
explain a bit about my new status.  As a demon - well, former
demon - I was no longer a card-carrying official demon on His
Self’s Official Roster back in Hell.  Anyway, as a demon, I
could not be killed by most of those things that will kill a
human.  Like, if someone shot at me, it would hurt but it
would also heal very rapidly.  Besides, in my demon form, my
skin is very tough and most bullets will bounce off.  In my
human form, well, that’s another story.  A demon cannot be
strangled, drowned or poisoned.  Fire cannot hurt me, nor can
electricity.  And I will live forever.  Unless, of
course, someone does me in through one of the few ways that will
work.  You could blow me up with a few sticks of
dynamite.  A strong enough explosion to fragment the body will
do it.  And, being a creature from a fiery place, I am
susceptible to cold.  Too much cold and I slow right down to a
crawl.  A little more and I go into a very deep sleep, sort of
like hibernation.  Freeze me solid, and I can revive, provided
not too much time has passed.  Otherwise, it’s all over. 
Oh, and I think chopping my head off will do it too.  There
are limits to my healing processes.

Like humans, I have
to eat and drink.  Demons did, after all, start off as
humans.  I can’t really starve to death, but extreme hunger
can make me weak, interfere with my powers and make me very
grouchy.  Believe me, you don’t want to see a grouchy
demon.

On the positive side,
I still had some of my powers.  Even He could not take them
all away.  I can control fire to a great degree.  All
demons can.  I can influence people, transmit mental
suggestions that only the hardiest would be able to disobey. 
And I can merge into a human.  When that happens, I leave my
body behind and that part of me that you may call a spirit or a
soul can inhabit a human body.  That is what is called demonic
possession.  It is actually rather rare, but very real. 
I know.  There were many times, when I was a fully functional
and evil demon, that I did that to innocent people.  I’m not
proud of it now, but I was one nasty demon back then. 
Finally, I swore to myself that I would never, ever do that
again.  It is the meanest, most foul horror a demon can
inflict upon a human.  It was after all those hundreds of
years of feeling the terror and insanity I was bringing to people
that I began to wonder why I was doing it.  Eventually I
ceased.  Which is a good part of my downfall as a demon.

Oh, yes, and I can
shift back and forth between my human and demon form.  When I
am among humans, I try to stay in my human form.  Makes for
less hostile reactions from the natives.  One sight of my
demon form and they reach for the pitchforks, shotguns and anything
else they can get their hands on.  Or they run away in
absolute fear.  I always thought that I was rather good
looking - for a demon.  But I guess the humans don’t feel that
way.

So there I was,
walking across what seemed to be a very big desert, feeling the sun
beating down on my skin (that felt nice), getting hungry and
wondering how I could possible fit into a world that hated and
feared demons.  Hell, they hated and feared other humans just
because of some minor differences in skin color or shape of the
eyes or, even more stupid, because the other fellow believed
differently.  Stupid creatures!

It goes without
saying that I was going to have to be very careful among them.

At that point, I had
no idea what I was going to do.  Finding a source of food and
water was top priority, but after that I had no idea.  After
so many years of being evil, it would be strange to walk among
people with no assignment, no target for my evil nature.  It
might have been more fun if I were really a human again, but I was
not, and never could be.  I was a demon and always would
be.

I walked.  The
sun went down in a fiery display of gorgeous colors, and came up
the next morning with a fiery blast of heat.  Made me feel
right at home.

I walked.  More
or less in a straight line, I think.  Occasionally I looked
back at my footprints in the sand and corrected if they wandered a
bit.  Sand dunes came and went.  I stayed in my demon
form because my human form would have fried before long. 
Demons are a tough bunch for the most part.  I grew hungry and
thirsty.  Around the third day I began cursing Himself for
kicking me out of Hell.  Which is not as easy as it
sounds.  You can’t curse Him to fry in Hell as you can a
human.  You can’t say, “damn your eyes!” because they, along
with the rest of Him, were damned a long, long time ago.  So I
began making up situations to wish Him into.  Like being
frozen deep under the polar ice cap.  That would upset
Him.  Probably not kill Him; He’s much tougher than demons
even, but it would make Him feel uncomfortable.

On the fourth day I
found a dry riverbed.  After studying it for a while, I
decided that the water had flowed to the right, so I began
following it.  I recalled that all rivers flow either to a
city, a port or at least an ocean.  So, if you’re lost, just
follow a river.  The fact that this one looked as if it hadn’t
seen water in a few centuries made no difference.  I followed
it.

On the sixth day, I
noticed some clouds on the horizon.  Before, there had been
only sunny, bright, hot days - perfect for getting a tan but not so
good if you’re hungry and thirsty.  By then I was so grouchy
that I was kicking inoffensive rocks out of my way.

To make a long story
short - if it is not too late - I crossed some foothills and
suddenly came to an ocean.  Well, not too suddenly.  I
had been smelling it for quite a while, then hearing it before I
topped the last rise and saw the waves below and the dark blue
stretching off as far as the eye could see.

At that point there
were no signs of habitation, so I splashed into the waves to cool
off and then set about looking for something eatable.  I’m
sure there were delicious fish in that ocean, thousands of them
just looking at me and laughing because I had no way of catching
them.

I began following the
shore, heading north for lack of a better direction.  For the
first time since being kicked out of Hell, a tiny bit of good luck
came my way.  As the sun was setting, I came upon a small
cluster of homes, mostly mud brick huts indicative of poverty level
occupants.  Being several steps beyond grouchy, I simply
walked into the nearest one and scared the hell out of the family
there - if you’ll excuse a phrase humans often use.  They fled
out the back door, leaving me with their simple dinner spread out
on the table.

I ate all their food
and drank a good deal of the water I found in a jug.  It did
not bother me that I had deprived them of their supper.  I
had, after all, in exchange, given them a wonderful story to tell
their friends and neighbors.

Wandering back into
the desert, I curled up in some rocks and slept better than I had
since being expelled.  I did note that in the distance there
was some lights, indicating perhaps a town or port.  I would
find out the next day.

Early to bed and
early to rise, makes a demon healthy, wealthy and wise.  I
think that’s how the old saying goes.  Well, anyway, I made
off for the not too distant city as soon as the sun was peeking
above the horizon.

I had been doing a
lot of thinking as I walked the burning sands, and came to the
conclusion that I would have to find a way to fit in with
humans.  Which meant, among other things, I would have to stay
in my human form all the time, or at least never let anyone see my
demon form.  Okay, that was not too hard a task, but how was I
going to live?  I would need a place to live in - like an
apartment or palace or something.  And food, don’t forget
food.  The major problem is that I really couldn’t think of a
way to earn money to buy those things.

I could use my powers
to steal and force what I needed out of people, but upon reflection
that did not seem like a good idea.  If I were going to fit in
with people, I would have to act like one.  Use my demon
powers, and sooner or later someone would find out.

My first act in
becoming human again was to steal some clothes off a wash line
behind a house.  Demons, in case you don’t know, do not wear
clothes.  And my human form needed to be covered, so I simply
stole what I wanted.

Did I say that I
would make this a short story?  Not doing a very good job of
that, am I?  Okay.  I got some clothes, walked into town,
persuaded a couple men to give me all their money - I can influence
human minds, remember.  Then I found a room I could
rent.  I influenced some more men into parting with their hard
earned cash, and bought myself some much better looking
clothes.  Then I began looking around for a job.  Best I
could find was working as a barmaid.  In my human form, I am a
rather good looking woman.  Despite the fact that I’m over two
thousand years old, my human form is frozen as it was at the time
of my death.  That means that I’ll be twenty-three
forever.  I guess that part isn’t so bad.  Gosh, I could
have die in my old age and spent eternity hobbling around with a
cane and looking like a walking mass of wrinkles and gray hair.

The town, I came to
find out, was a small fishing village on the Mexican coast of Baja
California.  It is about three hundred miles from the US
border.  At least I knew where I was.

Anyway, my good looks
got me a job.  Now that was a strange experience, I can tell
you!  Even when I was alive, I rarely worked for a
living.  I either stole or let a man provide.  I was even
a temple virgin for a while, but was kicked out of that job when
they caught me lying on the altar with my legs spread wide while a
priest was giving me… ah, holy unction.  They didn’t kick him
out of the church - guess sexual prejudice worked even back
then.

I soon tired of
laying cheap whisky down, getting my ass pinched and patted, and
turning down a dozen propositions a night.  It’s not that I’m
against sex - never was.  But there is this little
problem.  I think I mentioned that when I’m under stress my
body automatically reverts to my demon form.  Yes, that
includes the kind of wonderful stress a woman feels during sexual
intercourse.  It would not be a good idea for men to suddenly
find themselves screwing a demon.  Might turn them off a
bit.  So I abstained, even though a few of the men were rather
good looking.

I saved up enough
money - well, okay, I “borrowed” most of it from men who would just
have spent it on strong drink and whores - and left that miserable
port city, making north for the land of opportunity:
California.

As I headed north on
a rattletrap old bus, wondering what I would do when I hit the good
old USA.  I guessed that I would have to get a job
again.  Of course, I had very little in the way of job skills:
mostly serving tequila and beer, and spreading evil and torment
across the land.

Getting into the USA
was not hard at all.  Every night, a small crowd of Mexicans
formed up on the south side of the border and wait for dark. 
Then they snuck across, wading the river, which is where they get
the name “Wetbacks” for illegal aliens.  I simply walked up to
the border and climbed over the fence, along with several dozen
others.

It was in San Diego
that I hit on the idea of a job that would suit me.  First
thing was to get an identity.  You have to have driver’s
license, and all other kinds of proof who you are to live in that
country.  I quickly found that you could purchase an
identity.  Apparently, thousands of people every week buy
themselves an identity, complete with driver’s license, birth
certificate and anything else you might need.  The price was a
little steep, but I simply “borrowed” the money.  Someday I’ll
have to get around to paying back all those men who loaned me money
even though they weren’t aware they were handing it over.  I
told myself that as soon as I established myself and earned my own
income, I would stop using my demon powers.

And what kind of a
job did I pick, you ask?  Well, one evening I was sitting
there is a very modest rented room and happened to turn on the
television.  Watching the mindless drivel that spills out of
that screen is not a common practice with me, but perhaps I was
guided to that particular show by fate.  On the screen,
looking handsome and powerful, was this square-jawed private
investigator.  The more I watched, the more that kind of job
appealed to me.  He got to drive around in a fast sports car,
drink the best scotch, shoot a lot of baddies, and bed down at
least one beautiful woman per show.

I might have to avoid
bedding down beautiful women, or beautiful men for that matter, but
the rest appealed to me.  It wasn’t the good scotch or the
fast car so much as it was the excitement of the job.  And, to
be honest, the fact that he was helping people.

Now that may sound
strange for a demon to be saying, but I sort of felt bad about all
those humans I had really shafted over the years.  I had been
one mean demon and messed up more than a few lives.  It can be
fun taking a clean, upstanding, deeply religious person and turning
him into foul-mouthed, mean bastard who speaks in tongues and
vomits all over his friends.  Well, fun if you are a
demon.

I guess I figured
that helping some people with their problems would sort of make up
for all the evil I had done.  Well, maybe.  Not that I
was bucking to get into Heaven, or anything like that.  For
all the evil I had done while I was alive, Heaven had slammed its
doors in my face and sent me down below.  If they knew what I
had done at His command, they would hurl lightning bolts instead of
just locking the Pearly Gates.

I moved up to Los
Angeles, a huge, sprawling mass of people and freeways a couple
hundred miles up the coast, and, using my false ID, I applied for a
private investigator’s license and set up shop.  I figured
there were so many people, some of them must need help and be
willing to pay for it.

Which finally brings
us up to where I was about to receive a fireball facial from a
demon-possessed teenager.
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