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Reviews from the Demonic

“Devastating prose that starts cynical and accidentally develops feelings. We watched a narrator betray himself in real-time.”

—Hell’s Quarterly Book Review

“The pacing seduces with cozy comfort then strikes with existential dread. Classic demonic narrative structure. Chef’s kiss of evil.”

—The Narrative Ambush Division

“A masterclass in unreliable narration where the narrator doesn’t realize he’s unreliable. We’re taking notes for future deceptions.”

—Hell’s Quarterly Book Review

“Each chapter claiming not to care contains seventeen instances of obviously caring. This mathematical precision of denial is art.”

—The Denial Analysis Bureau

“This book suggests evil’s greatest weakness is community theater and potlucks. Too realistic. Classifying as horror.”

—The Demonic Realism Movement

“The author convinced us that true evil is making someone attend village council meetings. We’re updating our torture manuals.”

—Hell’s Practical Applications Division

Reviews from the Divine

“The prose evolves from cynical detachment to grudging warmth without ever admitting it. Sublime emotional sleight of hand.”

—The Celestial Review of Books

“We’ve studied 10,000 redemption stories. This is the only one where the protagonist doesn’t realize he’s being redeemed.”

—The Narrative Redemption Archive

“The unreliable narrator’s reliability about being unreliable creates a paradox our theology department is still debating.”

—The Divine Paradox Reading Group

“This book proves that community newsletters are more powerful than holy water. We’re updating our field manuals.”

—The Practical Theology Division

“Making pickle organization emotionally significant while maintaining comedy is the finest balance since Creation itself.”

—The Divine Comedy Balance Committee

“Warning: This narrative structure has been classified as potentially consciousness-altering. Readers will believe in vegetable redemption.”

—The Heavenly Literary Safety Board







Prologue

OTHERWISE KNOWN AS: MY 444TH PERFORMANCE REVIEW

My journey towards retirement and my goat began with the final completion of my purpose: killing the Hero of Ages.

It was, I’ll admit, a rather involved process. After four hundred and forty-three performance reviews—well, deaths—I had finally perfected the optimal workflow. The hero’s party had excellent teamwork, but they hadn’t updated their playbook for several dozen incarnations. No need to fix a winning strategy, I suppose.

Unfortunately for the current hero, I knew exactly how this would unfold before it even began. I’d fought so many different heroes and their parties that I knew every possible combination of attack and defense they could think of. It didn’t mean I could always avoid them; it just meant I was very rarely surprised. And never more than once. They never remembered the past. I always did.

It was the only way to keep the eternal conflict balanced. After all, it wouldn’t be interesting if the hero always won. I started outnumbered but retained my memories. The hero never remembered but always had companions and the support of the mortals. This was the rule of the game.

Kael, the latest iteration of the Hero of Ages, drew my attention while the rest of his party channeled their magic, reset their skill cooldowns, or otherwise got ready to attack me with their best and greatest attacks. Perfectly by the book.

The paladin Ashur raised his blessed hammer, divine light crackling along its edges as he prepared to cast Holy Strike. Behind him, I caught a glimpse of their porter—Willem, I think his name was—cowering behind an obsidian pillar. Smart man. He’d survive this encounter, though not in the way he expected.

I was already moving.

This was the four hundred and forty-fourth time I had fought the hero and his companions. Four hundred and forty-three times I had watched variations of this sequence unfold. Ashur almost always opened with Holy Strike, not because it was tactically sound, but because paladins were creatures of rigid faith, and faith demanded certain rituals be observed.

I raised the obsidian shield I’d meticulously paid weapons runners to imbue with divine power and crafted specifically for this moment, taking Ashur’s strike head-on. The holy energy struck the divine-forged shield and scattered like light through a prism. Divine power couldn’t penetrate divine objects. Ashur’s eyes widened; this wasn’t in any of their battle plans. Besides, a paladin literally could not conceive of a demon wielding divine relics. It would be like… I don’t know, a snowman wearing a heat pack. Or a vampire carrying a sun lamp.

Except that’s exactly what I did.

It had taken me thirty-four deaths to learn how to counter that strike, and another fifty-five to perfect a divine shield I could wield, even if it did feel like I was holding liquid fire.

As Ashur overcommitted to his failed attack, my tail whipped around with practiced precision. The bone spikes punched through his blessed plate armor like it was parchment. He crumpled, divine light fading from his eyes.

“Ashur!” The thief Janus threw her poison vials in a perfect arc, the same arc other thieves had thrown them four hundred and forty-three times before.

I opened my maw and swallowed the poison whole, feeling it burn pleasantly down my throat. Demons of my caliber didn’t just resist poison. We metabolized it, improved it, made it our own. I spat the enhanced toxin back at her in a concentrated stream. The poison arced beautifully in the air and hit her square in the face.

Janus hit the obsidian floor convulsing. Thieves never learned that poisoning a Demon Overlord was an exercise in futility. Archdemons, maybe. Lesser demons, certainly. But never an overlord. I’d literally never died from a poison attack in all my reincarnations.

From behind his pillar, I heard Willem whimper. Poor fool. He’d only been hired—drafted, really, at sword point—last week to carry supplies. Wrong place, wrong time… Or perhaps exactly the right place at exactly the right time, from my perspective.

The mage Indras stepped back, staff already weaving patterns of elemental lightning. I’d seen this spell exactly four hundred and fifteen times. It had killed me at least sixty times.

This time, I caught the lightning in my claws.

The raw elemental energy fought against my grip, crackling and sparking, but I held it fast and spun it into a concentrated lance. Indras barely had time to scream a warning before I hurled it at the healer Gentira.

I’d learned to play with lightning on my four hundred and third death. It involved standing in a lot of thunderstorms holding an iron rod above my head. Painful, but effective.

Mages were tricky. They didn’t always try the same patterns of attack, so I didn’t have the benefit of consecutive repeated deaths by the same attack to learn from. And when each cycle of death and reincarnation could run anywhere from a decade to a century, even an immortal’s memory grew fuzzy. Indras’s choice of lightning this time was unfortunate. For him.

Gentira collapsed as the lightning struck her, her staff of renewal clattering uselessly beside her smoking corpse. I stepped deliberately on the fallen sage’s staff, grinding the blessed wood to splinters beneath my booted heel. Just in case, I kicked her twice to make sure she wasn’t playing dead. One hero had gotten me like that.

The sound Kael made wasn’t quite a roar, wasn’t quite a sob. Pure anguish, seasoned with righteous fury. His party, the people he’d loved and protected and led across countless battles, lay dead around my throne room. I wasn’t sure if he was dating the healer in this incarnation. Human mating rituals were confusing, and I’d long given up trying to understand them.

“For Alteria!” he screamed, and I felt the familiar surge of divine power as the Blade of Endings came alive in his hands. Why couldn’t heroes ever come up with better battle cries?

The Sundering. His ultimate technique. The attack that had killed me more times than any other.

Kael became a blur of motion and holy light, the Blade of Endings trailing silver fire as it carved through the air toward my heart. For three hundred and three iterations, I had tried to dodge this strike. Block it. Counter it. Disrupt it.

On thirty different occasions, I managed to kill the hero before he used his ultimate. Those times were fun. I got to dispense vengeance until another hero incarnation eventually managed to kill me. At some point, the Sundering always ended my life.

This time, I let it hit me instead of trying to counter.

I angled my body just so, guiding the blade with subtle movements of my claws. The Sundering struck true, but instead of piercing my heart, it slid between my ribs and lodged itself just above my primary core. Agonizing, yes. Fatal? Not quite.

Kael’s expression shifted from triumph to confusion as I grabbed the blade with both hands and pulled it deeper into my flesh, dragging him closer.

“Wasn’t sure I’d get it right this time,” I said, wrapping my claws around his throat. “Glad I don’t have to die for another try.”

He struggled, choking, his blessed gauntlets searing my scales where he clawed at my grip. Behind him, Indras raised his staff but hesitated. Any spell powerful enough to hurt me would incinerate the hero as well, and they were friends from birth.

I hurled Kael into his last remaining companion, sending them both sprawling. Then, with one savage jerk that tore a scream from my throat, I ripped the Blade of Endings free from my chest.

Demonic ichor steamed on the blessed steel as I drove it down through both hero and mage, pinning them to the obsidian floor like insects in a collection.

“You know, hero,” I said conversationally, watching the light fade from Kael’s eyes, “I’ll see you again soon enough. Your Divine One always brings you back.”

I looked around at the carnage, already planning. “But this time will be different. You’ll never find me again.”

For the next few minutes, I rearranged the bodies to suggest a more even battle. I scorched the walls with my breath, shattered a few pillars with my tail, scattered debris that suggested a truly cataclysmic confrontation. To be honest, I hadn’t been challenged this time. It had gotten easier with each cycle.

With one casual swipe of my tail, I knocked a chunk of obsidian into Willem’s head. The porter crumpled without a sound, unconscious but breathing. Perfect. I took care not to damage his face.

Finally, I was satisfied with my artistry.

Now came the difficult part.

I began to weave a spell of my own creation, a bastardization of Divine and Demonic magic that had taken me the last seventeen deaths to perfect. For twelve millennia, I had died to holy power and been reborn in hellfire. I had felt both energies tear through my essence, learned their fundamental natures through pain and repetition.

Divine magic sought to purify, to separate, to return things to their intended state. Demonic magic sought to corrupt, to merge, to transform things into something new and terrible.

Only someone who had been unmade and made by both forces, over and over, could understand how to weave them together.

The spell began as a whisper in languages that predated human speech. Divine light spiraled around my claws, silver and pure, while hellfire wreathed my horns in crimson tongues. The two energies fought each other, seeking to annihilate their opposite, but I held them in perfect tension.

Pain lanced through my essence as I began the transfer. Not the clean agony of a sword through the heart or the righteous burn of holy fire—this was the pain of existence itself being questioned.

My soul stretched like molten metal being hammered into a new shape. Each memory, each fragment of consciousness fought the compression into mortal flesh.

I turned my attention to Willem’s unconscious form. Such a small vessel to fit something that had terrorized kingdoms. His mind lay open before me like a simple book: memories of turnip farming, of saving copper coins for a milk goat he’d planned to name Bessie, of a mother who’d died of plague when he was twelve.

Simple sorrows, simple joys. A life measured in seasons and harvests rather than centuries and conquests.

Pathetic. Absolutely pathetic.

Willem had never wanted to hurt anyone. In twenty-seven years of existence, his greatest act of violence had been wringing a chicken’s neck for Sunday dinner at his father’s command, and he’d cried afterward. Cried over a chicken. He dreamed of nothing grander than a small plot of earth where things could grow instead of die, where he could create instead of destroy.

I nearly chose someone else. Anyone else. What kind of cosmic destroyer reduced himself to inhabiting a man whose greatest ambition was owning livestock?

But that was exactly the point, wasn’t it? No one would ever suspect Willem the porter of being anything more than Willem the porter. His very mediocrity was the perfect disguise.

And after four hundred and forty-four lifetimes of cosmic significance, of bearing the weight of prophecy and divine purpose…

Mediocrity was exactly what I wanted.

My essence compressed, my vast consciousness folding in on itself like origami made of starlight and shadow. Centuries of tactical knowledge, eons of magical theory, the weight of cosmic purpose—all of it crushed into the shape of a mortal mind.

The process felt like trying to pour an ocean into a teacup, but Willem’s simple desires were like a lodestone, and I used it to draw the disparate pieces of my being into alignment. Even as I was doing so, I was slightly impressed that even such insignificant things held such importance to this limited creature.

Garden. Home. Goat. Peace.

The thoughts repeated like a mantra as my demonic form began to collapse. I felt my physical body slump against the throne, scales already dulling as my essence abandoned it.

For one terrifying moment, I existed in both vessels simultaneously, looking at myself through my own fading eyes while experiencing Willem’s first breath as something infinitely more than human.

Then it was over.

One moment I was Galornus Prime, looking at Willem the porter. The next, I was looking through Willem’s eyes, staring at the corpse of the Demon Overlord, magnificent even in death.

His body—my body now—convulsed as it expanded to accommodate what I once was. Muscles strengthened without growing larger. Bones hardened while remaining the same size. His mind bloomed with new capacity, room for memories that spanned millennia, space for magical knowledge that could reshape reality.

In a moment of spontaneity, I kept a kernel of Willem’s essential nature and memories unchanged and locked it in a tiny fragment. The part of him that loved growing things, that wanted nothing more than to tend a garden and perhaps own a goat, that stayed pure and untouched in a corner of my mind. I figured that it might be useful as a reference point when I went out into the world as a common nobody.

When the transformation completed, I pushed myself up on unfamiliar human hands and surveyed my masterwork with satisfaction. The scene told a clear story: the hero and his party had defeated Galornus Prime, Demon Overlord of Alteria, and perished in the process. A mutual destruction that ended the age of war.

Only Willem the porter had survived, unconscious in the corner with a massive bruise on his head.

I flexed my new fingers, marveling at their smallness, their calluses from honest work. I could still level mountains if I chose. I could still command legions of the damned. But for the first time in centuries, I found myself genuinely curious about what turnips tasted like when you grew them yourself.

It was merely intellectual curiosity, of course. Nothing more.

When the first human soldiers burst into the throne room an hour later, that’s exactly what they found. The dead Demon Overlord and a pathetic porter unconscious in a corner.

Word went out that very night, and all Alteria celebrated. Galornus Prime the Demon Overlord was dead. The war was over.

Willem, the humble porter conscripted to carry the hero’s supplies, was sent on his way with a bag of gold for his service. The Kings of Men were certain they would never see or hear from him again, and felt magnanimous that they hadn’t killed him outright for failing to give them a proper account of the hero’s final battle.

It was an act of mercy they would come to regret.

But I didn’t think about any of that as I whistled a happy tune on the road, debating whether the first animal for my farm should be a sheep or a goat like Willem dreamed. After four hundred and forty-four lifetimes of war, I had finally found a way to win.

Not through conquest.

Through retirement.







Chapter 1

THE ABSURDITY OF BIPEDAL LOCOMOTION

My commitment to anything I tried had always been one of my greatest strengths.

While this was true of all magic users, I carried that commitment to entirely new levels of brilliance. It enabled me to live through four hundred and forty-three gruesome deaths without falling into insanity. Well, more accurately, it enabled me to regain what passed for my sense of sanity now after I lost my mind upon my sixtieth death. I’d certainly spent a number of my reincarnations as nothing more than a mindless mass of death and destruction without any purpose beyond hate and confusion.

Magic is bound to one’s core sense of self and purpose. I’d learned that during my thirty-seventh death (or was it the seventy-third?), the one with where a particularly powerful and idealistic hero had tried to redeem me with theology and faith. He’d pursued me across the continent with idealism. It was the first time (but not the last) a hero had chased me with a scroll rather than a sword. Those wars usually ended with my sanity as the major casualty. My conclusion that time was that the human definition of divinity and demonic, of Good and Evil, was a fundamentally flawed construct.

It really didn’t matter what type of magic you wielded. What mattered was your intent.

That’s how I’d finally managed to wield both Demonic energies and Divine power simultaneously. My goal was to create by destroying. I was going to preserve the lives of untold billions by annihilating the role of the Demon Overlord forever.

My purpose aligned with both divine preservation and demonic transformation. I believed it with every fiber of my being.

Which was why I was currently walking along a dusty road like a common biped, developing what I could only describe as ouches on my feet.

Could I have used my power to teleport? Certainly. Could I have sprouted wings and flown? Without question. Could I have summoned a chariot pulled by hellhounds wreathed in flames? Yes. I’d done it thousands of times before. And stylishly.

But all magic is bound to one’s core sense of self and purpose. I was powerful because I never lied, not even to myself. Because when I committed to something, I committed.

I had committed to being Willem the porter. Willem walked. Therefore, I walked.

Simple. Logical. Agonizing.

My journey to Lower Middleton—yes, Lower Middleton, the armpit of the back end of nowhere—stretched three hundred and fifty miles. An eternity by foot. By my fourth hour of walking, I’d begun to understand why humans had invented so many words for suffering.

“Ow,” I said aloud, testing the word as my left boot found another sharp rock. It felt insufficient. “Ow ow ow ow ow.”

Better, but still lacking nuance. Perhaps I should invent new pain descriptors. Flizzark for the sharp shock of stepping on stones. Grumph for the dull ache spreading through my calves. Whispendale for whatever was happening to my lower back.

A merchant’s cart rumbled past, the driver giving me the universal nod of acknowledgment between travelers. I nodded back, then had to consciously stop myself from incinerating him when road dust billowed into my face.

Willem’s muscle memory wanted to wave. My muscle memory wanted to eviscerate. We compromised on a violent sneeze.

“Bless you!” the merchant called back cheerfully.

Bless me? Bless me?! I was a Demon Overlord. The Demon Overlord. Former Demon Overlord, I corrected myself. I could bless myself, thank you very much. Although technically, given my current divine-demonic hybrid nature, any blessing I gave myself might create a theological paradox that could—

No. Stop. Willem wouldn’t think about theological paradoxes. Willem would think about… What did aspiring farmers think about? Turnips?

I spotted the shadow of a succubus flying overhead. Rajani. She was definitely looking for me. Not all my former followers would believe that I was really dead. Being the Archbishop of Deception had its downsides. Every act I took could be interpreted as a devious plan of some sort.

I ducked into the trees to hide from her. Eviscerating the merchant was not worth discovery. I needed to be careful in retirement. One slip and either the Divine Order or the Armies of Hell would discover I was still alive.

Blending in would be critical. I couldn’t just be retired. I needed to think more… mortal… common. Hide blatantly in plain sight.

I tried imagining turnips as I walked. Root vegetables. Purple-white. Grew in dirt. Could be mashed, roasted, or fermented into surprisingly potent alcohol. I knew everything about alcohol. It was one of the few commonalities shared by the forces of Good and Evil.

If Rajani happened to look down at my pitiful human form and scan my surface thoughts, she would get a mind-full of turnips and dismiss me as irrelevant. I doubted she could conceive of Galornus Prime and turnip farmer in her wildest nightmare.

My feet hurt. This was novel. In my demonic form, I’d once tap-danced on molten lava for three days straight to mock a particularly pompous fire elemental. Now, simple leather boots on a dirt road produced sensations I could only describe as aggressive discomfort.

The afternoon sun beat down mercilessly. Sweat—actual mortal sweat—trickled down my back. In past lives I’d bathed in solar flares. Now, ordinary sunlight was making me feel like a slowly roasting turnip.

I’d retained my power, of course. My body had been reinforced to demonic standards. I could shatter mountains with a sneeze, part seas with a whistle, or rewrite local reality if I felt particularly motivated. But I’d deliberately kept human sensory input and basic anatomical responses.

If I wanted to blend in, I needed to react like them. The last thing I wanted was some busybody priest noticing that I didn’t blink, sweat, or use the bushes for necessary biological functions.

Those damned priests of the Divine Order. They’d been thorns in my side for centuries, meticulously recording every detail about my incarnations. No matter how thoroughly I’d tried to stomp them out during my periods of dominion, they always managed to preserve crucial information.

The worst incident was during my two hundred and third incarnation, when they’d encoded my allergy to blessed silver into a drinking song. Within a generation, every tavern from here to the Ice Wastes was bellowing:


	When the Demon Lord comes knocking,

	Don’t let him in!

	Throw silver spoons and forks at him,

	He’ll howl and hop and hiss and spin—

	That’s how the holy wars begin!

	So polish your grandmother’s candlesticks,

	And keep your silver close at hand,

	For the Demon Lord hates table tricks

	More than any divine command!



Idiotic doggerel, but effective. By my two hundred and fourth resurrection, every peasant hovel had strategic silver cutlery placed by the doors. Silver was harmful to lower-level demons.

To me it was more like a minor allergy.

My ruminations were interrupted by another cart passing, this one loaded with cabbages. The smell hit me like a physical force. When had I become able to differentiate between fresh cabbage and slightly wilted cabbage? This level of olfactory detail was both fascinating and mildly disturbing.

“Evening, traveler!” the cabbage merchant called. “Need a ride? You look about done in!”

I was about to respond with something cutting about his presumption when I realized he was right. I was done in. My legs shook. My back screamed. My feet had developed what I believed humans called hot spots, the precursors to blisters.

Blisters. Me. The being who’d once arm-wrestled the concept of Entropy itself to a draw.

“Thank you,” I heard myself croak, “but I’ll manage.”

Foolish pride
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