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 Denny McGuire thought he had died and gone to heaven. Not literally of course, but maybe in some out of body experience. OK, it was only a bookstore, but one like he'd only dreamed of ever finding. This beauty had three levels, and each niche and odd hallway was lined with jerry-rigged bookshelves crammed full of books. From the smell of the place, old books. That smell of old paper, bindings and ink, made Denny think of exploring the Amazon, or King Tut's tomb, or an old witch's house (which is sort of what the bookstore reminded him of).


This place was not in any of the bookstore directories, neither the old fashioned paper phone books, nor the modern on-line super-directories. Denny knew it wasn't in any of them, because Denny was a geek, a book-worm, a complete and unrepentant nerd who had searched the directories to the point of near memorization. No, Denny was sure, this place was in no directory.


He had thought it was his bad luck when, driving through this part of old town, the two cars in front of him had a fender bender when the first had slammed on its brakes instead of gunning through the yellow light. The one behind had, unfortunately, gunned for the yellow. He had cursed his boss for making him stay late to finish up the last modules of his code. If it hadn't been for that, he would have beaten the heavy traffic through old town, and the resultant crash, and would have been home in a timely fashion to begin his evening's reading session. Because of the narrow streets in old town, he had been stuck behind the accident until the police came, sorted things out and directed the owners to move their vehicles out of the way. As Denny drove past the idiots involved in the collision, he wanted to give them the bird finger for not pulling off the narrow road to allow other cars to pass. He never would of course. Being rude to other people, even if he wanted to, was not in Denny's character. He was a nerd, through and through, and nerds were passive creatures who would never do anything like flipping somebody off. He thought about doing it though, and thought about seeing the shock on the woman's face. A woman driver, of course, and chuckled to himself for his black humor. As he turned to look at her through his side window, he saw the old three story mansion behind the crumpled front bumper of the woman's car.


Many of the mansions in this part of old town had been converted into upscale shops. There were the mandatory antique stores, of course, and nick-knack stores stuffed with expensive junk. He knew there was a leather works shop along here somewhere - he'd bought a very nice leather sofa from the place a couple of years back. Knowing this area, at least a little, was why his heart had skipped a beat with surprise and delight when he saw the sign over the mansion's door – Demon's Used Books. No, Damon's Used Books. He looked again. Yes, Damon's Used Books. He had already passed the turn in, but circled the block and pulled into the small parking area of Damon's Used Books just as the last light of the late October's sunshine faded from the sky.


He had pushed the front door open, and a small counter area, with a flat screen monitor, a cash register, and a thirty something year old woman greeted him. His eyes noticed the woman's face, pretty, but something inside his head said “librarian” and he turned his attention to the books. Denny had seen his share of book stores, both the mega-chain types like Borders and Barnes and Nobles, and the quickly disappearing used type. But never had any bookstore excited the feeling of adventure and exploration like Demon's Used Books. No, Damon's Used Books. He chuckled his nerds chuckle and began to make his way to the books.


“Can I help you, sir?” asked the woman behind the counter. It was probably Damon's wife thought Denny. Used bookstore owners usually kept the business in the family.


“No,” said Denny, “I just saw your place and thought I'd come in and browse for a bit.” He turned back to head into the shop. 


“We close in half an hour.” said the woman.


Denny glanced at his watch, and again cursed his boss. It was 6:33. If he had left work on time, he would have had time to browse at his leisure for a couple of hours. And this place, thought Denny, would need more than one session of multi-hour browsing.


He made his way around a bookshelf constructed of bare wooden planks, six feet long, stacked on top of red bricks. There were five levels of this impromptu construction, and it didn't look too steady to Denny, but he didn't care. What concerned him were the various sized books populating the shelves. He counted the number of books on the shelf at eye level. One, two, three...forty five, forty six. He rounded up to fifty per shelf, times five shelves...comes out to around two hundred fifty books. To the right of this bookshelf was a narrow isle, maybe three feet wide. He leaned in that direction and saw, to his joy, that there were at least a dozen more add-hoc bookshelves on each side of the walkway. His glee would have overcome him, right then and there, had it not been - he glanced at his watch again - 6:47. 


Abandoning his desire to count more books, he climbed a wrought-iron circular stair case leading up to the next level of the old house. The lighting up here was not good, he noticed. It was probably dim in the broad daylight, but in the evening he would need a flashlight to read some of the titles that were tucked back into the aisle ends.


It was now 6:54, and he thought he'd quickly check out the basement area of the bookstore. He descended the winding staircase, gave the glaring cashier a shoulder shrug as she tapped her watch, and then found a barren brick stairway leading down. The musty smell of old books was powerful as he emerged into the basement level. The passageway leaving the stairwell must have continued on for what looked like several hundred feet. How could that be, thought Denny. That would put the farthest bookshelves on the other side of the street. He began to walk towards the far end of the isle, his awe and excitement growing as he passed each of the small aisles leading off into wonderlands of adventure, exploration and ... danger, he felt. No, that was just his geekish imagination getting the best of him in his excitement. Still, the desire to leave the bookstore tugged at the nerd center of his brain (again a small laugh at his lame humor) and he decided it would be best to go. It was now 6:58 anyway, and Damon's Used Books was closing in two minutes. He turned, walked past several connecting aisles and was about to step into the stairwell, when an old woman's voice stopped him.


“You're welcome to stay. I know you want to explore the books.”


Denny turned back and saw a thin woman well advanced in age, carrying an armload of books. She was leaving one of the aisles he had just passed. He must have been looking down the opposite aisle from where she was when he had passed. He just started to wonder how he had missed her on the way in, when she said, “With some people, you can just tell, can't you?”


“Tell what?” asked Denny.


“Oh, you know. Tell that books hold a special place, an almost magical place, in their hearts and  heads.” 


She looked him directly in the eyes, her vivid green eyes never looking away, and Denny wondered if in her younger days, men had found those green eyes attractive.


“Yes, they found them attractive,” she said, “and, you're one of those people who love books as much as life itself. I'm right, isn't that so?”


Denny nodded, wondering how she could know his question about her eyes. Then a feeling of needing to leave and of danger crawled over him. It wasn't from this frail old woman, but rather from the books themselves. The woman was right in some ways. He did love books, and while he loved life more (or so he told himself), there were few other things that he loved more. He attempted to list those few items, and when nothing came to mind right away, the woman placed the books on the floor and stretched her old back. Several of the vertebrae popped like a prize fighter cracking his knuckles.


“Like I said, you can stay for awhile if you like. Damon likes me to stay until 10:00 or so, and he won't mind -” she paused, then said, “I mean I won't mind, if you'd like to take some time and look around, proper like.”


Denny both did and did not want to stay. “Is Damon here?” he asked.


“Oh, yes, he's here somewhere” said the old woman, “Damon is always here. I don't think he ever leaves.” She saw the uncomfortable look on Denny's face, and added a small laugh, but it did nothing to soothe the feeling of entrapment that had overcome him, like what a rat must feel when cornered by a snake . He thought it would be best if he left now...but...but the part of him that loved books, the geek in him, proved stronger than the sensible part of him, and he stayed.


Knowing that he had three hours, he decided to evenly split his time and explore each of the floors for an hour.


He started upstairs, where he found a light switch that brought to life one dim bulb hanging in the low ceiling. It must have been a 40 watt because it didn't help much; the corners were still dark and Denny had trouble reading some of the titles, but it was better than nothing. Most of the books on this floor were arranged into categories, as most books stores were, but there were frequent piles of books seemingly tossed at random into small, crumbling pyramids of pages. Denny didn't have time now to look through these unorganized heaps, but felt certain that he would find treasures within them. Some other day, he told himself.


His watch alarm gave three short beeps to alert him that his hour on the top floor had passed. He  wasn't even a tenth of the way through his exploration, yet he forced himself to descend to the main floor. The librarian was no longer at the counter, and the CLOSED sign was facing outward to notify late book shoppers that they were too late. 


He spent his hour on the main floor carefully turning the pages of a number of books with titles such as 'The Salem Witch Trials', 'Witchcraft', 'Black Magic', 'Voodoo' and 'The Occult'. All of the books he looked through were old, some published as early as the 1700s. All were appropriate titles for the upcoming Halloween season, he reasoned. Before he had even finished his browsing of 'The failings of White Sorcery', his watch alarm was again beeping.


At 9:00 sharp, Denny made his way down into what he thought of as the dungeon. The odd feeling of being trapped here caused goose-bumps to pop out along his back and arms. In his excitement, he gave the feeling no second thought. He knew he would need several days to completely explore the vast quantities of books aligned in the basement level, and he wanted to use his remaining hour to find a book that would keep him up for the next few nights. 


He would never admit it to anyone, especially none of his co-workers, even though he suspected they did it too, but he loved to scare himself during the Halloween season by reading scary books with nothing more than a candle for lighting. Yes, he knew the open flame was a little bit dangerous, but that enhanced the  thrill of the fear working its way through his system. He always arrived at work on the mornings after these scare session feeling better than ever, even given his lack of sleep. Nerds were accustomed to late night coding sessions anyway, so the late night reading sessions were nothing that unusual. The fear that could be generated from these sessions, however, was unusual. Even though Denny knew intellectually that the stories in the books were not real, his mind would go into what authors called suspension of disbelief. The mind would set aside the absurdities of the story in order to be entertained. The brain would believe, in some sense, that magic did indeed exist, that Demons roamed the world in search of prey, and that Faster than Light Travel would deposit a battle cruiser several star systems away in the blink of an eye. Every book lover was an expert at this technique, but for Denny, it went farther than that, as he was more than just a book lover. He was obsessed with books, and correspondingly, his ability to suspend disbelief was also obsessive.


In order to feed that obsession, Denny wanted something extra creepy this year for his candle-light scare sessions. He would need some help in order to find the right book in the hour that remained. He walked down the narrow aisle that ran from the stairwell to the far wall, a hundred feet away. As he passed each of the connecting aisles leading off at right angles, he slowed, and looked both ways; he didn't want to miss the old woman as he had done earlier.


He found her stooped over a bottom shelve, painstakingly arranging a row of books that she took from a large box on the floor nearby. Her right ankle was enclosed with what looked to Denny to be shackles and a small silver chain. The old woman saw where his gaze fell, and pulled down her plain slacks to cover her ankle, and then asked if she could help him.


“Yeah, I wanted to take something home to night, something to help me get into the Halloween mood.”


“What do you have in mind?” she asked.


Denny had been thinking of what he wanted this year, and was ready with a reply. “Monsters,” he said.


“Monsters, eh” she said and looked towards the ceiling and put her right forefinger to her chin in a posture of exaggerated contemplation. After a moments thought, she said, “Damon does keep a section on mythological and medieval monsters.” Denny began to say that would do, but the old woman continued. “Most of the books in that section are attempted scholarly works, so I don't know how entertaining they would be for your scare ses...” She stopped. “For your reading sessions” she finished. Denny could have sworn that she knew about his secret scare sessions, but that would be impossible. He had never seen this woman before, and she, likewise had never met him before this very evening.


She stood, and with a slight limp that appeared to hamper her right leg, led him past several aisles until finally coming to a section of books with Halloween decorations adorning the shelves. There were black cats, witches on brooms, and pumpkins and ghosts. 


The old woman passed her finger over the spines of several books, before coming to a brightly colored yellow book. Denny immediately knew what it must be. The yellow 'For Dummies' series made so popular over the last decade. There was 'Computers For Dummies', 'Poker For Dummies', 'Religion For Dummies', and 'Cooking For Dummies'.  There was 'The Internet For Dummies', 'Real Estate For Dummies', 'Dogs For Dummies', and even 'Sex For Dummies'. Denny always thought you must really be a bona fide Dummy if you needed a book for that. The list of titles in the Dummies series must number in the hundreds, if not the thousands.


The old woman pulled out and handed the yellow book to Denny. He grudgingly took it, and read the title. 'Monsters For Dummies'. What an original title he thought. He opened it to the table of contents and scanned the chapters. 'Monsters that Scared Cavemen', 'Greek Monsters', 'Medieval Monsters', etc, etc. 


“No,” said Denny, “I was hoping for something a little...I don't know...scarier.”


The old woman looked at Denny, then cocking her head slightly to the side asked, “How scared do you want to be?”


“Really scared.” Denny wanted this year to be something special.


“Are you sure?” she said. “Because I think Damon might have a book that will scare the flesh off your bones, if you're up to it. I mean, really up to it.”


“I'm up for it,” said Denny, although he felt a pull in his gut that told him that, in fact, he may not be up for it. He pushed the feeling aside and said, “If you could check on that book, I'd really appreciate it.”


She noticed his slight hesitation. “On second thought, I think that you should stick to 'Monsters For Dummies'-” She was about to go on, but Denny cut her off.


“No,” he almost shouted. “I want to try the other book. I'm OK, really. I've read lots of books – hundreds of books, probably thousands of books. There hasn't been one that I couldn't handle. So, I'm not worried that a scary book from Damon's Used Books is going to turn me into a fraidy cat.”


“You should be,” was all she said. 


After looking at Denny for what seemed like an hour, but was probably only thirty seconds or so, she finally said, “Wait here” and disappeared down the narrow aisle.


Denny felt like he had made a mistake, as if his last chance to escape the feeling of being trapped like a wild animal had just slipped away. Well, at least he would be trapped with a good book, he thought.


After ten or twelve minutes, the old woman returned with a ragged book that looked as if it belonged in the dumpster, not in a book store. Its binding was surely broken, thought Denny, and he would have to get out the handy duct tape to hold it together while he read for the next few nights. She held it out to him, and he noticed faded markings on the worn cover. The corners could hardly be called corners, they were worn away so much. She just stood there with the book outstretched in her hand and waited until he took it from her before explaining its appearance.


“You know the old saying about not judge-” she began.


“Not judging a book by its cover,” finished Denny.


“Well, in this case its not true.”


Denny's eyes widened in surprise. Wasn't that blasphemy, he wondered, to actually go against such a wonderful saying. “What do you mean,” he asked.


She looked behind her, as if expecting to see someone in the shadows of the bookshelves. Denny looked as well, but saw no one.


“Look, you seem like a nice young man, so I'm telling you that you really should judge this book by its cover. Its a dirty, grimy, evil book, and you'd be better off by purchasing the Dummies book and going home. Damon would be upset with me if he knew I was telling you this, but I really think you should pass on this book, and look for something a little less strange.”


Her words swelled the fires of delight in Denny's heart, and he wanted the book more than ever. Then a look of doubt swept over his pudgy face, and he said, “If you're trying to warn me off, why did you even bring up the fact that it existed in the first place?”


The old woman cast her eyes down to the floor, but still managed to say clearly, “When you first came in, I just saw another sale. I get bonuses for moving big ticket items, like this book. But, like I said before, you seem like a nice man, and I don't want you to get hurt.”


“Get hurt? How? By reading this book? I really wouldn't worry about it if I were you. I'll be fine. I just want a little Halloween action, that's all.”


The old woman took a step toward him, and Denny could have sworn that he heard the rattle of a chain, but when he looked down, he saw nothing. The old woman leaned close and whispered, “Look, if you buy this book, and start to read it, you won't be able to stop until you've read every last word.”


If the old woman was trying to dissuade him from buying the book, she was going about it all the wrong way, thought Denny. Her attempted dissuasion was only making him want the book all the more. 


He opened the front binding, which was literally hanging by several threads. There was no publishing information page, only the title page with one word in large bold letters:

Demonomicon


His heart was pounding, whether from excitement or fear, he could not tell. 


“How much is it?”


“Everything you have to give,” said the old woman.


“I don't understand. I can't give you everything I own for just one book, no matter how great it may be.”


“There will be no monetary cost. Compliments of Damon.”


Denny didn't understand, but he accepted the book nonetheless. He wished the old woman a good night, and left Damon's Used Books with a treasure in his hands, he just knew it.


He drove home in a state of anticipation and dread, the two emotions curiously mixed like a potion of mind control. He arrived home, ate a quick meal, and changed into his comfortable sweat pants and a tee shirt. He gathered up a large candle, one carefully stored from last Halloween, and turned off all the lights in the house except the reading lamp by his bed. He lit the candle and placed it on the night stand, then turned off the sole remaining electric light.


The shadows cast by the wavering candle flame were what gave Denny the biggest thrill of this ritual. They flicked across the walls, never remaining still for more than a second or two, and then they were transformed into another dark shape - a vampire, a ghost or a demon spirit form the pits of Hell. 


He hoped the book would be as good as the old woman made it out to be. She had tried to talk him out of taking the book, but he still felt like there was some evil trick involved. Well, he thought, Damon had given him the book for free, so even if it turned out to be not to his liking, he could always take it back. Or not. Whichever he decided. Better to not jump to conclusions, he warned himself. Read the book first, then decide. With that in mind, he opened the book, careful not to let the front binding fall off, and re-read the title page. Demonomicon. Obviously a book about demons. He knew about the famous fictional book, The Necronomicon, the ultimate book of evil featured in several of H.P. Lovecraft's stories. That book was so evil, it would drive people insane just from reading it. If only his Demonomicon could be so wonderful! The place in his heart where his pure geekiness lived, gave a shudder of pleasure, and he chuckled to himself. 


He turned the page and began to read.


Ye Seeker of profane knowledge, thou must acknowledge before the gods in heaven, the rulers of the Nine Hells and the conquerors of the Abyss, that thou readest this work of thy own free will and volition, and that no coercion is being used to force thee to read the following words, that thou doest it freely and willingly, and that thou accepts all consequences incurred from the receipt of said knowledge.


Denny knew this book would be the best scare he had given himself in many years. Any book that started with such a hokey statement was sure to be good. Just to get into the act more fully, he mockingly raised his right arm to the square, and avowed that he read the words of the book of his own free will.


As he finished his statement, a cold draft fluttered through his room, tickling the candle's flame just shy of the point of it being extinguished. His skin quavered under the draft's dark influence, almost as if he had been lowered into a pit of cold, heavy smoke. For a moment, he felt sure that he would turn the electric light back on, but he was too chilled to get out of his warm spot in the bed.


Now he worried that the book, or something more terrible, took his oath as a binding contract, and not merely as the jest he intended it to be. He was loath to touch the book,  to turn its pages, and to begin his journey into the land of demons. The place inside himself that loved the adventure of books, however, had no such fears, and it now raised its hand, and turned the page.


Instantly, Denny was dragged into a smoking chamber where he knew that blood ran freely, that flesh was ripped and shredded, and that minds reeled with despair. He was lying on his back, on something hard and cold, and his arms and legs were constrained by some mechanism which did not allow him to move them in the slightest. He attempted to raise his head and look at his bindings, but his head was also firmly held in place, and he could neither move it up or down, nor to the left or right. Now that he concentrated, he felt a cold, smooth tightness running across his forehead, anchoring it as securely as any two ton boat anchor ever could.


His eyes were not held, however, and he scanned what he could of the chamber. It was dim, with shadows dancing among the corners, yet not entirely black. He could see dark stains on the walls to his sides as well as towards his feet. His feet, he noticed, were naked, as well as his legs, and chest. He let his senses feel the rest of his body, and he was certain that he was entirely naked. Naked and bound. His nose caught the stench of something dead, or perhaps alive, but gangrenous. Where was he? As if in answer to his question, a low, guttural voice assaulted his ears. 



“I am Flesh Scraper, lowest of demons. I will be your first mentor. If you survive my tutelage, you will be instructed by others of my kind – others who will gleefully impart the knowledge you seek.” The unseen being then laughed a dark laugh, more like the howling of a hyena than a laugh, but it made the skin over his entire body tremble.


“Where am I?” asked Denny in a small voice. “Who are -”


“SILENCE! You bag of flesh!” screamed the voice. 


The instant the booming voice died, Denny felt the horrifying sting of something sharp and jagged across his chest. He screamed.


“Do not address me again, fool. I am not your nanny, put here to coddle you like a whimpering child. I instruct with the whip, the scourge, and the cat-o-nine tales!” With that, the being began the flogging, throughout which, Denny screamed the entire time. 

* * * * * 


Denny awoke from terrible dreams, and saw the book from Damon's Used Books lying open across his blanket covered legs. The candle on the nightstand was nothing but a solidified pool of wax. He must have fallen asleep while reading last night - if sleep was what he had done. He felt miserable. His body ached to the bone. His muscles twitched with agony, and his skin felt as if he had been caught in a violent sandstorm wearing no more protection than what he had been born with.


It all came back to his mind in a rush of hot agony and terror. He had been scourged to death -  except he had not died. He remembered begging for the torture to end, then begging for his life to end. He recalled how he had been certain that one more stripe would send him to blissful unconsciousness and death, but with the next stripe, came not relief, but agony. Oh the agony!


He looked at the book again, and a terrible weight fell on his chest, forcing him back onto his pillow. His breath was shallow and rapid, and a mind splitting headache settled into the center of his forehead. Something terrifying had happened to him last night, but certainly the dream couldn't be true, could it? Here he was alive and whole – in the worst pain of his entire life, true, but not torn to shreds as he would have been had the horrific flogging been a reality. He kicked the book off of his legs and onto the floor, afraid to touch the thing with his bare flesh, even now in the broad daylight of morning.


Morning, he thought. What time was it? He had to get to work or his boss would come unglued. He sat up, and the pain pulsed throughout his body, like the surge of electricity running along a copper cable. He let out a groan and carefully lowered himself back down. He would have to call in sick today. He must have the flu. Yes, the flu, that was it. He felt his forehead with the back of one hand, and convinced himself that he was running a fever. A small, warm spark of relief began to grow in his chest. He had a fever, and that is why he had dreamed the nightmare of being flogged by the demon. He had been reading the Demonomicon, and his fevered mind had conjured up the demon task master, Flesh Scraper. He shuddered at the remembrance of that name, but forced himself out of bed and to the medicine cabinet. He took the maximum dose of cold and flu relief, and then, swallowed three extra Tylenol to be on the safe side. 


The reflection in the mirror startled him with its sagging around the eyes, the sallow look of the skin, and the furtive glances of fear that played across the face. Could it be his face? He touched his cheek, and the reflection confirmed that it was indeed his face. He struggled back to bed, where he picked up the phone on the nightstand and called in sick.


Denny stayed in bed the entire day, except for the occasional bathroom and food break. As the day wore on, he found himself thinking of the Demonomicon. He tried to put the book out of his mind, but just when he thought he had banished the thought of it, he suddenly found himself thinking that he was now on chapter, or section two. He felt his head again for fever, and not able to tell whether he was hot or not, went on thinking about his nightly reading session.


As night descended, he arose and fetched another candle. He cursed his weakness, but it was as if he literally could not control his own body. And even though that body still ached with every move, he lit the candle, turned off the electric lights, picked the book off the floor, and settled into bed for his next session with the demons.


He opened directly to where his last session had ended, and again was pulled through a space into a previously unknown room. This time he sat in a comfortable chair. Before him was a large dinning table, fifty or sixty feet long (at least that was as far as the eyes in his bound head could perceive) and covered with every imaginable food he had ever seen, and many he had not. His arms, legs and head were again bound; struggle as he might, he could do nothing to escape. Unlike the shadowy torture chamber from the night before, the dinning room was brightly lit with an unnatural illumination that seemed to be centered nowhere, yet glowed everywhere.


The voice that he hoped would not come hissed into his right ear.


“I am The Gut of Gluttony,” said the voice, and Denny formed a picture in his mind of this demon as a large snake, with a hinged mouth so gargantuan that it could swallow the entire world. 


“I will teach you of the pleasures...and the miseries...of over-indulgence.”


Remembering the previous night, Denny was hesitant to speak, but he had to know what was happening to him, so he opened his mouth and spoke. “Why am I here?” 



A low, hissing chuckle now filled his left ear. “Why, to eat, my dear fellow. To eat, and eat, and eat.”


Thin, yet powerful, reptilian fingers, forced their way between his teeth. He clamped down his jaw muscles as hard as he could, but the fingers found their way into his mouth, spread his jaw, and began forcing a twenty four inch Italian sausage down his throat. Denny gagged and thought he would vomit, but the voice told him to breath through his nose, and when he did this, the sausage slid down with no more trouble. Twenty three sausages followed. Next came a large loaf of French bread, slathered in garlic butter, then eleven of the loaf's brothers. These were followed by forty eight bananas, peals and all. Then came three dozen steaks -  some cooked medium well, some rare, some raw. The table was not stocked with food only; drink abounded as well. The reptile demon forced Denny to drink, first, five gallons of a red wine, so sweet that is was sickening. Denny could not endure more, and held his mouth shut tight, but the demon pinched his nostrils closed until he had no choice but to open his mouth for breath, at which time the demon poured another five gallons of milk down his throat, followed by five gallons of beer, then five gallons of apple cider.


“Don't worry,” hissed the demon, “desert will follow, but we must first eat a properly balanced meal.”


Denny's stomach was so engorged, that he thought it would burst if one more drop went in. The pain was intense, and though focused on his stomach, it began to spread outwards, like a poisonous wave rippling its way across a pond.


That night, Denny endured vegetables, fruits, meats, nuts, beetles. Fowls, fish, creatures from both below and above ground. Mushrooms, algae, lichen; rotten smelling cabbage, fine smelling pasta. On and on he ate. Then came the desert, and Denny begged, and screamed for it to stop. But stop it did not. Cakes, pies and puddings, in quantities to feed an army on the move were forced, stuffed, poured and shoved down Denny's gaping, screaming mouth. 

* * * * * 


The next morning, Denny awoke, exploded out of his bed (knocking the book that was on his legs to the floor), and rushed to the bathroom where he purged himself of the black and vile contents of his enormous stomach.


As soon as he was able to dress, he folded the book in a plastic bag, careful not to touch it with his bare hands. He thought he noticed the ghostly outline of a shackle and small chain around his right ankle, but brushed it aside as an after effect of the vomiting. Even though his stomach and bowels were on the verge of explosive rebellion, he drove to Damon's Used Books. Doubled over in pain, he made his way into the used book store, and seeing the librarian-like attendant, slammed the plastic wrapped Demonomicon onto the counter.


“Here's your damned book! Take it and burn it, before someone else takes an interest in it.” As he left the old mansion/used book store, the librarian called out that there were no returns on books bought at Damon's.


Denny turned, with a hateful glee in his eye. “Aha! I didn't buy the book. It was given to me gratis, so I'm not returning a purchased book, just returning an ill-gotten gift.” He turned, and despite the pain in his lower abdomen, stood straight, and marched out of the store.


All day long, Denny could think of nothing but continuing with the accursed book. He begged the part of him that longed to read, to please, PLEASE, stop. That part of him however, laughed, and trembled with futility, for it knew that it could not stop, not until every last word of the Demonomicon had been read, absorbed, and experienced. He had sworn, after all, that he chose to read by his own free will.


At 9:45 p.m., Denny pulled into the parking lot of Damon's Used Books for the second time that day. He had fought the entire day, but in the end, had succumbed to the commanding pressure to fetch the book and continue reading. The CLOSED sign was in the window, but he knew that the old woman would be waiting for him.


He found her in the basement section, sorting books. Apparently, Damon had an endless supply for her to carry, sort and stack. She grinned at him, and said, “I told you that you wouldn't be able to put it down once you started. It's quite the page turner, isn't it?”


“Go to hell,” he said, trembling with rage.


“Already there,” said the old woman, and held out the battered copy of the Demonomicon.


That night, the demon named The Suffering of the Damned instructed Denny in the exquisite art of slow torture. Every part of his body, mind, and soul was wracked with the most terrible agony that Denny had ever experienced; more painful and cruel than what Denny thought his body, his mind, his soul could endure without being snuffed out of existence. Unfortunately, he remained very much in existence, and screamed during every minute of it.


The next night, he opened the book, read, and met the demon Soul Crusher. The following night, the demon Bloody Armageddon. Night after horrible night, Denny read and the demons parted with their cruel knowledge, practicing their devilish specialty on the body, intellect, and spirit of the  man who once thought of himself as a bookworm. Now, if he thought of anything other than the dreaded Demonomicon, he thought of himself as a prisoner in Hell.


When he thought he could no longer go on, thought that he would end his miserable existence rather than spend another night with the demon book, he took a large kitchen knife and intended to use it on himself rather than let the demons have their way with him again. As the morning light caught the keen blade, a muddled thought twisted across his mind's eye. The mind, even a mind suffering as much as Denny's was at this time, caught hold of the hope of salvation, however small, and attempted to turn that hope into action and then that action into freedom. He didn't know why he hadn't thought of this sooner, but better late than never, he thought. Use the knife to destroy the book. Or a match with a cupful of gasoline, or rip the damn thing page from page, and flush it all down the toilet that he had become such special friends with of late.


He carefully arranged the book on the kitchen floor. He did not open it, for he feared, rather, he knew that if he did, he would be drawn to another meeting with a fiend from the pit. He knelt down and raised the pointed knife high over his head, directly over the book. With all the force he could muster, he swung it down in flashing arc of stainless steel and plunged it into the cover of the Demonomicon.


The knife bit deep, both into the book and into Denny's own chest, it seemed. He let out a scream of pain, and then, understanding where his pain originated, let out another scream of frustration. He convulsed on the tile floor, letting go of the handle as the red hot, searing pain of the knife wound spread from his chest to his stomach, to his groin and thighs. He lost his meager breakfast. The pain continued. Why would it not stop?  He screamed, make it stop! He continued to scream, but the agony in his chest would not cease. As he flopped uncontrollably around the cold kitchen floor with a virtual knife embedded in his chest, his arm chanced to knock against the handle of the real knife; it was still protruding from the book's cover. The knife came partway out of the book, and although more pain shot through Denny's chest, so also did a bit of relief, ever so small. He grabbed the knife and yanked it out of the book, and the pain stopped, instantly; he collapsed onto his back and panted like a mangy dog with the blessed relief.


That night, a hideous demon named Rib Slasher made him pay, if it was possible, with more pain than ever before. The demon taunted Denny, then tortured him; called him a wimp and weakling, then whipped  him; called him a bookworm, then beat him. 


“Do you think you could accomplish what others before you have tried and failed to do, eh, bookworm? The worn covers didn't come about because of love of the book, but rather from foolish mortals like you, who attempted to break their contract before its conclusion by destroying the holy book. The wrinkled pages, not produced from a gentleness of human touch, but attempts to rip them forth. The broken spine, not brought about by loving use, but by desperate attempts to break free.” The demon laughed in a way that sounded like someone sharpening knives against each other, then showed Denny that it wasn't just ribs that this demon could slash. Then in a voice, almost a grunt, slow and full of anticipation, Rib Slasher said, “Now, since your choice of destruction was to be the blade, let me demonstrate what it can do to a body that is bound tightly, unable to move or defend itself...” Denny watched the creature and its blades come closer, and knew that he would, once more, scream. He did.


The next morning, the silver chain around his right ankle appeared more solid, less ghostly than before. He thought that with each meeting and subsequent torturing, the chain grew ever more solid. Soon, he knew, it would be so solid that nothing could break its hold over him and he would be like the old woman in Damon's Used Books. Perhaps Damon would have him sort books as well, but Denny felt sure that his captivity would involve more horror than stacking books on rickety shelves in the basement level of a local used book store. He knew this, because he was resisting the nightly meetings with the demons. Perhaps the old woman's light punishment was because she had given herself over to the fiends willingly, or had not put up a struggle once she had been trapped. Whatever the reason, Denny knew he would not be granted such mercy when his imprisonment was completed. No, he would be made to suffer more for his resistance. 


He also knew that he would not be able to maintain that resistance for many more days. Each morning, his body felt as if it had awakened from a deep coma caused by a violent automobile accident. In the days (or had it been weeks, he didn't know) since he was given the book, he had lost twenty or thirty pounds, was constantly afflicted with a pulsating headache, and suffered from a crushing depression of mind and spirit. On top of it all, he'd been fired from his job for excessive absenteeism. All of this was contrived to break him, he knew. The sooner he gave in, the sooner the demons would have another prisoner bound for the rack and eternal torture.


Denny decided then and there that he would fight, not only to resist the nightly meetings, but  fight to regain his freedom – his everlasting freedom. In this rare moment of mental clarity since coming into possession of the book, he was determined to fight it and the infernal guides locked within its ragged covers. How could he break free from them, though. He had after all, made a verbal contract, albeit unknowingly. He could not fight them hand to hand, or hand to claw; he was not physically a strong man, having spent his life in bodily ease. His mind, however, was strengthened by years of discipline and determined concentration. His mind, then, was the only thing that Denny could rely on to see him through this horror.


He knew he could not resist the terrible urge to read at night, but during the day, he could perhaps, if he concentrated with all his might, force his mind to dwell on finding a way to escape rather than think on the Demonomicon. He began a furious internet search, looking for any and every way to beat a demon at its own game. He had begun to realize that Damon, the owner of Damon's Used Books must himself be the demon who was holding Denny captive – it was he, after all who had given Denny the book. And, the old woman with the similar chain around her ankle. She must be another of Damon's captives.


Most of what he found was written by crazed lunatics, or so it seemed to Denny, who were either out to make a quick profit, or were truly insane. He found suggestions of swapping the possessed with another, more innocent victim, such as a child or virgin, but Denny could no more put someone else at risk of his misery than he could swap himself for his mother. He found formulas for postponing the captivity of the victim by offering to perform some future service for the binding demon, but as the services mentions were too hideous for Denny to even contemplate, he passed on this line of escape as well. 


He did find one rather well documented case of a Christian crusader during the twelfth century, who was captured by a demon named Bone Gnawer in the ancient city of Antioch. The crusader had won his freedom by stabbing the possessing demon with a specially forged dagger. According to this source, regular weapons were of little use against the fiends, but a weapon crafted while the metal was at room temperature rather than hot and malleable (a process know as cold forging), could indeed wound the infernal beasts. Denny immediately thought of Bob Anderson, a plumber friend of his, that had the unusual hobby of crafting exotic knives from left over pieces of metal used in his job. Maybe, Denny thought. He knew he was weak, but he was growing desperate.


As the day wore on, and the compulsion to read grew stronger, Denny the bookworm finally came across a method of trapping a demon in a circle of power. The would be demon captor needed something, however, with which to entice the demon into its soon to be prison. Denny thought he had an idea for this. The important part of the formula, was that if the demon's current residence was destroyed around it, while it was trapped in the circle of power, then all mortals held captive by that demon would be set free; the idea being that a demon without a prison to hold is captives deserved to have none. It wasn't the ideal solution, for Denny wanted the demon banished back to the fiery pits of its birth, not just trapped in the mortal world waiting to escape and begin its soul gathering at some future time.


Soon, he could no longer keep his thoughts focused on escape. They dragged him towards the inevitable meeting and suffering with another monster from the Demonomicon. Denny, now lost to the need, performed his nightly ritual yet again, opened the book, and was lost in a night of cries, suffering and horror.


During the next several days, Denny did what he could to prepare his plan for execution. He traveled the city in search of components necessary for the circle of power. He created meticulous plans for exactly how, and where, he would create the circle of power. He looked forward to reversing the tables on Damon. He called his plumber friend and offered him five hundred dollars to create him a cold forged dagger within the next few days. He plotted during the mornings and suffered during the nights.


One morning, a knock came at Denny's door.  It was Bob Anderson with Denny's new cold forged dagger. Bob came in, took one look at Denny, and said, “Holy crap, dude, who ran over you with an eighteen wheeler?”


“I'm having trouble sleeping,” was all Denny could think of saying, and shrugged his shoulders.


Bob squinted one eye. “Look, dude, if you're in trouble with meth, or cocaine, or something, I know a clinic that can help you out. My brother in law, Fred, you remember Fred, right? Anyway, he got totally screwed up with that crap, and finally had to go to this clinic, the Richardson Clinic for Drug Dependency Rehabilitation, before he could shake it.”


Denny slowly shook his head. “I'm not on drugs, Bob, but thanks for your concern. Besides, my troubles will be over soon, one way or the other.” He held out his hand for the dagger. “Lets have a look at this beauty.”


Bob handed it over, and it was indeed beautiful. The cold forged blade didn't look any different from any other knife blade, at least to Denny's untrained eye, but the craftsmanship was obvious to all. The handle was made of leather and hardwood, and the pommel was some brilliantly shined metal.


“That's titanium,” said Bob, who had caught Denny's happy gaze at the end of the knife. “Yeah, it took me some research to figure out how to form the blade like you said, but in the end, it was a total rush, dude. Anytime you'd like another, I'd be up for it.”


Denny thanked him, and again brushed aside an offer for help from Bob. He paid his friend the promised amount and after the plumber/knife maker left. Denny lifted his right pant leg, saw the nearly solid chain, and knew that tomorrow would be the day of his escape, or of his death in its attempt. In a perverse sort of way, Denny looked forward to this evening's meeting with some new hideous creature of Hell. It would be the last time, he knew, and even though he would risk his life to make it stop, a small part of him, the bookworm in him, would miss the excitement of a new read.


* * * * *


At 10:03 the next morning, Denny stepped into Damon's Used Books for the last time. He was dressed in a jogging suit with a hood drawn tight around his head and face. He wore dark sunglasses, and had grown a scruffy beard since his last attempt at returning the Demonomicon. It was a chilly autumn morning, and the mousy cashier didn't seem to take any notice of the early morning runner, who just happened to have a shopping bag along on his run.


Denny immediately made his way down to the basement level and found the alcove that contained the Monsters for Dummies book and was decorated with Halloween cutouts. He set his bag on the floor, and pretending to search through the books on the lowest shelf, began arranging the contents of the bag into a circle. He shook silver powder from two small plastic bags onto the floor to form a circle 6.66 feet in diameter. Still using the silver powder, he traced out a five pointed star inside the circle - the type of star all preschoolers learn to draw. Where the five star points touched the circle, he placed a white candle, each seven inches tall. Where the star's lines crossed each other inside the circle, he placed a black candle – five in all. This white around black, he recalled, signified good bounding evil. Lighting the candles would be one of the last steps. Next, he placed the Demonomicon itself directly in the center of the pentagram of the star's interior – this would be the bait, and was the most worrisome part of Denny's plan. He hoped that Damon would value the unholy book enough to risk manifesting himself to retrieve it. If not, then Denny's plan would fail, and today would be the last day of Denny's existence. He could not suffer one more night at the cruel hands of the book's demons. He pushed that thought aside, and continued with his preparation.


Around the silver circle, Denny placed books from the nearby shelves. He could not actually touch the circle with any of the books, or the prison would not hold the fiend he hoped to entrap there, but he hid the silver as well as he could. He climbed up one of the bookshelves and with his shirt sleeve, unscrewed the lone light bulb. The alcove was plunged into shadow, and he hoped that this semi-darkness would distract Damon for the few seconds he needed to trick him into entering the circle. He took a mason jar filled with water, removed the lid, and set it next to the demon book. Finally, he lit all the candles with a portable lighter - all but one white candle nearest the center aisle. The demon must be inside the circle before he could close the cell door, as it were, by lighting the last candle and completing the prison. Now, he needed to sell his ruse, and lure the demon named Damon to the trap.


He waited till he saw the old woman pushing a cart filled with old books down the center aisle. When she struggled to the alcove, Denny shouted at her with desperation in his voice, no acting needed.


“Hey, old woman,” he said, holding the mason jar of water in one hand, the lighter in the other. “Tell Damon I've had all I can take of this cursed book, and that I'm going to return it to him – as ashes. I think a bit of gasoline will help things along nicely, don't you?  Hopefully his whole store goes up with it.” He poured half the contents of the jar over the Demonomicon, while the other half he slung on the nearby bookshelves. “Cheers!” he said, then lit the lighter.


The old woman, eyes wide in surprise, said nothing, but moved away as quickly as an eighty year old could. Denny prayed that she would get Damon and not the police, but either way, it ended here. He pulled plumber Bob's cold forged dagger out of his sack, and stepped out into the main aisle, just in time to see the old woman enter a door with the words “EMPLOYEES/MANAGEMENT ONLY” stenciled in red upon it. Denny slipped around to the alcove next to the monsters section – one alcove further away from the management door. He stooped down and hid behind the books, just able to see into the next alcove where his trap awaited.


It didn't take long before he heard the old woman coming towards him and explaining to someone what was happening.


“He said he was going to burn it rather than go on, and that hopefully the rest of your store would go up with it. He was splashing gasoline around like bubbly at a New Year's Eve party. I came to you as soon as I could, you know I did.”


Denny cringed to hear the old woman – she sounded like an eighteenth century servant. But in his heart of hearts, he hoped that she would be released as well, and could redeem some semblance of a normal life.


He saw a tall, muscular man in a well tailored business suit enter the alcove. The man did not wear a goatee as Denny had pictured him in his imagination. He did have dark hair, and a dark complexion, however, and looked every bit the part of a mafioso boss. The dark man slowed, then stepped towards the hidden circle. Denny stood as quietly as he could manage, and stepped back into the monsters section alcove. The dark man was hunched over the mason jar, and fingered the cover of the drenched Demonomicon. The old woman stood beside him, also hunched, but with age, not curiosity. Denny saw his chance, lit his lighter and stepped forward. He was exultant at how easy it had been after all. Why had he been so worried?


The dark man's back was toward Denny, but somehow he must have sensed him approaching, for suddenly, his business suit erupted into flames, scorching Denny's face and hands. Still, Denny held the lighter, intent on lighting the last candle and entrapping the demon within. As his lighter approached the white candle, the demon within, struck Denny in the chest with a blow that felt like a pile driver crushing him beneath its weight and momentum. He was flung back, the dagger, and more importantly, the lighter, knocked from his hands. 


The demon, for there was no more dark man, no more Damon, stood, and turned to face Denny, who was now stunned and on his back in the main aisle. The creature had grown to ten feet, at least, and had red armored scales that encased its entire body. Four inch fangs protruded from both upper and lower lips, and a set of massive black bat wings unfolded from its back. Powerful muscles covered its chest, arms, legs and stomach. Denny could see a tail uncoiling from behind, like a massive python ready to crush its prey.


“What a pathetic fool,” said the beast. Its voice was low and dangerous, just on the verge of exploding into rage. “Did you actually think I would be fooled by your sloppy trap? Did you bookworm?” The beast spit the last word at Denny with such contempt, that Denny thought it would kill him by just staring him down.


“I don't know where you found the information to create a circle of power, but I guess you are a bookworm, after all.” The demon moved forward, menacing the spot where Denny lay. He could do nothing, however - could barely breath from the blow he had received. The demon reached down, and encircled Denny's throat with a powerful, clawed hand. Denny knew that the demon could crush his windpipe any time that it desired, but for now, it did not. It did lift him up, and then off his feet. Denny dangled like a fish on a hook, gasping and trying to breath.


The demon pulled Denny to its face, their noses touching. It slowly tightened is grip on Denny's throat, constricting his breathing to small trickle of air. It spoke again, barely above a whisper. 


“Now you will know the true meaning of suffering, you worm. No longer will you be called bookworm, for even that is too high an honor for you. Worm will be your name, and worm will be your station.”


Denny caught movement behind the demon, but was too concerned about breathing to try and see what was happening. The demon, savoring every moment of Denny's struggle, went on. 


“If you thought you suffered under the torments of my underlings, you will be pleased to know that I will cause you such agony that you-” The demon loosened it grip on Denny's neck, and he was able to gulp down a breath before the beast roared. It tossed Denny aside and spun around to face the old woman. Embedded in its back was the cold forged dagger that had been knocked out of Denny's hand. The old woman stood facing the enraged demon, her arm still raised to the height of where she had stabbed the beast in the back.


“You old bitch!” screamed the demon. She fell back from its fury, stumbling over the books Denny had arranged to act as camouflage for his circle of power. Several of the books toppled on top of the silver powder.


“You betray me? You betray your master? You came to me willingly, and now you betray me? I'll flay you alive, and roast your flesh over the fires of Hell for a thousand, thousand years.” 


The demon's snake like tail shot forward and wound itself around the frail old woman. Denny heard ribs crack and a muffled scream of pain escape the wrinkled old mouth. He saw that in its fury for the old woman, the demon had almost entered the circle of power, only lacking a foot. Denny looked around, saw his lighter, and scrambled for it. His lungs burned, his throat felt crushed, and his chest would need medical attention, but still, he acted for himself and the dying old woman. He snatched up the lighter, and rushed the ten foot tall monster. Instead of just pushing the monster into the circle, he jumped and put all his meager muscle power into slamming into the cold forged dagger sticking out of the back of the demon. The monster screamed in pain, but Denny's momentum forced it to take a step forward and into the center of the circle.


Denny landed on his knees, and quickly tossed the few books which had fallen across the silver powder out of the circle. The demon, hearing this, turned and saw Denny flicking the wheel of his lighter. The demon screamed for him to stop, but it was too late. Denny lit the last white candle, and the  silver circle came to life and glowed with a dull shine. The demon rushed Denny, raising its claws to decapitate him, but slammed instead into the invisible wall of its encircling prison.


It tightened its grip on the old woman, snapping more of her brittle bones. “Release me,” said the demon, “or I crush her like the old husk she is.”


Denny met the old woman's alluring green eyes, now dripping with tears of pain, but also shinning with victory. She shook her head side to side, and Denny, saddened, but understanding her need for release, new what he had to do.


He reached for his bag, and pulled out the last item – a gallon of Coleman lantern fuel. The demon, realizing what Denny was about to do, hissed, and pressed his mass against the invisible barrier, hoping he could force his way out with his strength. Denny paused, not sure if the circle would hold. After thirty seconds of exertion, the demon stepped back, glaring at Denny. 


“I'll get free,” said the demon, in his low voice, “and when I do, I'll hunt you down. I'll stalk your dreams until I find you, and then, you'll wish that you had used this knife on yourself.” He dropped the cold forged dagger onto the floor. 


Denny opened the fuel can, and began dumping it on the books, the shelves, the carpet. The demon raged and cursed. The old woman wept. After he had emptied the gallon of fuel, Denny stepped back, lit his lighter, and touched it to the fuel. It went up in a whoosh of flames, and the books began to burn. The sight of all those words being consumed hurt Denny's heart, the part of him that loved books, but at least that part of him would be free to read other words, to live again, to be free.


As the flames took hold of the old mansion, and smoke filled the lower level to a degree that he could just see the demon and the woman, he saw her kick the Demonomicon into the raging fire. Its worn covers began to smolder, then burst into flames. The demon faded away from his sight, trapped, if only temporarily in the circle of power. The prison would last long enough, he told himself. Bye the time its bounds were broken, Denny would long be dead and free from further harassment. He didn't look, but Denny knew the silver chain around his right ankle was at that moment fading away. 


He raised a hand of salute to the old woman, then made his way up and out of Damon's Used Books, looking forward to his first night in years of not reading before his head hit the pillow.

