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			Chapter One

			Gerard crossed his arms, protecting his bare skin from the sudden dip in temperature. If he’d known the wind was going to be this bad, he might have thought against the sleeveless Every Time I Die shirt in favor of the Every Time I Die hoodie. The warmth trapped between his back and the guitar case strapped to him was quickly becoming a prized commodity. He jerked his head, flicking his shaggy dark hair from his eyes. His toe tapped the concrete of the sidewalk, half to the music blasting in his earbuds, half out of impatience.

			This was stupid.

			Why did he believe Cassie about this, anyway? He had only recently met her at one of his band’s shows. Just a beautiful rose spotted in the crowd from the stage of the Red House. A girl like that didn’t belong in a dive like the House – doesn’t matter how much eyeliner and studded jewelry she wore. Gerard would admit, however, that he lost his strum pattern when he saw her. That was before he knew that all she would be able to talk about was him and his band, ShallowHeart.

			After they met, Cassie only seemed interested in what shows they had played, what was next, and when they would record their next album. Gerard was stunned. ShallowHeart was still pretty small-time, despite their obvious marketable edge. They had played all over town and self-produced two albums that they sold at their merch table at each venue, but to find such a die-hard fan so early on felt like vindication. Gerard always thought they would make it big, and Cassie’s infatuation was proof enough.

			No, it made sense now why Gerard stood on that deserted street in front of a derelict strip mall. Feed what feeds you. Cassie added fuel to Gerard’s ego about the band, so when she suggested that she knew a way to downright guarantee ShallowHeart would make it big, Gerard was all in.

			She practiced witchcraft, she told him.

			“The dark stuff,” she said when Gerard asked what kind.

			Seemed like a cop-out answer, but he didn’t know enough about the stuff to rebuff her in any meaningful way. Any rebuttal he might have had would have completely slipped from his mind anyway, once Cassie mentioned making a contract with the Devil. It was less the suggestion, and more her delivery that caught Gerard off-guard. There was no hint of coyness; no spooky, mystifying tone that would suggest the idea in and of itself was a far-fetched one. She suggested the contract with such bold confidence, as if suggesting for him to wear sunscreen on the beach.

			Feed what feeds you.

			“Sure,” Gerard replied.

			The simplicity of the answer did no justice to the plethora of questions that barraged his brain. Still, Cassie said she would arrange it and Gerard agreed to meet her at the strip mall.

			So, there he stood, a chill now running thoroughly through his skin, waiting for Cassie, or for the sun to break from behind the thick mass of gray in the sky – whichever came first.

			“You made it,” Cassie said, making Gerard nearly jump out of his skin.

			She smiled with excitement. Her black-dyed hair flowed gently in the wind, along with her baggy Bring Me the Horizon shirt, cropped just above her belly button. Her skintight jeans hugged her hips and opened up to the odd rip here and there.

			Gerard smiled back.

			“So did you,” he replied, readjusting the guitar on his back.

			Her smile widened and she took his arm, directing him to the door of the mall. She gripped the handle and paused briefly, turning back to Gerard.

			“Are you sure you’re ready?”

			Spooky.

			Gerard chuckled through his nose.

			“Yeah, I’m ready.”

			He wasn’t sure what was waiting for them in the building. Pentagrams, candles, Ouija boards. The only things he knew of witchcraft were from what he’d seen on TV and in movies. What he actually saw was completely unexpected.

			Cassie pulled open the door, revealing a brilliant white. Gerard looked through the large windows at the front of the shop, showing nothing more than bare and broken shelves littering the floorspace inside. There was no sign of the wriggling white beyond the door. The closer Gerard looked, the more he realized that he was staring at pure white flames slowly licking and twisting in the doorway. This was not at all what he was expecting. This was some high-budget, special-effects witchcraft.

			“Go on in,” Cassie said.

			Gerard looked at her with eyes of concern-tinted bravado.

			“Is it going to hurt?” he asked.

			Cassie’s smile never faltered, but a peculiar shadow crossed her face when she heard the question.

			“Not in the way you think.”

			* * *

			Passing through the white doorway was an odd sensation. It was like Gerard had been momentarily lit on fire by a barrage of feathers. When the feeling passed, Gerard found himself in a massive room made of black marble. Three ivory pillars on either side of the room led to a semicircular desk at the opposite end. Two sets of massive double doors bookended the desk, dwarfing the young girl who sat behind it.

			This definitely wasn’t an abandoned strip mall.

			Cassie walked in behind Gerard, the strange smile still on her face. He looked from her and back to the vastness of the room, still unsure of how to process….

			What? Teleportation? Magic? This wasn’t like any sort of witchcraft Gerard was expecting. It would make a hell of a concert venue though.

			“What is this place?” Gerard asked.

			“This is where we make ShallowHeart a household name,” Cassie replied.

			She took him by the arm and they approached the desk. A young Asian girl sat behind it. She looked exactly like the Japanese schoolgirl stereotype, which ranked among the least confusing things happening at that very moment.

			“Are we ready, Marie?” Cassie asked.

			Marie smiled and nodded meekly. “In the courtyard,” the Harajuku girl replied.

			Cassie tugged Gerard to the double doors at the left of the desk. The doors parted, allowing brilliant sunlight to slip through to the cavernous dark. The warmth was welcoming on his aggressively goose-bumped skin. Gerard tugged at the strap of his guitar case as the pair walked through to an open-air walkway framed by wrought-iron arches. Beyond the arches lay a lush plot of well-manicured grass. Three paths of separated white stone cascaded inward to an ivory fountain at the center.

			At the edge of the basin sat a man in a charcoal business suit. Though he was sitting, Gerard could tell he was tall. He had a fit frame – accentuated by this tailored suit. In his hand he held open a file folder. He studied it intently as Cassie and Gerard stepped out onto the green.

			“Last chance to back out,” Cassie said, looking back at Gerard.

			Hell no. He was way too curious now. Gerard shook his head and allowed himself to be pulled along by Cassie.

			The man at the fountain lifted his gaze from the folder, snapping it shut and getting to his feet.

			“You must be Mr. Kay,” he said with a smile.

			Gerard nodded.

			“Perfect. My name is Brian.”

			Brian extended his hand. Gerard considered it for a second before taking it hesitantly. Brian seemed normal enough. Hell, he seemed the most normal out of all the things Gerard had experienced in the last ten minutes. Somehow, however, this made him by far the strangest sight. Just a regular dude. A bit classy-looking, sure, but regular nonetheless.

			Weird.

			“So, are you the…you know…?” Gerard asked, unsure of how to phrase the question.

			“You mean the Devil,” Brian said, finishing Gerard’s sentence.

			He nodded.

			Brian shook his head. “Not exactly. I am, however, here to facilitate the signing of your contract.”

			Gerard looked back at Cassie. “I thought I was making a contract with the Devil?”

			“You are. The contract will be between you and the Devil. Brian is just the go-between.”

			Strangely, Gerard couldn’t help but feel a little offended by not actually meeting the Devil. That concept on the heels of all the weird shit he was just exposed to was terrifying. Yet, making a contract with the Wolf of Wall Street somehow diminished the romanticism of the transaction. It’s weird how you want what you can’t have, regardless of how dangerous or absurd it might be.

			“As long as you tell me you can still make my band famous,” Gerard rebutted, a little jaded.

			“Without a doubt. First things first though.” Brian opened the file folder, retrieving a page and shutting it once more. “First we go over some basic information.”

			Gerard wasn’t sure what he was expecting from this experience. A lot of fire and screaming figures in the background. A tattered scroll of parchment poofing before him in midair. Signing his name in blood, maybe? This seemed a lot more administrative, like he was applying for his driver’s license.

			“Full name is Gerard Kay. You are twenty-one years old, correct?”

			Gerard nodded.

			Brian continued. “Lead guitarist for ShallowHeart. Contracting today for the success of your band and music career. What sort of music do you play?”

			“Post-hardcore,” Gerard answered.

			Brian stared blankly at him.

			“You know, like Alexisonfire, Dance Gavin Dance – that sort of thing.”

			Brian blinked once and stared some more.

			Old people….

			“Singing with screaming mixed in,” Gerard simplified.

			“Oh, gotcha.”

			“Is that important?”

			“Not at all, I was just curious,” Brian said, sounding bemused, and turned back to his paper. “Anyway, we’ve drawn up this contract.” Brian blindly pulled another page from the folder and presented it to Gerard. “If you want to have a read over it, we can proceed to the next step.”

			Gerard looked at the page. It was big and the paper looked like a heavier stock, something closer to parchment. He didn’t read the words on the page but noticed the lettering was flowing and decorative. This part, at least, felt a little more Faustian. That being said, it now gave Gerard pause. He did not take the page. The oddities he experienced up until this point aside, Gerard still held a fairly large sliver of doubt about this whole arrangement. Something about this page, however, took that sliver away, leaving him only with anxiety and a mild sense of panic. This contract legitimized the transaction and dropped a heaping dose of dread in his heart that now coursed like ice in his veins.

			His reservations, evidently, were mirrored by Brian. His grip on the page seemed to tighten and his arm receded slightly. The difference between their pause was in Brian’s eyes. Instead of the dread that Gerard felt, the only thing in Brian’s eyes was consideration. Calculation. After another moment, Brian fully withdrew the contract from Gerard.

			“The music you play, is it angry?” Brian asked.

			Gerard’s brow creased. He wasn’t expecting the question, but he was glad for it. It gave him enough to redirect his attention and alleviate some of the pressure he felt a moment ago.

			“You could say that,” Gerard answered. “We do play heavier stuff, but there’s softer elements to it as well. Aggressively melodic might be the best way to put it.”

			Brian nodded as he listened. His eyes then found Cassie.

			“I’ll take it from here.”

			Cassie smiled and gave Gerard’s arm a squeeze. “Good luck with your music. It’s been fun,” she said.

			Gerard’s face screwed up slightly at the sentiment.

			“What are you talking about? Where are you going?”

			Cassie’s appearance slowly started to shift before him. Her black hair went flush of all color, leaving a near-platinum blonde behind. The shape of her face changed from a heart to a more pointed chin and sharp cheekbones; the irises of her eyes shuddered and split into fractals that seemed to reflect light from all angles. Where Cassie once stood, dressed in the same outfit, was now a completely different person – if this even was a person.

			“What the fuck….” Gerard whispered as Cassie completed her transformation.

			She waved goodbye and strode across the courtyard, disappearing behind the walls of another walkway. Gerard’s mouth hung open. Any ideas that he might have had about this whole thing being some elaborate prank went right out the window with Cassie-cum-Malibu Barbie.

			“Okay, here’s the deal,” Brian said in a very matter-of-fact tone, “this contract here, in broad strokes, is an agreement in which you offer the entirety of your soul in exchange for the wild success of your music career. In my experience, there are three types of people who end up here – those who don’t believe in a soul’s worth, those who don’t know the true worth of a soul, and those who don’t care about their soul’s worth. When it comes down to it, you’re smack-dab in the middle. You don’t know the true value of what you’re bargaining with, but you’re willing to give it up for the success of something you love doing. If I’m being honest, you’re the type I like dealing with most, specifically because you can be talked out of the contract.”

			Gerard considered Brian’s words. The truth was that he really didn’t think much of the concept of a soul. He wasn’t religious and he never thought more of himself than a chemical and biological compilation that made him who he was. He did, however, come from a religious family, and early indoctrination before his emancipation from mandated religious participation harbored in his core a fear that his soul might be real and that he was willing to give it up so easily. He couldn’t deny, though, his passion for his work. Gerard loved his band.

			No.

			Gerard loved music. He knew that if ShallowHeart didn’t work out he would either move on to the next thing, or just do his own thing. As long as he had six strings and some distortion, Gerard would be happy no matter what path he walked. Meeting Cassie, being transported to wherever this place was, and talking to Brian made the temptation of rolling the dice on his soul to guarantee that he could die happily with a guitar in his hands very palpable. A soul is one thing; fulfillment is another.

			Feed what feeds you.

			“Don’t waste your time,” Gerard began, his resolve now hardened. “I’m here to deal.”

			Brian chuckled and shook his head.

			“Oh, don’t get me wrong, I don’t mean I want to talk you out of the deal, I’m just thinking that there is some room for negotiation. I think there’s a way that we can both win.”

			Gerard’s eyebrow rose.

			“Like what?”

			“Let’s change the terms. Hell deals in the currency of souls. Don’t take it personally, but your soul is slim pickings as a one-off exchange.”

			Ouch.

			“What are you trying to say? You don’t want my soul?”

			“Not all of it. I have no need for all of it. Hell is more gestalt about its souls, so having the whole of you isn’t necessary if we can substitute what we lost with other souls.”

			“How would that work?”

			Brian turned his gaze to the contract in his hand.

			“This contract of yours is interesting. You could ask for fame. You could take the easy way to stardom, but you asked specifically for success with your music career. That tells me that you enjoy what you do but you also want a guarantee. You’re willing to put in the work on your part. That’s reassuring. With this contract, I have no doubt that you will be a success, but you won’t let the quick rise to fame go to your head. You will keep making music as long as you’re able.”

			Gerard found himself nodding along with Brian’s dissection. Truthfully, being seen as clearly as he was by him made Gerard warm to Brian a good bit.

			“So, what does that mean to you?” he asked.

			“This means you will have a large reach with your music. Music can affect people in all sorts of ways. In an extreme example, the Manson murders were fueled with ‘Helter Skelter’ by the Beatles. People used to say that you could hear the Devil speak to you if you played KISS backwards.”

			“So you want my music to be…what, evil?” Gerard asked, now feeling very offended.

			“Not exactly,” Brian clarified. “I want lots of people to listen to your music. I want it to influence them in such a way that, if they have any inklings of negative thoughts or actions, they feel just that little bit of initiative to push them further.”

			“So, no Devil talk or subliminal messages?”

			“Nothing so tangible. Just a little bit of suggestion laced into the notes of every song.”

			Gerard hesitated for a moment. He didn’t like the idea of his music being the cause of any horrific acts, but he couldn’t really decide what his music did to other people. If someone felt like starting a cult, or basing a made-for-TV movie off of the lyrics of his songs, far be it for him to try to control it.

			“So if I say yes, what’s in it for me?” Gerard asked.

			“You only contract for forty-nine percent of your soul,” Brian said flatly.

			“Still seems like a lot.”

			Brian shrugged.

			“Half full or half empty. I’m offering you a way out of eternal damnation and to still get what you want.”

			Good point.

			Gerard licked his lips and thought about the offer. All doubts had faded from his mind about Brian and the bargain he was striking. He knew his music would be heard through the ages thanks to this. What people decided to do once they heard it wasn’t his concern – crazy people do crazy things for crazy reasons. Now it came down to whether he had the stones to do what was necessary to make it happen.

			“Okay. You’ve got a deal,” Gerard said, his determination now solidified.

			“Great,” Brian said, offering the contract back to Gerard.

			Gerard’s face scrunched at the motion.

			“Don’t you need to make the changes to the contract?”

			“I already did,” Brian said, gesturing again to the page in his hand.

			Gerard took it with a skeptical look. He glanced down, skimming the contract. Everything they’d discussed was reflected in the contract.

			“How did you do that? Witchcraft?”

			Brian chortled.

			“Not exactly.”

			Brian lifted his hand and clawed his fingers. Instantly, an intricate fountain pen materialized in Brian’s hand, which he offered to a stunned Gerard.

			“I had the contract drafted like this from the start. Educated guess that you would take the new deal,” he smiled.

			Gerard shook his head in disbelief and took the pen from Brian. This guy might not have been the Devil, but he was damn good. He put his signature on the bottom next to Brian’s.

			Brian reached out his hand to accept the contract back.

			“Brilliant. Now, may I see your guitar?” he asked.

			Gerard cocked an eyebrow.

			“You play?” he asked, slipping the strap from his shoulders.

			“It’s amazing the things you pick up in Hell,” Brian replied. Gerard passed him the bright red Gibson Les Paul from the case. “For example,” Brian continued, “have you ever heard of Robert Johnson?”

			Gerard shook his head as he watched Brian strum an open chord with his thumb.

			“Looks like you’re out of tune.”

			Gerard looked on as Brian systematically twisted each tuning peg one by one before handing him back the guitar. Gerard took the guitar back and strummed an open chord. He wasn’t sure why, but the sound was richer than anything he’d ever heard his guitar produce before, even with no distortion. His jaw fell loose with astonished disbelief.

			“Gotta tell you, this whole experience has got me thinking up some pretty wild lyrics,” Gerard said with a chuckle.

			Brian shook his head.

			“Oh no, you’re not going to remember any of this. We make sure your memory is wiped. You’ll wake up tomorrow and things will just start happening for you.”

			“What, seriously? I won’t remember anything at all?”

			“Oh god, could you imagine? That would be a PR nightmare.”

			Gerard’s body felt limp and his vision blacked. The last thing he would never remember would be the calming sound of the fountain gently trickling in the courtyard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The double doors to the courtyard closed behind Brian with a dull rumble as he entered the foyer of Hell – a cavernous, almost hangar-sized room with domed ceilings and pure white buttresses that always made Brian feel like he was inside an enormous rib cage. Annoyance prickled the back of his neck. The Swarm pulsated beneath his skin with the thought of Lucy, the Devil, shirking another contract signing, leaving Brian to do it last minute. Again. He inhaled deep from his nose, filling his chest with air before letting the breath slip slowly from his lips. He repeated the exercise, feeling the calm creep through his limbs. His composure regained, Brian quickly double-checked the folder in his hand containing Gerard’s contract and strode to the semicircular receptionist’s desk where the Hellion, Marie, greeted him with a polite nod.

			“This is the third time this month,” Brian said, a touch too aggressively, as he passed the folder over the desk to Marie. “Have you heard anything from her?”

			Marie shook her head, her black bobbed hair fluttering as she did.

			“No,” she replied sheepishly, “she has not been in contact this time.”

			Irritation began to prickle at Brian once more. He rolled his shoulders, relieving the feeling before it could build again.

			“Can you make sure those get to Records? And please get one of the Reps to escort Mr. Kay back home,” Brian said before spinning on his heel and making his way to the main foyer doors. He reached for the handle and pulled, catching a glimpse of Marie bowing in acknowledgement from the corner of his eye before the blinding white of the gateway took his view.

			* * *

			Brian passed through the flames and into the studio – the source of all the adult content produced for Sinful Media, a branch of S.I.N. Industries, the company Brian and his team started and operated for the benefit of Hell’s profits. The studio was constructed just off of the sales floor so Sal could easily make it from one area to the next as he insisted on doing double duty. His responsibilities as the head of Hell’s sales team and his rapport with the sales reps were irreplaceable, and, as Brian reluctantly admitted, his knack with the production of S.I.N. Industries’ adult media content was second only to Danika, the former head of Hell’s defunct Marketing department, so Brian allowed the straddle between departments. Four compartmented sets were constructed with rigging for lights and microphones. Large, high-quality cameras were placed in front of each set with handheld options available as they were needed. Each set was largely different to the last: the cluttered back room of a retail store, a posh hotel suite, a dark room with far too many holes in the walls, and a pristine corner office that looked suspiciously like the one Brian occupied at the S.I.N. Industries head office in the human world. The sets would change every other day, however, whenever Brian visited, it seemed the office remained untouched. Brian wasn’t entirely sure whether this was meant to be a joke for his benefit or if there was just a large enough pull for office-related adult content that a dedicated set just made the most sense. Hellions of all shapes and sizes were littered both on and off the sets, and the bustling sounds of bodies filled the air, accented by Sal’s New York accent barking orders about places and lighting to no one in particular. Thankfully, nothing was being filmed at the moment, as Brian wasn’t keen on being present when, as Sal put it, ‘the magic happens’. It was, however, the only place he could get Danika to sit still long enough to have a word with her.

			There, Brian found her sitting in a foldout black canvas director’s chair, one leg crossed over her knee, scanning the pages of a script. A small table with stacks of folders sat next to her. Her pale skin and disheveled hair was still unchanged from the day he first met her. Now, as he understood Dani a bit more, he felt the look suited her. The sound of Brian’s footsteps on the hard granite floor signaled his approach, prompting her gaze to lift from the page.

			“How’d the contract go?” Dani asked, greeting Brian with a smile.

			He shook his head in disbelief. “I cannot believe we haven’t been wiping the memories of past contracts. I am genuinely terrified to know how many people out there are roaming around knowing we exist.”

			She laughed with a snort. “I don’t think there’d be too much to worry about. Someone willing to get to the contract stage would be pretty willing to keep their mouth shut about how and why their lives have suddenly changed. Not to mention people would think they were losing it if they started spouting off about having met the Devil.”

			“Still, it’s an oversight that I’d rather not carry forward. The tighter we can run things, the easier they’ll be.”

			“Speaking of, you’d better watch yourself,” Dani said, sliding her leg from her knee and straightening herself in the chair. She threw the script on the stack of folders and quickly flipped through their labeled edges to find one closer to the top of the pile, slipping it free. She presented the folder to Brian.

			“Uh oh,” he replied, glancing at the folder, “what did you find out?”

			With the growing success of S.I.N. Industries, Brian was increasingly being approached by interested parties, news outlets, and online bloggers. They all wanted an inside look at the business publicly profiting on the bad habits and dirty deeds of humanity. While the business itself was more a means to an end for Hell’s profit margins in soul energy, Brian thought it best to keep up the facade of a legitimate business with the same pursuits as other legitimate businesses – money. That meant occasionally doing interviews for interest pieces and articles for fringe publications that took notice, all of which Brian had thoroughly vetted by Danika.

			“You’ve got a tough customer there,” Dani declared, motioning to the folder.

			Brian flipped open the dossier on his most recent scheduled interview.

			“Sasha Perrin,” Brian read aloud. “Why does that name sound so familiar?”

			“She’s a heavy hitter in the corporate journalism world. She’s been known to have single-handedly taken down some organizations with her exposés. A real social justice warrior, that one.”

			Brian flipped through the pages, scanning the articles Dani had pulled, either written by or featuring Sasha Perrin. He did recall her name as, before his time in Hell, Brian frequently kept up with the business section of the local and national papers. Sasha Perrin was a semiregular byline he’d catch with some shocking reveal of sweatshops, sexual harassment, and tax fraud from outwardly squeaky-clean businesses. A smile curled the corner of his mouth.

			“When are we booked for?” Brian asked as he snapped the folder shut.

			“Two-thirty, this afternoon. You’re actually going to do it?” Dani asked with a tone of concern-laced surprise.

			“Why not?” Brian said. “It’ll be good practice for all the preparations we’ve made, don’t you think?”

			Dani wobbled her head in aloof agreement.

			“We are pretty bulletproof at this point,” she concurred.

			* * *

			Brian took the gateway to an abandoned bodega at the end of the busy downtown street where the head office of S.I.N. Industries was located. The office building was the tallest on the block – a monolith of brushed steel and teal-tinted glass that gracefully twisted near the top. As Brian had a few minutes before his meeting with Miss Perrin, he thought he’d walk to the office and clear his head. The earlier annoyance of Lucy abandoning her contract appointment begged to claw its way back to Brian’s focus, but he stuffed it down by grilling himself on all the public relations talking points he, Dani, Stephanie, and the rest of the team developed for the media. Brian knew that spin was a necessary evil when it came to S.I.N., and he wanted to make sure he was ready for anything.

			As he entered the building, the two security guards on duty nodded to him and offered a cheery greeting.

			“Lucius,” Brian replied, nodding to the stout, broad man leaning against the tiled front desk. “Harlow,” he said, throwing another nod to the taller, thin man next to him.

			Harlow jaunted over from the desk to press the elevator button for Brian. He thanked the guard and stepped into the elevator, pressing the button for the fourteenth floor. The doors were just about closed when a slender hand thrust between them, causing the doors to clunk to a stop and open once more. A young woman entered the elevator and moved to press the fourteen button, stopping short as she noticed it was already illuminated. Her hand paused briefly before retracting back into the pocket of her forest green trench coat. A gaze from hazel eyes darted to Brian as the doors closed and the car began to ascend.

			“You wouldn’t happen to be Brian Lachey, would you?” the woman asked with a soft rasp.

			Brian returned her stare and punctuated it with a smile.

			“I am. And, I gather, that makes you Miss Perrin?”

			A smile spread wide across her face.

			“Quite astute, Mr. Lachey,” she replied, presenting a hand to Brian.

			He took it and shook, assessing the woman in the moment. She was young – maybe in her mid- to late twenties. Her hair rolled down in wild waves of oaky brown that lightened to blonde at the tips just below her shoulders. The warm notes of her skin would have been at home on a Mediterranean beach, as would the soft scent of coconuts that followed. Her attractiveness was not without its viciousness hiding just beneath the surface. The smile on her face didn’t quite reach her calculating eyes. Brian could tell that she was already sizing him up and looking for weaknesses. Predatory and cunning.

			“Pleasure to meet you,” Brian said.

			The pair rode the elevator in tense silence for less than a minute that felt like an eternity. The jingle of a digital chime twinkled through the car and the doors opened to the entryway of Brian’s office.

			A royal blue carpet covered the area from the elevator door to a small, vacant receptionist’s desk opposite. On the left of the desk was a contemporary leather bench with a potted Ficus on either side. To the right, a glass door with a brushed nickel handle led to Brian’s office.

			Brian jaunted past Sasha to the glass door and opened it, gesturing her in.

			“No receptionist?” she asked.

			“Admittedly, some things are still a work in progress,” Brian replied.

			A smug smile crossed her face.

			“Hard to keep a pretty young receptionist without wanting to poach her for your adult films?” Sasha shot as she walked through the door.

			Brian laughed through his nose.

			“Not exactly – and bold of you to assume I’d only be interested in a female receptionist,” he parried.

			Sasha turned her gaze back, a look of surprised enjoyment scrawled on her face.

			Inside, the office was cozy but functional. Adjacent to the door was a short glass coffee table flanked on either side by cushy two-seater sofas in a modern gray upholstery. A tall planter box with ferns separated the sitting area from the remainder of the office. To the right was Brian’s private bathroom, a few filing cabinets, and some framed photos and magazine covers featuring S.I.N. Industries. Opposite the door and sitting area was Brian’s desk, set in front of a long wall of tall windows overlooking the downtown business district. If he really strained his vision, Brian was able to see all the way down to his old firm, BS Consulting, sitting in the shadow of his current building.

			He rounded his desk and took a seat behind it, motioning to one of the empty chairs in front to Sasha. She smiled and sat, putting her handbag down on the floor next to her and pulling off her green trench, revealing a white sleeveless shirt and high-waisted blue and white striped pants, both of which hugged her fit form snugly. She leaned over, ducking slightly out of Brian’s line of sight to dig around for an awkwardly long moment in her purse before retrieving a small coiled notepad, a pen, and a black recording device.

			“Do you mind if I record our conversation?” she asked, not waiting for an answer before depressing the record button.

			“By all means,” Brian said, lacing his fingers and propping his elbows on his desk. “Can I offer you something to drink before we start? Coffee, tea? We do have some bottles of Corrupted Spirits floating around too, if you prefer something stronger.”

			Sasha smiled her fake smile and crossed one leg over her knee.

			“I’m all right, thanks.” She flipped open her notepad and clicked her pen three times before leaning in.

			“So, Brian Lachey,” she began. “I’ll be honest, you’re not what I imagined.”

			Brian cocked his head. “How so?”

			“I thought for sure you’d be a lot sleazier-looking.”

			And so we begin.

			“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Brian replied. “To be frank, I’m rather surprised by you, too. Your reputation certainly reads more to a seasoned professional than someone so young.”

			Sasha shrugged smugly.

			“I’ve got a knack for finding the right stories.”

			“And here you are, on the doorstep of S.I.N. Industries.”

			“Well, when a burgeoning mega-corporation pops up with the mission of making a profit from the darkest facets of human addictions, spearheaded by a relatively green CEO, one tends to take notice.”

			Brian snickered, unlacing his fingers and reclining in his chair.

			“Fair point. Well, despite the subject matter, you’ll find no secrets here, so go ahead with your questions.”

			A predatory aura washed over Sasha at the invitation. She pressed the tip of her pen to the pad and poised for her first move.

			“Good to know. So, let’s start with you. How does a recently graduated, unknown business advisor working at a low-level consulting firm go about making a multi-million-dollar business almost overnight? There is very little information about you online.”

			Brian nodded.

			“That’s on purpose. My business may be an open book but I prefer my privacy. That said, it’s fairly simple. I have a knack for business – I always have. I found that I was just spinning my wheels over at BS Consulting, taking rudimentary businesses and turning them into powerhouses in their industries, and making other people exorbitant amounts of money in the process.”

			“So, you drop off the face of the earth. No notice to work, apartment left abandoned, bills left unpaid. Even your parents didn’t know where you went,” Sasha recited.

			“I thought it was hard to find information about me?” Brian replied.

			Sasha gave him a wicked smirk. “I said there’s little of you online. I never said anything about having nothing on you at all.”

			She’s good.

			“So,” Brian continued, clarifying Sasha’s recounting, “I left. I took a hard look at what I wanted and where I’d ended up and decided to make a choice. It wasn’t without a good amount of luck, however. I met someone who was willing to give me the opportunity to start something of my own. With that, I built S.I.N. from the ground up, with plenty of help, of course.”

			He smiled to himself as he reminisced fondly.

			Sasha’s pen scribbled wildly over the page but her focus was still firmly on Brian.

			“I wonder what kind of benefactor actively supports a corporation that peddles booze and smut,” she mused.

			“One that would prefer to remain anonymous. Her investment, however, has been instrumental in this whole process. Though, I wouldn’t go so far as to call her an angel investor. I think she’d be insulted by that.”

			Sasha flipped the page in her notepad and continued scribbling.

			“A female investor. Definitely didn’t see that coming. It’s usually men that sleep more soundly at night while profiting off the suffering of the average person.”

			“Want to clarify?” Brian asked.

			Sasha shifted in her seat, her posture more angular now. She looked ready for a fight.

			“You know, I was drawn by your company’s offerings. Many companies like presenting themselves as squeaky clean and family-friendly. Nothing to hide. The truth is rarely so marketable. You, however – or, rather, S.I.N. Industries – are all about being obvious and aboveboard. You dabble in the interests that appeal to the darker side of humanity, and you do it shamelessly.

			“Yet, how many families are torn asunder from the abuse of alcohol? How many pornographic depictions out there contribute to the growing epidemic of rape culture? Hell, I even hear that you are looking at getting involved in the lottery and gaming commission, adding another log to your addiction cabin.”

			She was sharp. She did her homework, not only about Brian and S.I.N., but the avenues already ventured. The approach was all wrong, though. Sasha was trying to trip him up in the morality of the company. She was using the tactics she had for companies with something to hide or some shame to their activities. That certainly was not S.I.N. That certainly was not Brian.

			“Don’t forget marijuana. Legalization has made it a burgeoning market, and not just for the day traders looking to make a quick buck,” Brian added, a playful grin on his face.

			“Look at you, a full deck. You even have the witty company name to go along with it.”

			Brian chuckled. “That was more of a happy accident, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the connotations.”

			She smirked, seeming to finally be on the same page with how candid they could be during their meeting, allowing her shoulders to relax slightly.

			“So, then, is it all about the money? Are you just in it to profit on the weakness of humans?”

			Yes.

			“Not at all. I mean, don’t get me wrong – very few things are guaranteed in life. People’s vices, while not always virtuous, are fairly stable. Country is in recession? Lose your job, your house? Bad breakup? Vices aren’t pretty, but they’re reliable; enough that individual companies have profited considerably off a single one. However, you mentioned our adult entertainment as potentially contributing to rape culture. We have actively sought out directorial talent and work with consultants in order to create content for Sinful Media that promotes consent, safe-sex practices, and female empowerment. You mentioned our presence in the alcohol market. Thanks to low distillery and production costs, forty percent of the cost of every bottle of Corrupted Spirits is donated to Al-Anon programs nationwide. Our entry into the marijuana markets will have a large stake in recreational use, of course, but also focus on the development of medical applications for ailments of all shapes and sizes. Two sides to every coin.”

			A vicious edge crept over Sasha’s gaze as Brian finished.

			“You’d make a good politician.”

			“Ouch, thanks for that,” Brian jested, wincing and placing a hand over his heart.

			The sparring match was nonstop and Brian had to take a step back to realize how much fun he was having. The surging pulse from The Swarm concurred. Sasha was no longer pressing her pen to the pad, and it seemed like she hadn’t written anything at all in the last few minutes. With her eyes set to kill and her shark-tooth smile, he could only assume that she was enjoying herself too.

			Gentle rapping on the glass door of Brian’s office brought him back to himself. He shifted his attention from Sasha, now also turning in her seat to see the door opening slowly. Tight, black curls, noticeably less lively than he’d last seen them, poked through the gap; the usually warm notes of her dark skin undeniably colder and paler.

			“Sorry to interrupt,” Gabrielle said as she leaned into the office.
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