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Six Months After Aries

 

You'd think being part of the plan to bring an ancient demon back from the Overworld would earn you some favors. Apparently that isn't the case.

Not for me, at least.

Of course, I'm not one to catch breaks in life, am I? As the Segregate, the only demon in the history of the Underworld—I prefer to call it Hell—to not possess a single flicker of magic, I was set up from the beginning for massive underachievement, crappy luck, and uphill fights.

One of the few positives that outweighs my short stature and negative label is the fact that, at least in some circles, I'm supposedly a celebrity. Who knew the Segregate could be one, right, especially after a lifetime of bullying because of my lack of Abilities? I still hadn't forgiven Klaven Isiot for conjuring a worm and making me eat it in front of a group of succubi when we were in elementary school while calling me a freak simply because I got permission to skip a homework assignment that required me to do something I couldn't—cast.

The rumor was that secreted meetings were held in pubs, where groups whispered adulations about me standing up to the Council. Supposedly, a few demons were pissed. Invisible though they were, I guess I had fans in the dark corners of the Underworld, even a few succubi who wanted merlin falcons to carry notes requesting clandestine meetings—I refused those, as difficult as it was.  Plus, me and succubi speak different languages. Even if the trained messengers brought these supposed notes, the need to avoid further punishment would have outweighed the very demanding urge to see what these unknown succubi had in mind.

If I was a rebel hero to some, I definitely was further outcast by the rest of the Fifth. Having been one of the three demons from our sector of the Fifth Circle to have gone to the Overworld, along with my best—only—friend Bilba and an asshole named Ralrek, I expected more from my neighbors.

Bilba told me demons still made a big deal about me when they we were out at the bar, but none besides him came to visit. I guess I'm not so fascinating.

Not that I wanted to be. I didn't want Lucifer's Third Council to yank me away from my life and send me to the Overworld to bring back Aries the First. I didn't want to see the mortal realm, yet I did. Invading Aries's home and disrupting his life of service to underprivileged humans wasn't on the agenda either. And I definitely never thought I would see the day I refused an order by Beelzebub, the Prince of Demons, and a member of Lucifer's Third Council. But that day came—with a side order of shame.

News of Aries's demise reached home, spreading throughout the Circles before we stepped through the rift between the worlds. The Underworld made my two partners instant heroes, and what did I get? I was humiliated for going against the Council's demands by being paraded home strapped to the back of a donkey. The five years of hard labor was for their entertainment, I swear.

"You're getting lazy, Zeke," Bilba said between pants. Even across the small clearing in the local garden named Eve's Sanctuary, his pink cheeks betrayed the mental exertion of conjuring.

He scratched one with his hand, his black fingernails leaving three distinct lines as evidence of their assault. I wondered at what age a demon would stop painting his nails black in an effort to look cool or rebellious, neither of which Bilba was. But it was his thing and if it made him happy, more power to him. We all have our things, don't we, and his is harmless. As harmless as I was making him look now.

I blinked to clear my head. "Yeah, uh, sorry. Got stuff on my mind."

"Like what?"

I took a step back and my focus increased. He should have never pulled me away from my thoughts if he wanted to win this sparring session. Holding Creed, my halberd, in front of me, I rotated it.

"Oh, man," Bilba groaned. "Be careful. Remember last time?"

In fact, I did. I remembered most of our sparring sessions because opponents routinely took advantage of my lack of magical Abilities to kick my ass. But that changed after we came home. My memory of the kind-hearted demon named Aries wasn't the only thing I took away from the Overworld. I now carried the most awesome halberd in creation and, supposedly, the most powerful weapon in Hell, gifted to me by the very demon the Council had killed.

To this day, I still have no clear idea why he gave it to me, but one thing I and all my sparring partners knew was that the weapon was true to Aries's claim. Like, scary effective. Creed was feared, making me ten times the fighter I was.

That's why Bilba backed up. He trusted me with it less than I trusted myself.

"I'm not going to hurt you." I made a promise I wasn't sure I could keep. "Plus, it's about time I got to practice too. For some reason, I never enjoyed you kicking my ass for the past few thousand years. Control feels good."

"Control," Bilba huffed. "Tell my elbow that. It was wrapped in an ice pack for a week! Do you know how expense it is to treat an injury with ice?"

"You'll be fine," I smiled, taking a step closer, spinning the halberd end over end, easily rotating it between my hands. I'd been practicing this specific move for the past few weeks, but it was the first time I showed it off to Bilba.

His Deception magic was strong, the reason he'd been assigned to accompany me to the Overworld on our wayward Aries adventure. Though we were best friends, Bilba did not spare my feelings when it came to sparring. In fact, I'm convinced he enjoyed the times his stupid boa constrictors caught me and squeezed the air from my lungs, or the times he practiced making lassos, tripping me whenever he could. Bloodying my nose with a wall he formed was a recent go-to spell. One specific session, when we had too much testosterone flowing, I pissed him off. He reciprocated by breaking one of my fingers by conjuring a skull-sized ball and dropping it on my hand. That's the only time I remember Mother being upset with him.

Basically, Bilba had a ton of payback coming his way and, armed with this ancient weapon, I was cashing in. Fivers—residents of the Fifth Circle—had been walking on me, looking down their noses at me, for far too long. Far be it for me to hurt him—I didn't—but making someone else feel defeat was satisfying, though I would never push him toward shame like I had been my entire life.

My lips curled in a snarl as I pushed forward, the undesired moniker grating, intensified by surging brain chemicals. I felt the sticky sensation of Bilba's next spell coating my skin, I stayed on the balls of my feet in case I needed to dodge if I did not make it to him in time. He knew I could sense spells, so he constructed the spell as quickly as he could. That should have worked to my advantage, but there was too much space between us, putting me at the disadvantage.

The arrows popped into existence as he conjured, first one at a time and then, as he gained momentum, by the pairs.

Deception magic is tough to predict. If he'd been a Construction user, I could have guessed at his next move because he would have had to use the natural materials around us. But Deception users can weave any temporary weapon their hearts desired and their skills matched. We were only young adults, so his spells left a lot to be desired, especially after seeing what Beelzebub and Aries were capable of, but Bilba's thousands of years of practice still made him a formidable foe. 

The arrows zipped across the clearing at speedy intervals. I introduced them to a spinning Creed. They became slivers as my halberd spun, deflecting some, slicing most. The blue, double-headed ax end sliced through Bilba's arrows as the bottom-end blade rotated up, carving more as they fell—just to add insult to injury.

Too bad for Bilba, who was breathing heavily now.

"Is that the best you've got?"

While I set the wavy dagger bladed end of Creed into the soft ground, my hands felt covered in a goo, like sweat that layered on itself. My friend still had fight in him. I moved away from Creed, ready to test my power to call the weapon. Only days after Aries gifted the halberd did I learn the expensive lesson that it did not like being left behind. I was mowing the lawn and had left it on the doorstep. When I rounded the corner of the tree to mow the side yard, I got a nasty surprise when the weapon flew toward me. I had only turned because I thought I recognized a smoking hot succubus across the street. Had I not, Creed would have smashed into my back. As it was, I let go of the mower bar—a bad story in itself—and raised my hands to block my face. The weapon hit me so hard it knocked my hands back into my forehead, bloodying my nose. The unknown succubus laughed at me before disappearing around the street corner.

Admittedly, I tested it one more time and got the same reaction. I even tried to dodge the speeding halberd at the last second and that did not work either. I had a welt on my forehead for three days. Call me a slow learner, but after that I only started testing how far I could move away before Creed reconnected with me—the furthest was twenty feet, for those of you keeping score at home.

That's when I started testing if I could call it to me. Much to my surprise—after more practice than should have been necessary if I had other things to do with my prison time—Creed began responding. The tests started at short distances, but over the past few months my skill improved and I could move farther away and still have it come at my call. Now, my best friend was going to find out about my secret skill.

Bilba conjured a pile of small rocks, each small enough that three could fit into my palm. Thirty of them hovered to both sides of my best friend and I realized I might be in trouble. I really needed to stop antagonizing a demon with developing Abilities.

I extended my arm, calling to Creed. Wiggling free on its own, the halberd jumped out of the dirt and hopped into my hand just as Bilba's face changed to a satisfied grin. With a thrust of his arm, Bilba sent the rocks flying in my direction. I held the weapon horizontally at chest level and batted away each stone. I don't consider myself a badass, there were a few close calls, but not a rock touched me. In fact, as the last two came within striking distance, I swatted them back in Bilba's direction. Watching him tumble behind a boulder to avoid being struck by his own spell was the definition of hilarious.

I sprung across the divide separating us and was on top of him before he could roll over, pinning him to the ground by pushing Creed against the blubber of the back of his neck.

"Yield! Yield!" He whined and winced underneath me.

"Are you sure? I haven't even broken a sweat yet."

He struggled to break free, so I pushed down, reminding him I hadn't agreed to his yielding. Previously, best friend or not, he tricked me into letting him up, only for him to restart an attack. I would not fall for that again. Acquiescing, he lay limp, drawing the breath of defeat.

"You've become almost as much of an asshole as you claim Ralrek is ever since you got that blessed thing."

"That's because Ralrek is an asshole," I said with a smile he could not see, removing Creed and standing. It was awkward straddling my best friend's ass in the middle of the local garden. If someone had come upon us at that moment, we would have had explaining to do. Best to accept his defeat and keep my winning streak going.

Bilba rolled over, drawing deep breaths, two hands pressed against his chest. "He can be, but you are too. When did you see him last?"

Continuing a discussion about Ralrek, a demon I had managed to avoid for half a year, made my good mood slip. "Not since that shit went down with the Council."

Even now, a dose of regret mixed with a bucket load of shame still tugged at me every time I thought about what happened. I didn't need reminders, and mentioning Ralrek's name was exactly that.

"Well, trust me, he hasn't changed. I can't say the same for you."

I eyed Bilba warily. "I hope that's a good thing?"

He grunted as he stood and began collecting items left off to the side, where we had relaxed and caught up before the sparring session. He threw his jacket over his shoulder and tucked his book under his arm. When he turned to face me, I could see there was a comment at his lips.

His chest rose with a deep-drawn breath. "Did you ever think you don't do yourself any favors?"

"What do you mean?"

He gestured with his one free hand. "Look at our sparring sessions. Ever since you got that halberd, you've been different."

"What? Because you can't hand me my ass any longer?"

Bilba dipped his head in ambiguity. "That's not what I'm talking about. You just ... carry yourself differently. It's like ... you just aren't the same Zeke."

I sank the double-ax head in Bilba's direction. He stepped back, even though twenty feet separated us.

I smiled. "If you were in my shoes you'd see this hasn't been easy. My change, would be easier to understand if you spent your entire life not fitting in, ostracized, and then getting your ass kicked by any imp who wanted to screw with you. If I'm being honest, you've always been rough with me in our sessions. That stuff builds up. Add in the mix of embarrassed parents. Remember, I didn't want to go to the Overworld. I wasn't the one who helped Beelzebub kill Aries." Bilba winced at that. Good. "And I don't even know why the heaven he gave me Creed or what I'm supposed to do with it. I'm still trying to figure out why he said 'it has to be' me. But I'll tell you what ..."

I bent down and picked up a rock Bilba had thrust my way. I tossed it in the air, swinging the dagger end of Creed in a sharp arc, striking the rock and sending it flying over the treetops. We watched it disappear before I returned my focus to him.

"I don't trust the Council as far as I can fight them. Aries did nothing wrong, and Beelzebub killed him. The Council, much to their discredit, did nothing. They punished me because I refused to help kill one of the Founders, and I've been blacklisted since. I can't get a blessed job to save my soul."

Bilba shook his head and walked past. "I'm not having this discussion again. It's all we've talked about since you were allowed visitors and these special passes."

"What discussion?"

He spun, his pink cheeks deepening. "About Aries, Zeke! He's dead. You can't fix or change it. The Council had their reasons. Me. You. No one on the Fifth Circle can know why they do what they do. It's shit, Zeke, it really is shit. It might not seem right to us, but you can't keep wasting time trying to figure them out. For Lucifer's sake, it's been a half year now." He huffed. "You will never understand their motivations. None of us can. So stop trying to make me feel like shit over what went down. You're not the only one who has regrets about that day."

He stomped away toward the gateway leading to the common level of the Fifth Circle. 

"Come on, don't be like that," I called, maybe because I was lonely, had been lonely, and did not want to be alone again so soon.

Without turning around, he thrust his free hand in the air, middle finger extended, something we picked up from a human child back in Seattle. Give the mortals credit, they can effectively communicate when they need to.

I jerked Creed, the silent command to deactivate the magical halberd. It collapsed into stick form, a foot of petrified dark cherry, even before Bilba walked through the gateway, leaving me standing alone in the Eve's Sanctuary with my stupid thoughts and a healthy dose of remorse.
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"Ah, the king returns from his conquests," my father said the second I opened the heavy front door of our angel tree home. Tall and thin, his mass of thick, white hair was spotted with grease from his job tending the Hellfire.

I sighed and turned, using the need to pop off my shoes as an excuse to hide my subtle headshake. My attitude would lead to an exaggeration of his. If that happened, a butting of heads would follow before I even got to the stairs. An easy prediction, really; based on consistent behaviors over the past six months. I frustrated him. He frustrated me. Oil and water, and all that shit.

"How did your training go?" My mother, all five-foot-nothing of her, stood by the stove, stirring a smoking concoction in a saucepan. So focused on the ... whatever ... she was cooking, she never turned her square jaw on me.

I pinched my nose closed at the aromatic assault coming from the kitchen. I didn't even want to consider what sustenance I would shove down my throat tonight. I leaned my elbow on the stack of boxes of product from Mother's pyramid scheme business she refused to quit, giving her a tight smirk.

"It went well," I said. "Could have been better. Bilba isn't the challenge he used to be, but there's no one else to spar against."

"Better?" She half-turned from her ... concoction to look at me.

"Bilba is still working out some kinks in his spells, so it wasn't a real session. So I didn't get to work on anything I wanted to improve."

Neither parent could understand the complexities of the changing relationship between me and my sparring partner because neither of them did much with their Abilities. Lilith Sunstone only used her Manipulative magic to take care of things around the house that needed tending to. Never once had she used her Abilities to improve the oils and therapeutic teas the company she worked for forced her to sell. Father's Construction Abilities might as well not even exist. I could not recall him ever talking about them. There was one time he spent an entire weekend repairing a wall Mother had accidentally set on fire after a stovetop incident. Instead of conjuring a new panel from scrap wood and moving on with other things, he locked himself away, repairing the wall by hand—and a handyman, Kanthor Sunstone is not.

"That's your fault," my father said. He was leaning over, both elbows firmly planted on the tabletop. An open scroll lay in front of him. He stopped reading just to give me a hard time. I'm so lucky.

"Don't start, please."

He pulled his head up. "You tell me what I can and can't do now? Is that it? Do you hear this, Lilith? Our son, the king."

"That's not what I said." We did this dance far too often, and I wondered why he wasn't as tired of it as I was.

Facing her acid bath meal, Lilith mumbled. "Knock it off, the both of you."

"But I didn't do anything wrong."

"Isn't that the problem, Ezekial? You, not doing anything?"

I tried to hide my flinch. Regardless of how my existence embarrassed him, I wasn't going to let him push me around. A son should never be a punching bag.

I tried to keep my voice level. "Ouch. Low blow."

Behind me, Mother's ladle clattered against the side of the pot. A strand of dark hair fell into her face and she curled it around her ear with a jerk.

"Son." Kanthor closed his eyes in that way that parents do when trying to calm their annoyance with their children, his half-dozen crow's feet cutting through skin at the corner of his eyes. "There's nothing about our existence that is fair or unfair. Do you think it's fair I have to work the Hellfire? I didn't want that for a career, but it's what is required, so I do it. Is it fair your mother works as hard as she does to sell her wares and she doesn't get breaks with new customers because we don't have the connections necessary to move lots of products, instead, filling our home with these blessed boxes." He waved to his side where a stack looked ready to tumble over and block off the stairs to the second floor. "What about parents our age who have a son your age still living at home because he can't do the things he needs to support himself? No, life isn't fair. Deal with it."

"We don't mind you being here, Ezekial." Lilith now stood at the end of the table, facing both of us, with her arms tucked across her chest. It was a gesture I had seen more of over the past months as my at-home prison sentence dragged on. "But what your father is trying to say is that the time has come for you to get serious about the next stage of your life. That's all."

"That's not all, wife," he said, scroll forgotten. "Not by the smallest of measures. Ezekial, you have no right to complain about things when you seem determined to defy the Council."

I scoffed. Being a proud male, rebellion was easier than displaying vulnerability or pain. "You're joking, right? Defy them? Really? Exactly how do you defy immoral actions?" My tone rose throughout my reaction. From my periphery, Mother took a step closer.

"You know very well how you have," my father replied. "If you're claiming ignorance, this conversation is done. I won't tolerate it."

I threw my hands into the air. "Why? I didn't choose to be born without an ounce of Abilities like everyone else. I didn't want to go to the Overworld to chase a first of his name." My throat tightened. He was deliberately blind. I knew he was brainwashed, but I had no idea that his humiliation ran this deep, that he would place the blame on me as if I had a say in any of what happened. "And you weren't there. You don't know what it was like, what happened up there."

He pulled back away from the table and crossed his arms, his chin that could have passed as a slanted jaw, lifting slightly. "The press interviewed Michael. Numerous times, in fact. Everyone knows what occurred. All of you had time to share your story and everyone's was the same."

I rocketed to my feet, the words boiling in my throat. "They forced me to make that statement! You know that. The Lucifer-blessed press officer stood in this room and briefed me. You were here. How can you pretend that didn't happen? You can't seriously be that blind."

It was my father's turn to get to his feet. My heart raced.

As his mouth opened to release a new rant, there was a loud thud on the table. Mother had grabbed a mixing bowl and slammed it down, pressing on it with both hands. Her focused eyes, that square jaw and one-length haircut promised the rage of a pained wife and mother to anyone who defied her. When she spoke, her words held the ice of the heavens, the great antithesis to all existence for demons.

"You two will stop this nonsense now," she said, each word biting deep. "Because I am so very tired of this tug-of-war between the two of you pigheaded incubi." When my father opened his mouth to speak, mother held up a finger, pinching her eyes closed. "Don't." 

With that single word, my father clamped his lips together. Oh, to have that power over him.

"We are a family and we will start acting as one, Lucifer help me. That means we accept each other." Her eyes turned directly on Kanthor. "As we are, not what any of one of us wishes the other would be. And it also means." Those flat brown eyes turned to me now. "We will respect our elders. We will do the things asked of us in service of our great Lord, because when He asks, it is our honor to serve."

I melted under the scrutiny.

"Honestly, you two exhaust me with all this ridiculous squabbling. We are a small family and need to remember that. And if you can't, then it's time for you to sit down and analyze how fortunate you are to have each other. There are many who would give their Abilities to have our fortune. We may not have everything, and we surely don't own the best of things. My newest outfit is a hundred years old. The house is the only one that hasn't been renovated to the new structures. I can't remember the last time you hired a carriage ride for us, Kanthor. But my point is, so what? Those are things, just things. We have a home. We have food. We have our health. Our lives are wonderful and we should thank Lucifer for all of His gifts."

"You're right, dear," my father said, sounding humbler than I'd ever heard him.

I moved to her. She watched me approach, her expression never changing, even when I wrapped my arms around her. "Yes, Mother. And I am sorry. I'm lucky to have the two of you, and I am grateful. Frustrated." I let slip a sly smirk. "But I'm still grateful."

Her arms pressed against me lightly, not the passionate hug of the mother. It was a touch that said 'I still love you, but you can be a right twat from time to time.'

"If you truly are grateful, Ezekial, you will think about what I've said. This needs to end, and I mean now. None of us know what Lucifer has in store for us. As sure as we stand here, we could be gone in the blink of his eye. As much as your father irritates you, he irritates me twice as much, trust me."

Kanthor Sunstone gave a playful "Hey!" in response to her comment.

She continued without breaking momentum. "Life isn't about having everything perfectly aligning to match your desires. It's about how you deal with what you face. Keep fighting, and you will be one of the most miserable demons in the history of our kind." She laid a hand on my shoulder and gave it a slight rub. "And I don't want that for you. Learn to be happy, please. You won't be if you're constantly fighting your fate."

I couldn't tell her I no longer believed in fate after the debacle in the Overworld. Fate, if it were real, would not demand the death of a demon like Aries, not unless it were the cruelest of mechanisms. Instead, I believed in the efficacy of politics and selfishness, and demons using others to achieve their ends. It wasn't worth rehashing all the reasons fate was a tool of the powerful to control the masses. Before me was the woman who had done so much, who had been and would always be there for me. Though things had changed recently, I could not forget that she stood by me from the earliest times in my memory to the public shaming and imprisonment. Never once had she abandoned me. No way I would call nonsense on the very foundation of her argument.

She lightly rubbed my arm again. "Take some time and examine this. Dinner won't be ready for a while. Why don't you head up to your room and get settled? Then we can have time together tonight."

I tried to give her a loving smile, but it didn't feel right and slipped. "Sure, mother. That's a good idea." I turned to my father. He watched me stoically. "I'm sorry for misspeaking. I shouldn't let my frustrations get the better of me."

He dipped his head. "Do as your mother says. You're an adult now. The time to stop acting like an impling has long passed. Adults have adult consequences. Best you learn how to avoid those now."

It hurt to accept responsibility and not have it reciprocated, but I was doing this for mother. If not for her, I might not have been able to bite back the comment at my lips that would surely relaunch the next round of war. Without hinting at the fire burning in my gut, I climbed the stairs, the collapsed halberd bouncing against my sweatpants.

When I was in my room, I fell against the closed door, looking at the ceiling and wondering how much more I could tolerate. Somewhere, deep in their hearts, my parents were good demons. But that didn't negate the very real harm they did with their ideologies and words. If they only cared to know.

Father was correct, I was an adult. Looking around my room, I realized that I wasn't living an adult's life, not as long as I lived in their angel tree. But how could I change my situation when no one was willing to help and all doors were closed? That was the problem I needed to solve.

As soon as possible.

I pushed off the door and made my way to my desk, setting Creed down and pulling off my shirt. There was enough time to squeeze in a shower before dinner, since Lucifer's entire Army could shower before Mother finished crafting a meal. The quip brought a smile to my face. She put as much love into her meals as she did for everything in her life. An inspiration, that succubus.

Whipping my shirt off, it caught the end of Creed hanging over the edge of the desk, sending the collapsed halberd to the floor.

I bent and picked it up. In my six months of practicing with the weapon, I knew that small accident wouldn't even chip the dark magical cherry. Still, I checked, running the flat of my thumb down its length. Toward the end, I felt something. A chip? Not a fracture, please.

Pulling my thumb away, the spot was not a break or even a chip in the dark wood, but something else. Something so fine, so indistinguishable, I had missed it over the past six months of ownership. Flush with the wood, it was nearly imperceptible. Even now, I only felt a slight variance when I rubbed my thumb from right to left. Any other direction and it remained undetectable.

In tiny letters that could have passed as scratches along the edge of the haft was an inscription in a language I couldn't read.

I grinned stupidly. All this time with my face buried in books at the library, and I might have had a clue in front of me all along. Could this reveal a clue behind Aries's cryptic message that I needed to be the one to own Creed?

Now, I just had to figure out what in the heaven the inscription said.
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I don't remember if I mentioned this before, but I always considered the Fifth Circle to be massive. All nine Circles of the Underworld differ from one another but, the thing is, we know little about them because news does not flow well here. Not because we live under incalculable tonnage of bedrock from the Overworld, but because it just is not shared. Sometimes I wonder if they keep us ignorant on purpose. After my trip to the Overworld city of Seattle, I now understood what truly massive was—and nothing in Hell, not even the Grand Chamber which contains the Hellfire could ever qualify again for me.

Ever since coming home, I felt cramped. How long until normality returned?

The manner in which the Underworld is designed would be foreign to Overworld dwellers. We don't have townships and cities. Instead, our nine Circles are broken into stratum, zones, and sectors. Demons like me are called Dwellers because we live on the lowest stratum in the Fifth, the blackened bedrock. Floaters, the elite, live in domiciles that rise into the quiet space above. All affluent, some are wealthy enough to live in floating palaces, believe it or not, looking down on us little demons. Classism, keeping it real in Hell since the beginning of time.

As Dwellers, we have one advantage over the floating elite—we are not dependent on owning or hiring transportation to get around. We're restricted to traveling by foot since even using ground-based transportation is problematic due to our crowded living conditions and the expense. Only the solidly middle class, and visiting Floaters, can afford the chimera carriages that bully their way through crowded streets. They poop everywhere, but at least they do not pollute like the vehicles in the Overworld.

Navigating through the crowded streets was my current challenge, a necessary sacrifice of job searching. A sacrifice I was happy to make if it got me the heaven away from my parents, an even more urgent need after the recent argument.

After dozens upon dozens of failures and rejections just in the past week, I was open to taking any job. The administrative clerk forced to process the permission paperwork to allow me time outside of my at-home prison was likely rooting for me more than I was for myself.

In terms of job prospects, my notoriety did not translate into opportunities. Compound that with the not having Ability or work experience when your name is Ezekial Sunstone, and you have a recipe for something more toxic than my mother's angeled eggs.

My feet were sore from pounding bedrock paths for two straight days. And this was not the first time I had followed the folly of believing I was employable.

Being the Segregate-turned-criminal who told Beelzebub "no" meant not a single store owner wanted anything to do with me. Most even rejected my request to apply for future openings. It seems Hell's equal opportunity laws need a little evolution.

After endless walking, the heat of the Hellfire was getting the better of me, making my shirt stick to my spine. Ahead, a water stand, crowded by a line of demons, drew my attention. The stand owner glanced my way as I approached the end of the line, doing a double take. The last thing I needed was for him to reject me as a customer. Not only humiliated, but being refused hydration? Even angels would not stoop so low.

Another warm day, this one was like almost every day, unless Lucifer powers down the Hellfire for punitive reasons. Water stands were a good business to be in. If I only had the coin to buy one, then I would not have to depend on someone else giving me a chance. Three implings, barely over two hundred years old, waddled through the line of adults in a game of tag. They bumped into strangers as they chased each other and everyone laughed off how adorable their play was, which only encouraged the little ones. I cringed when they approached the end of the line, where I'd just taken up residency. Small demons freak me out. Maybe, if I had a younger brother or sister, these implings would not bother me. As it was, they did, because they looked so tiny, so fragile. Their awkward ambling worried me. Cracked skulls were not something I could fix, even with Creed. Thankfully, they swayed back toward the front of the line and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Time passed at a tortoise's pace; the line inched forward. The demon in front of me radiated a stale funk, betraying the likelihood that he was a manual laborer. The line finally drifted off to their next task, and he stepped forward to place his order, giving my nose a reprieve. It took forever for the attendant to assist the thick demon and send him away with an armful of bottled water. His other paw gripped a flavored ice treat which was already beginning to melt.

I stepped up.

"What can I get for you, Ezekial?" The man behind the counter was squat and sweaty, his stringy hair pasted to his head in slivers of fading black. His name tag read 'Dagon.'

I eyed him. "Do I know you?"

The man blinked dumbly, blubbered something that was supposed to be a laugh, I think, and said, "You're the Segreg—" catching himself before he finished putting voice to my unsolicited moniker. "You're the one who captured Aries, aren't you? If not, you sure look a lot like him."

I shook my head, wondering if I would ever avoid the stain on my reputation. But Dagon didn't seem bothered. Could he be the only Fiver who didn't care that I'd defied Beelzebub? "Yeah, uh that's me, I guess. Can I grab two waters?"

"Sure thing, boss," Dagon said, beaming a smile. "Ain't never had a celebrity at my stand before. I'm going to tell everyone about this." He plunked the waters on the counter, droplets spraying me in the face. Sheepishly, he slid notepad and a pen next to the water bottles. "Would you sign this? It would be so cool to have your autograph."

I glanced around, aware the demons waiting on me to finish and get out of their way were taking notice. I swallowed the growing cotton-ball lump in my throat. "My autograph?"

Dagon's laugh was hearty, filled with excitement, drawing more grunts and whispers from those behind me. I scratched my neck. I was holding up the line. Well, technically Dagon was, but I doubted anyone behind me would see it like that—especially if they knew I was Hell's reject.

After I signed the notepad, feeling more than a little self-conscious, I slid it back to Dagon. He snagged it as if feeling some invisible threat from in the crowd.

"Thank you!"

The heat of humiliation warmed my neck.

"Get a move on!" an ancient succubus a few demons back yelled.

"I got 'ta' drop my babies off to daycare! Hurry up!" A succubus much closer shouted.

I wanted away, fast. "What do I owe you?"

Dagon, holding the paper and staring at my scribbled signature, looked up in confusion. "Oh, you don't owe me nothing. Can't charge a celebrity, now can I? Have a great day!"

I started and fumbled with the water. Taking my first step away, I heard the stand owner whisper. "That's The Segregate."

"The traitor?" an incubus, Dagon's next customer, sniped.

"Same," Dagon acknowledged. "Gonna put his autograph for sale on BL."

The pair's laughter drifted back as I stretched my stride. My signature on Balaam's List, a local trade and swap paper. When was the last time I felt this dirty?

"Well, at least someone is getting something useful out of this waste of a day," I grumbled.

Getting away from the water stand in a rush, sweat trickled down my back, making my shirt feel like it would soon be a permanent layer of new skin.

Rounding a towering wall of black bedrock that stretched into the indigo heights, I passed the buildings on the next street, perpetually keeping an eye out for window signs that might give a job seeker like me some hope. Sheer vertical walls of black spotted by jagged outcroppings crowded with ravens and vultures loomed above. The eyes of Lucifer. The escarpment ran the entire length of the block, behind a row of businesses and multi-story hotels and homes. A faceless vandal had tagged one crevice with a patriotic gibe at angelkind.

This was Old Towne, one of the first settlements in the Fifth that Lucifer established after The Fall. The only buildings to rival the architectural charm of Olde Towne are in the financial district, and that was a good half day's walk from home. I had been there once and saw the towers of metal and gleaming windows, reflecting the brilliant blue of the Hellfire. It was cool. But the buildings in Old Towne hold more charm. Façades of stone construction, new floors reached up with each generation as more demons moved to the area. When you can't build out, you build up, and that's what Old Towne did. Up, up, up.

The main street, unlike the other narrow, winding ones that criss-crossed this area, was wide and filled with demons shopping and eating. I groaned. The throng would not only slow me down, but the clientele in dining and retail establishments would also keep the owners busy, maybe too busy to entertain the least desirable job hunter in Hell. Old Towne was the central hangout for most demons in the Fifth Circle, and today it looked like every single one of them was here. I half expected to see my parents come out of some miscellaneous shop.

As I made my way through the oozing swarm of bodies, I kept an eye out for signs about openings. This was not a place of big business. Fivers embraced Old Towne. I did too, and one day I might have enough coin to hang out here and patron its stores and bars. This place was exciting, yet embraced our history. This was a place where even franchises were not welcome, because it was here that the first Fivers made a living and passed the family business down.

Regardless of shopping preferences, there was a store for everyone Old Towne. A boutique offering classic outfits from the high days of the mortal Roman Empire, fashions that came back into popularity in the Underworld every few centuries. An antique store that claimed to have a few of the rarest treasures from Aborigine civilizations. A shop possessing wares from the Xia dynasty.

I pulled up short. A building so narrow it looked squeezed into an existing crevice between buildings had a sign in the window. It was a tall, narrow window crowded with stacks of books. The sign had the two glorious words I ached to see.

HELP WANTED.

No longer did I care about the street abuzz with demons drifting from store to store, the bag-carrying demons, or the food establishments crammed with families.

The shop sign hung from a drooping iron bar with rusted loops I feared would give way soon. Some unsuspecting demon would have a terrible shopping trip when they did. Flecked, faded paint named the store as The Book Abyss. I hurried under it to the forest green door that bore multiple chips, revealing the underlying wood and rainbow layers of previous color choices.

Patina spotted the doorknob. A diagonal crack running the length of the window panel at eye level obscured my view. The door creaked when I pushed it open and the stale air hit me as soon as I stepped inside. The shop owner must never crack the door or one of the slim windows. The smell of decaying paper bordered on pungent.

Running the length of the right wall, large shelves stacked from floor to ceiling, crammed with books of all varieties. There wasn't a single inch of space between the titles, daring any demon brave enough to risk pulling a book out. Heaven of a way to finally meet Lucifer, I say.

Round tables, three feet in diameter and covered in precarious stacks of books, zigzagged toward the back to accommodate the narrow shop. More than a few books showed scars of having toppled, as bruised and beaten as they were.

On the far wall, another bookcase mirrored the one to my side.

A bookstore in Hell crammed with so much paper was a recipe for Armageddon. Someone was just asking for it.

That's when I met that someone.

"Hello?" A smooth, older feminine voice called from somewhere behind stacks of books piled atop a half-wall at the back.

I was the only customer, so I answered. "Hi. I, uh, I'm looking to apply ... for the job?"

She shuffled and cleared her throat. The shuffling grew louder and, after a moment's pause, a short, round succubus appeared.

Shoulder length auburn hair parted on one side fell in waves around sparking emerald eyes. Matching eye shadow was plastered to her lids. The succubus's wide cheekbones made her face narrower toward her jaw. That feature would be more extreme were it not for the flabby skin under her chin.

She took me with a warm smile and was suddenly there, in my space, wrapping me in an embrace. I awkwardly placed an arm around her shoulder. I breathed again when she backed away, clasping her hands and hanging them naturally in front of her.

Her gesture warmed my cheeks. "You're looking for help?" I said in a rush.

She eyed me a moment longer. I willed myself to keep my hand from scratching my neck.

Her eyelids fluttered. "Do you even know what I'm hiring for?"

A valid question, one I hadn't entertained. "No, I don't."

"So you came into my shop without being prepared?" she asked, one corner of her mouth curving upward.

"I was curious. And I really need a job. Bad."

"Desperate and reckless. An interesting combination and way of making a first impression."

I was tapped out. She seemed like a sweet succubus, but I could only be knocked down, even by nice demons, so many times before calling it quits out of self-preservation. "I'm sorry for bothering you. I thought you needed help. I guess I was mistaken. I'll see myself out."

I turned to leave, hearing her snort behind me. "So you're unprepared and you give up easily?"

Her playful delivery made me pause with the doorknob in my grasp. If I walked out, I'd be back to endless conversations with shop owners and shift supervisors, and doors being closed in my face. If I stayed, I might land a job in a messy but quiet bookstore. Glancing out at the street, exactly zero customers even looked at the shop, much less came in. Probably fearful of the risk to life, limb, and safety it presented.

"Not at all, Miss?" I left the formal title dangling as I drew a deep, calming breath and turned.

"Tywald," she said. "But you may call me Dialphio. I'm the owner of the wonderful establishment where you now stand, called The Book Abyss. My little treasure." Hands clasped in front of her still, Dialphio turned to look at her collection of thousands of books with a curious smile flitting across her lips. That's when she closed her eyes and deeply inhaled. "The best smell in the Underworld, wouldn't you agree?"

I wouldn't, but I didn't want to tell my potential new boss that. "Glorious," I said, then approached the subject about the job. "Are you looking for help?"

Dialphio moved to the nearest table, her hand caressing the top book in a stack. "I am," she said. "I need someone reliable, trustworthy." She pulled her gaze to me. "This shop is my life. Too much so, unfortunately. I need help so I can take some time for myself and some other responsibilities. That someone needs to be available, even on weekends. Especially on weekends."

"I don't mind that," I said, scanning the books on the closest table for a title that sounded like something I would read—and which was easy enough to pronounce; you should have seen some of these titles. "And I absolutely love books so this is a great opportunity. I was thrilled when I saw the sign. I mean, look at this one. Stairway to Hell: The Incredible Rise of Heaven's Most Notorious Rock Band? I can't believe you have this! It's only the most popular one besides anything with kid wizards, am I right?"

Dialphio didn't seem to get my reference, not surprising considering the aged appearance of the vast majority of her titles. There wasn't a single book for implings and few for younger imps. Maybe she secretly disliked having customers, preferring to stay surrounded by books only she loved. I heard a lot of bookstore owners could be like that. She also might not know what demons nowadays read. And that could be my in.

Her hand paused its caress, her cheeks coloring. "It would be nice to have another bibliophile here, especially a younger one. So few your age seem interested in books. The older applicants seem to want to bankrupt me with their wage demands. The regular customers will love having a fresh face to talk to." She made a noise that I think was supposed to be a laugh but sounded more like the restricted chirp of a bird. As quickly as she did, she cut it off, pointing a finger. "I won't tolerate any funny business though. None of that stuff that happens over in the apparel store next door. None of that anarchy, letting your friends hang out here all day, raising a ruckus."

"Of course not. I'm not interested in that. I just." I paused because my thoughts were interfering with my mouth. I didn't know this succubus and couldn't trust her, but it sounded like I had a real chance at an easy job. "I'm in sort of a pinch."

"Are you in trouble?"

I smirked, shaking my head. "Not that I'm aware of."

Dialphio stiffened. "But what?"

"Do you ... have you seen me before?"

She drew a deep, slow breath through her nose, her nostrils widening. The stuffy, packed bookstore pressed in around me under her examination. Finally, she shook her head. "No, but I'm curious about the question. Should I?" she asked, narrowing those green eyes.

"I'm Ezekial Sunstone."

My response hung in the air. She didn't react. This job was looking better.

"A half year ago, the Council sent me to the Overworld to retrieve Aries the First," I said, filling in details that might jog her memory.

Dialphio pulled her hand from the book, arching up at the knuckles, then she rolled her fingers, tapping her nails. I'd have paid a gold coin—if I had one—to know her thoughts. "Ah yes, I am aware of that. I didn't follow the events too closely, but I do remember hearing news that the Council had sent a contingent up."

It was a safe response, void of praise or condemnation.

"But don't think for a second that makes a difference to me," Dialphio said. "If you're going to work for me, you're just like everyone else. You won't be getting extra pay or any favors because you once did the Council's bidding."

"Oh no, that was a one-time thing. I'm not on their books or payroll. Thankfully." I added the last word as an afterthought, but it was the most heartfelt of all of them.

Dialphio watched me for a few more seconds. Momentum was building, and I tried to temper my excitement.

"And what about that?" Dialphio pointed at Creed, hanging from the leather loop on my belt.

A subconscious desire to protect the halberd from her curious eyes possessed my hand to move on top of the knob. In the next fraction of a second, I pulled my hand away, realizing how silly my gesture was. "This? It's nothing, just ... a gift from someone important."

"No weapons."

Yeah, that was going to be a problem. "Dialphio, I promise to follow all your rules. I won't do anything stupid to put your shop at risk and I'll be available for you whenever you need me. I wish I could comply with that ... but I can't."

She crossed her arms, somehow looking taller. "Then I guess you won't be getting the job. I don't tolerate that stuff. Weapons." She scoffed with a disgusted grunt and shake of the head. "Too many weapons on the streets as it is. No need for them. No need for them at all."

I didn't disagree. "Trust me, if I could leave it at home, I would. But I can't go anywhere without it."

Her scoff turned into a laugh that came from the deepest part of her gut. It still sounded like a bird, just a large one. "You said your name was Ezekial, right?"

I nodded.

A smile still played with the corners of her lips. "Well, Ezekial, that truncheon is best left at home if you want the job."

I bit my lip. The bookstore or nothing—nothing but long days cooped up in the angel tree with my parents.

Having the halberd felt more like a blessing from Aries than a curse.

With hesitation and a good dose of impending remorse, I pulled Creed out of the loop, gripping it tightly. To her credit, Dialphio didn't back up or even flinch. She stood her ground, arms crossed.

I flicked it. The silent command given, Creed shot to its full five foot length. Dialphio yelped when the double ax head popped at the top end and the six-inch wavy blade extended from the bottom.

I was careful not to make a move toward her or give any hint that I was a threat. The halberd still scared the heaven out of me sometimes, I could only imagine what it was like for her.

I exhaled slowly. "When I was sent to the Overworld to bring Aries the First back, he gave me this. I didn't know what it was then, and I wasn't given a choice. I only discovered its true nature after ... after he was gone. And the thing is, I can't leave it. Anywhere. Literally. Wherever I go, it goes. If it weren't for this," I wagged the loop with my free hand, "I'd have to carry this stupid thing all the time. I promise it won't be a problem and I understand that it would frighten customers. As long as I'm in the vicinity, I can set it down. But I couldn't leave the shop without it, I probably couldn't even go up your stairs."

"Those are off-limits."

I slowly nodded at the interruption. "But while I'm here, I'll leave it out of sight of customers. I swear. Please." The word came out as a croak. "I need someone to give me a chance."

Dialphio extended her arm. "Let me see it."

I took the tentative step forward. "You can't hold it without it sending you flying through the back wall. But I can hold it as close as you'd like."

"Lay it on the book there."

I did, and she bent to examine it. She pinched her lips, never taking her eyes off Creed. Her examination drifted up and down the length of the stick. I was about to say something when her eyes widened, pupils enlarged. Blotches of red appeared on her neck and she scrambled away from it as if it had suddenly turned into a human infant.

"Fine, fine," her voice shook. "You keep that thing closed. I don't want to see those blades ever again, especially not in my store. And you will hide it from the customers. There's a small desk in the back." She jabbed a thumb over her shoulder in the direction of the wall of books she first appeared from. "And you'll start this afternoon. You break one rule, and you're gone. Understand?"

I flicked Creed, and it collapsed back into the foot–long stick that threatened no one but the curious. I couldn't hide my beaming smile. "Absolutely. Thank you so much."

Dialphio nodded. "You're welcome. Now," she brushed her palms on her skirt, "I need to attend to a few administrative things. Come back when the Callers announce the fourth hour, ready to work."

"Four," I said, my smile still stretched across my face. "I'll see you then."

I crossed the short distance to the front door, opening it. The buzz of demon shoppers and patrons aimlessly filling the Old Towne shopping district was loud and ... enjoyable. For the first time in a long time. 

As I closed the door, Dialphio raced behind her stack of books as if she just remembered she left a candle burning on top of one of her aged tomes.

The shop door clicked closed, freeing my thoughts to explore the shop owner's reaction to Creed and the imprint of concern on her face. My halberd had unsettled her and I couldn't ignore the gnawing feeling that it had nothing to do with her distaste of weapons.
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Dialphio isn't easy to break.

For the past month, I'd been an employee at The Book Abyss, and in that time I'd tried to decipher her reaction at Creed. Each shift, I poked more intensely as we became comfortable with each other, and each time she avoided the subject.

Dialphio was easy to talk to, much easier than her initial impression conveyed. One thing she loved to talk about was the knowledge she'd gained from reading. This demon read a lot! I tried to get her to open up by starting conversations about fairytales or ancient tomes, then navigating back to my impromptu interview a month ago. She never gave anything away.

But behind the customer area, I caught her casting sideways glances at Creed a dozen times per shift. She stayed on the shop floor instead of in the back managing finances and inventory, even when I was on duty and not a single customer dotted the premises. An urge burned in me to figure out what it was she saw.

None of the books in the store gave up any information about the weapon either. I'd looked. In a single month, I glanced through more pages of text than was healthy for an entire Circle's population. Even with all the reading, I hadn't made it through a tenth of our inventory. Where Dialphio could speed up my learning, she was, instead, an impediment.

The door chimed its pleasant, light tone. I'd hung a bell above it my first week on the job. That was my initial win, convincing her it was more professional and we could be more responsive to customer needs if we knew they were in the shop. She had agreed then and continued to make concessions at many of my recommendations, including which books we carried.

"Good morning," Dialphio called out.

I walked away from the new arrivals I was adding to our inventory ledger and came around the stacks of books that hid our desk area, opening my arms to receive her hug.

Hugs started my second day on the job—though not technically, since she hugged me at the start of my impromptu interview. Before I got cocky, I learned there was nothing special about me. The shop owner hugged everyone, including customers on their first visit to the store.

She stepped back and leaned around me. "Magic systems today?"

I nodded proudly about our newest category, one I'd talked her into. Dialphio's initial resistance crumbled when she allowed me to do a sidewalk poll of non-customers, asking them what type of titles they'd check out in a bookstore. Point proven, we ordered a dozen right away, the titles I was now preparing to stock.

"Yep." I nodded. "Not a fan of nonfiction, but everyone seems to be into it. I figured I'll use that front table to feature the most popular ones. Magical systems are all the rage, so let's put them in the middle and draw demons further into the store."

"But how do we get them in?"

"By using the newly cleared front window for an orderly display. Instead of stacks of books, we put these three side by side." I pointed at the first three books in a popular twelve book series that I had set aside for this very purpose. "They'll see them, because almost everyone knows these books, even non-readers like ..." I almost said 'me' before catching myself. "Like my best friend. The display will draw in the right type of customer—young ones with disposable income."

Dialphio's eyes grew large, sparkling. "Oh, I like the sounds of that. Young demons in the store again. Exciting."

It was. And those types came in more and more every day. The more organized the store became, the more foot traffic we saw. My first week on the job, we had a grand total of twelve customers. Four weeks later, we had a steady stream of buying demons each day, growing revenue by over a hundred percent. Nothing compared to the bigger bookstores like Beggars and Nobles, but still profitable. In fact, our growth was healthy enough for Dialphio to already give me a pay raise!

Things were going almost too well.

The doorbell chimed again. Dialphio and I turned in unison, both wearing the smiles of greeters, one practiced and the other born of millennia as a bookshop owner. Mine fell immediately.

That's because it was not a customer walking into the store. Instead, The Book Abyss was invaded by a demon I did not expect to see here, and another I hated more than any other in all of Hell. Why was Ralrek here? Did Bilba deliberately bring the asshole to the one place I could not walk away and hide? 

"Welcome," Dialphio said, moving to the pair and hugging them. When she backed away, she waved at the books on the shelves lining the wall. "Whatever you're looking for, we have. Our young adult section is over there. If you have any questions, just ask one of us. We're glad to help you."

The helix of Bilba's protruding ears bloomed in a hint of pink at the shop owner's greeting.  Ralrek, nearly as tall as the door, scrunched his face in a sneer as he closed it, not even having the courtesy to respond to the shop owner. I did not expect much from the tallest demon I knew. Standing a few inches over six feet, Ralrek's jet black hair was as perfect as ever and his chiseled features had not gotten uglier. His form narrowed from broad shoulders to his waist. The jerk probably still drew all eyes wherever he went.

My heart thudded, fueled by adrenaline. Bilba would not have brought Ralrek here to torture me. Something was wrong.

"What's going on?" I said.

Bilba crossed the short distance between front door and me, glancing at Dialphio and leaning forward to speak in a low tone. "Can we go somewhere and talk?"

Ralrek moved beside Bilba. "Zeke."

"Ezekial," I corrected.

That was the extent of the conversation I wanted to have with him. Dialphio moved closer, her feet shifting slowly across the wood floor.

"Is everything okay?" she asked once she reached my side, facing her visitors.

My eyes never left Bilba. "I've got a feeling it won't be. If you don't mind, I need to take a break."

"That's fine," she said, sounding as if it wasn't.

"We don't have any time," Bilba said, taking another step closer.

"What do you mean? What's going on?"

Then he said the words that deflated my happiness and crushed my spirit. "The Council wants to see us."

I swallowed my panic. "About what?"

Almost as if choreographed, Bilba and Ralrek's eyes shifted toward Dialphio.

"She's cool."

Bilba's mouth twitched. "Still, it's Council business. You know how that is. They instructed us to get you."

"Immediately? Come on. What's going on?"

Ralrek took a large step forward, leaning on a stack of books on the table to his side. Dialphio stifled an edged chirp. "I see you haven't gotten any smarter. The Council requires our attendance now. They sent us to retrieve you because they know how," he allowed an obnoxious smirk to appear, "resistant you can be."

Dialphio tugged on my arm. I'd moved toward Ralrek and she was quick to stop me. It would have made my century to toss him out of the store if it weren't for the harm it would do The Book Abyss's reputation or inventory. Fire casters weren't good enemies for bookstore owners.

"I hope everything will be okay, but I'm going to need to take care of this," I said to my boss. "I'm sorry. I never expected them to bother me again. I hate dropping this on—" 

Before I could finish my sentence, my skin prickled, a sure sign someone was conjuring. I spun on Bilba and Ralrek, my hand automatically going toward the empty loop that usually held Creed. Before I called it from the back of the store, Dialphio yelped.

Down the center aisle of the store, between the neat rows of tables, a gateway appeared.

Ralrek's stupid smirk widened across his face. "Told you. We need to get going."

I didn't have the stomach to fight him. My energy was consumed by thoughts of having to face the Council again. It had only been seven short months and it might as well of happened seven minutes ago for as fresh as the memory was.

"Wha—what is going on?" Dialphio asked, pointing at the gateway.

I pursed my lips. "I've got to get going. But I promise as soon as I'm done I'll come back. I'll work a double shift."

The gateway buzzed, filling the narrow bookstore with its scratching noise. That's when a wonderfully toned feminine leg dressed in tight blue jeans appeared through the filmy, watery curtain. The rest of the female that followed the leg was just as wonderful.

"Oh my Lucifer," Dialphio swooned, placing her hand against her cheek.

Seraph stepped through in fine form. Her long, blonde hair whipped around her face. She was tall and thin and in amazing shape for a demon of her early middle age. Maybe the fact that she was a fallen angel, sent to the Underworld along with the Council's leader Michael in a trade for two of our own, had something to do with that. Supposedly, she still had some of her angelic features. During my first mission from the Council I attempted to get a good look at her back to confirm if she still had her wings, but could not get the goods on the situation. I would not be able to this time either. Facing us, Seraph's back was to the gateway. Her jeans had manufactured spots of tears in them, giving her a youthful look. She wore a white blouse that dipped too low for me to have appropriate thoughts, and her blue blazer hung open—not helping the situation.

The gateway remained opened as she approached; her high-heeled boots thumped on the floor. Her slender face and aqua blue eyes gave no hint of her message. They didn't need to, her presence alone did.

Beside me, Dialphio stuttered. "My word, can it be?"

Seraph's gaze finally left me as she took in my boss, her cold face never changing, and her words formal and stiff. "Yes, it's me. I'm sorry for the intrusion, Miss Tywald, but I am here on Council business and need Mr. Sunstone. I'm sure you'll understand and the Council will compensate you for his absence."

Dialphio nodded, the extra skin under her chin flapping. "Of course. No need for compensation either. I understand Lucifer's business comes first. Please forgive the shop's mess."

The ancient demon didn't bother to look around, her eyes sliding back to me. "Come."

With her message delivered, Seraph turned, no angel wings evident under the blazer, striding toward the gateway with a smooth, effortless gait. Bilba and Ralrek followed, right on her tail. I wouldn't have minded doing that either.

As if she heard my thought, Seraph glanced over her shoulder. "Come along, Ezekial. We won't wait any longer." Her voice held a playfulness. Was she flirting?

As the filmy gateway absorbed the sexy Founder, I turned back to Dialphio. "I'll be back as soon as I can, I promise."

She shook her head. "You're doing important stuff. Attend to it. The store will be here when you return, and so will I. Go now."

With regret and a lot of apprehension, I approached the barrier, pausing to call Creed. It was not until I felt the magnetic link between us, the signal the halberd was responding, that I got nervous about it knocking over a stack of books on its way. Thankfully, Creed zipped around the corner of the wall of books at the back of the shop that formed our privacy wall, books untouched, and slapped against my palm. I slipped it into the loop and shook the sting from my hand.

Dialphio was smirking.

"I've still got to work on that," I said. "See you soon." I took a deep breath and stepped through.

Utter blackness for the briefest of seconds evaporated with a flash of white disorientation. Blinded weightlessness made my heart stop before the solidity of the chamber floor started it again. When my eyes cleared, I looked at the ceiling containing the vast image of the Hellfire. Location confirmed, I was back in the Council chambers.

At the front of the room was the long jade table behind which sat all five Council members, dressed in their formal black robes, trimmed in red. Bilba and Ralrek stood before them. They turned their eyes on me.

I stepped forward. "Good afternoon."

"Thank you for coming," Michael, the well-groomed and handsome leader said with a warm smile. His mustache and beard were longer than the last time, but still immaculate.

Beelzebub snarled to Michael's left. Obviously he hadn't forgiven me. That was okay with me, because I had not forgiven him either. He was leaning on the jade table, his arms at right angles, giving me a profile view of his full biceps that stretched the material of the robe.  Beelzebub's head was still shaved, but he had let his blond sideburns grow out. In fact, they were long and scraggly like he hadn't trimmed them at all—not that I was one to judge someone's else unkempt hair.

"You're welcome," I said as I approached the table. Creed warmed against my hip, calming me. "May I ask what I'm here for?"

Seraph answered. "We have a task for you. A high priority."

"Of course," I grumbled under my breath.

Beelzebub's upper lip nearly rubbed against the bottom of his nose, his snarl was so aggressive. "You would do well to remember your place, boy."

"Let's not start this again," Azazel said from the end of the table where he sat, slightly separated from Seraph. The oldest demon on the Council looked almost unchanged. His white hair was pulled back into a ponytail and his goatee was just as long, but was now tipped with orange. How fashionable.

Beelzebub growled at his counterpart.

"I'm sorry, I just didn't expect to be called on ever again," I said, not caring to avoid dropping a reminder about the cyclops in the room. "Especially since I'm still being punished for the last time you needed something from me. I still can't leave my house without one of your administrators approving it and I'm still doing that hard labor, which makes looking for a job slightly difficult."

"Better than you deserve," Apopis hissed. His thin eyes sank, pried into me and, even though Creed helped me feel settled in the face of the five most powerful demons in Hell, this Council member's face tattoos still made me feel uneasy. Sane demons did not do that.

Michael's tone was level, friendly. If my comment upset him, he hid it well. "That's understandable. We realize our request comes soon after your unfortunate ... circumstances. Under better conditions, we would have given you more time to adjust to normal life."

"Ideally, we wouldn't need to call on you again," Apopis said, flicking his tongue at the corner of his mouth and pursing his lips like he was about to drink from a straw. The gesture elongated his thin face even more than it already was.

Azazel rattled the base of his goblet by rotating it in a small, tight circle. His goatee almost dipped into his drink. "No need to antagonize the boy. I'm sure he learned his lesson. He's paying his punishment. Let's move on."

Michael nodded. "Yes, let us do that. Seraph, since you'll be leading this mission, do you want to brief them?"

The Third Council's only female member sat forward, cupping her hands in front of her. She had perfect fingers, tipped with red nail polish. Clearing her throat, her eyes bore into me as the Council's thought-reading violated me again. I looked away. Creed grew hotter.

"We have selected you for an important task. We need you to retrieve the Horn of Taurus."

Bilba drew a jagged breath through his teeth. Ralrek made a sound similar to a low groan of pleasure. I was the only one who was clueless. I guess my reading time has been Creed-focused.

"The Horn of Taurus? What is that?"

"I'm glad you asked," Seraph said. She lifted her arm, her hand bent at the wrist. It looked like an erect snake being charmed.

Between where we stood and where the Council sat, an image appeared. It was, as she said, a Horn. Curled into a c–shape, the black Horn was hollow at the wide end and came to a rounded point at the other. Scratches up and down its length exposed a tan undertone. Impressive as it was, it didn't look like something that should trouble the Council.

"That is the Horn of Taurus, as it has come to be known recently," Seraph said, wiggling her nose as if she'd just smelled something bad. "It is in the possession of Taurus Hammerwulf, a spiteful little gnat of a demon in the Eighth Circle."

"He is the Hammerwulf family leader," Azazel said.

Seraph's lips rolled in as she bit off a comment, but then continued. "Yes, that is true. He'll be a handful, and treacherous. You three will retrieve the Horn from him, by whatever means necessary."

"Whatever means necessary?" Ralrek repeated, as if it was the most beautiful thing in all creation.

Michael nodded. "Any and all. This is a serious matter."

The implication was clear. I knew what it meant, because I saw how they, as a group, responded to what happened to Aries. Though not everyone was on board with him being killed, they all moved on quickly from it as if it was not a tragic loss. 

"Why is it so important?" I asked as the image blinked out. It looked like any regular Horn belonging to an unfortunate ram.

Michael smiled, a few lines added to his crow's feet. The leader of Lucifer's policy-makers got me. Of all the Council members, he was the one I could trust the most.

"The item holds great power," Michael began. "It possesses strong Manipulative magic, which is problematic under the best of circumstances. But it also enhances the holder's own Ability. Lastly, it allows the demon to move around the Underworld unseen to us. That's more than enough for us to want it taken. Unfortunately, that's not all it is. The Horn was in the possession of Taurus's uncle, Grolal, a well-respected and honorable demon who served on the Second Council. When his position on that Council was no longer tenable, Grolal made a poor decision and was sent to the Overworld."

"The problem is, the bastard used the Horn's own magic to hide it before he was sent up," Apopis said. "We lost it for hundreds of years before rumors started circulating that it was back. And back in the clutches of one of the Hammerwulf family."

"Presenting a big problem," Azazel chimed in. 

"The Horn and the Halo?" Bilba gasped.

All five Council members turned to face him, none of them able to cover their surprise.

"You are familiar with it?" Seraph asked. There was a hint of danger in her tone.

Bilba swallowed as if he were choking down an entire potato. "Y—yes."

"What do you think it is?" Apopis's eyes narrowed further.

"T—that." Bilba stopped, swallowing hard again. "The Horn is an artifact from the Fall, possessed by Lucifer but guarded by the Council. It was designed to protect Lucifer against detection by angels when He wants to move through the Overworld. Th—that's why you don't know exactly where it is, isn't it?"

Seraph pinched her lips. "Correct."

Azazel shook his head, the point of his goatee slipping in and out of his goblet. "Not exactly. The true power of the Horn—"

"Is not important," Michael said, cutting the older demon off. "What the three of you need to know is that the Horn bequeaths power to Taurus. We cannot locate him without scouring the entire Circle. None of us have time for that."

"But you do," Beelzebub said, cracking his knuckles.

"And you're going to use that time to find Taurus and steal the Horn," Seraph concluded. "The only thing bigger than the danger he presents are his ambitions. Over the years, Taurus has grown in wealth and influence. Much of the Circle works for him, and the rest fear him."

"Too much ambition," Apopis said, making my skin crawl with those 's' sounds lingering after each word.

"'Tis true, but the boys still need to proceed with caution," Azazel said, leaning forward to look around Seraph. "This won't be easy."

Beelzebub growled, making a fist. "They'll have Seraph to advise them. They'll be fine."

"Taurus is powerful, especially now that he possesses the Horn," Seraph said. "It will be a challenge, and he gains influence by the day. I will prepare you to know how to best deal with him. You proved yourselves more than adept at meeting our requirements with Aries. Plus," Seraph sighed, gesturing at my waistband, "you have the halberd. It is a very powerful weapon, more powerful than any of our other agents possess. It will serve you well against anything Taurus throws at you. And, if it doesn't, I'll be there to support you when and if you need it."

I raised my hand, finger extended. "May I ask a question?"

"Of course," Michael said.

"Not a chance," Beelzebub spat over top the Council leader, only to clear his throat at Michael's gaze. "Fine. Go ahead."

Apprehension solidified in my throat. I needed an answer, but hated asking because it sounded silly in context of what the Council needed. Still, Dialphio deserved the effort. "When will we be leaving? I have a job now and—"

"Small matter, but we understand," Seraph said. "You'll leave today as soon as you're packed. And we know about your job and will make arrangements."

"But I need the cash. Things with my parents have become a little stressed. I'm sure you understand," I said.

Apopis hissed, but Seraph merely smirked. "You'll be compensated."

"I wasn't for the previous mission."

"I was," Ralrek grinned.

I jerked my head in the cocky demon's direction. His smirk was the type that said 'I've seen your girlfriend naked.'

Forgetting about him, my eyes found Bilba, who was trying to avoid me.

"Hey," I said, shoving his shoulder lightly. "Look at me."

My friend's eyes skidded across mine before finding something more interesting in the floor.

"Bilba?" I pressed.

A grumble came from the jade table. "He was. Let's move already," said Beelzebub.

"You guys took coin from that?" I said. Ralrek, sure. But Bilba? Making matters worse was the fact that he had seven months to return it.

Apopis turned his head slightly to the side with a slow, methodical dip. "You went to the Overworld as you were tasked. You found Aries, but you didn't complete the mission. Beelzebub had to finish your work. Had you engaged, the truant may have survived and returned to the Underworld. But, have no worries. Participate fully in this, retrieve the Horn, and be compensated for your time. Handsomely, I might add."

Fabrications and justifications. So disgusting.

I cut off the flourishing mental rant before I dug myself in deeper and lost the promise of a handsome payday and my own apartment.

"So, unless there are any other questions, I believe we are finished," Michael said. "Return home and prepare. When the Callers sound the hour of five, you'll return and commence the new mission."

Summarily dismissed, the three of us exited the chambers.

"How do you feel about this?" I asked Bilba, watching him carefully now that I knew he had been less than honest with me. It hurt, especially after everything we had overcome together, that he could not be completely honest about something like accepting payment for the Aries mission. I knew Bilba; I knew his struggle. We should have been able to talk that out.

"I don't know. I'm sort of excited, but it is nerve-racking too. Grabbing a magical item from a powerful demon? But I'm sure we can do it. And I'm looking forward to another payday." Bilba beamed before resetting his expression, probably remembering this would not be 'another' pay day for me. "But, uh, it's not like Aries at all. This is cut and dry. Black and white."

The three of us faced individual, smaller gateways. From behind, Michael called out. "Mr. Ravenous, yours is the middle. Mr. Burning, you're to the left. And Mr. Sunstone, yours is the right. When the Callers announce the fifth hour, we will send another gateway to your Sector. You know the point from your last mission. Be there. Seraph will be waiting."

I didn't wait for further instructions or to say goodbye. I was hurt and wanted away, somewhere I could think through this without the prying fingers of the Council. I stepped into the gateway and as the pure blackness turned to blinding white; I focused on this new payday, thinking how nice it would be to make my parents proud and maybe even make enough coin to get out of their house so they could finally have peace.

As the floor reformed underneath me I could not help but wonder if I was now officially a sell sword?
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My mother's scream raked my skin when I stepped into her sitting room, too late to catch the stack of boxes of vitamins that promised to balance chakras she tried to push onto other succubi in her sales circle. The gateway had knocked it over, but I was going to have to fix it. Not so different from all of my experiences with the Council.

"Ezekial!" She moved to hug me. "Is everything okay?"

I nodded. "The Council has given me another task. I leaving today."

Her hug tightened. "Again? What an honor. See? I told you everything would be forgiven, that they can see how special of an incubus you are. It was only be a matter of time. Are you going back to the Overworld?"

I bent to re-stack the boxes. "Not this time. We're headed to the Eighth Circle."

"The Eighth? What for?" Her voice dropped at the mention of my destination. I'm not sure of the attitudes you mortals hold for places where you do not live, but us demons can be judgmental about different parts of the Underworld, boxing them in with nasty stereotypes. We do that even when we have never visited a place. Everyone knew the Eighth was a rough Circle, a place you were fortunate to not be born in.

"You know I can't tell you about that." I smiled, trying to charm her. "Council business and all that."

"I understand. Still, I'm very proud of you and hope you now recognize that you were always going to recover from that unfortunate situation. You're a special demon."

"You're my mother, you have to say that."

She pinched my cheek. "Ah, that smart mouth."

"I don't have long, so I can't chat, even though it's fun to mess with you. Sorry, but I need to pack. The Council expects me soon."

Lilith looked around the room, a nervous hand going to her hair. "I'm not even ready. I will need to shower, I can throw my hair together real quick. And—"

I laughed. "You don't need to accompany me. It's not like last time. They're sending a gateway on the Fifth hour, so I have to be ready by then. Doesn't leave me with much time."

Her cheeks radiated. Seeing her prideful expression choked me up. I played it off, of course, by picking on her, tapping the top box in the stack. "Plus, you're probably super busy with selling these. I don't want to hold up any chakra balancing."

I gave her a tight smile and started toward the stairs. She grabbed my arm.

"I mean it," she said, squeezing. "I'm very proud of you. Your father is too. I hope he gets home in time to send you off."

It was all I wanted and, even if I could only get it from one of my parents, I would take it. Leaning in for a hug, I said, "Thank you, Mother. Now, I need to get ready."

She patted my arm and gave an affectionate rub before allowing me to go.

It would only take a few minutes to throw things together; I expected a trip to a new Circle would be a lot easier than going to the surface. I wanted to do something before the Council sent the gateway, so I haphazardly packed to give me the time I needed.

After I packed, my suitcase still had a lot of space, so I threw in a few more t-shirts, underwear, an extra pair of pants, and the newest copy of Pentagram, the hottest magazine for young incubi, for good measure.

Buried underneath the few items I needed and the extras I included was the one thing I had to take. It was a book I'd taken from The Book Abyss. Took. Even though I hadn't paid for it—yet—I would return it as soon as I finished, careful not to crease the spine so it still appeared fresh. I snagged it a week ago because the title fascinated me. The downtime during this mission was a curse from Lucifer, affording me a chance to dig in and see if the contents delivered on the promise of its name—The Histories of Lucifer's Councils: A Cautionary Tale of Political Intrigue.

On the most spiritless days, I never imagined reading something like this. But things had changed, and I found myself more interested than ever in understanding the motivations of the demons who had done me wrong. The book seemed like an easy decision.

Done, I had one more thing I wanted to accomplish before setting off. I tried to sneak downstairs. Mother busted me anyway.

"Where are you going? Did you forget something? I can run out and grab it. You have so much to do, please let me help."

"No, no. I'm fine. I need to run out and pick up a few last-minute things for the trip." Lying rarely felt good, even little black lies. But just in case the Council called early, I wanted as much uncertainty concerning my whereabouts as possible. Not for Mother's sake, but to keep the five Founders as far out of my business as possible.

"Well, be safe."

She didn't believe me; a son knows these things.

I raced away before she had time to consider further. By the time I reached Old Towne, I smelled like the vomit alley after the annual Samhain festival. Somehow I would have to finish this visit with Dialphio quickly enough to shower before heading to the gateway. There was no way in Heaven I would depart for the Eighth Circle smelling this ripe.

"Ezekial!" Dialphio exclaimed when I walked into The Book Abyss. "I didn't expect you to return so soon."

"Sorry. I'm not back. I have a few things I need to get done before I leave and I wanted to ask you a question."

"Me?" She looked genuinely surprised. "About a book?"

I shook my head and reached for Creed.

Dialphio flinched, clutching the book she held close to her chest, watching every movement like I had yanked out a Bible. Her every gesture confirmed my instinct. And if I was going on another adventure for the Council, I wasn't leaving without her insight.

I pulled the collapsed halberd free of the loop, holding it horizontally. "The first time you saw this, it bothered you," I said, choosing my words carefully. "It was obvious. Plus, you constantly avoid it like it's a Hellhound, ready to pounce on your throat."

"I—well ... that's nonsense. I—" Dialphio said in a nervous chirp.

I gestured around the store with Creed, not to be an ass, but to solidify my point. "It's never that busy here, Dialphio." When I faced her again, I bobbed the stick up and down, not wagging it at her, but to draw her attention to it. "What is it about Creed? This is something special, Aries told me that. But I've been trying to find information for over half a year and nothing makes sense. No one knows anything or they just don't want to help. And, Lucifer help me, I don't know where else to look."

Nervous chirps again. Dialphio traced an embroidered design on the cloth book cover with a single finger, watching it as if it was the most fascinating thing in the world. Her evasion willed me to sink my teeth deeper.

"Please," I said, growing frustrated as precious seconds ticked away. "I have to leave and it might be months before I'm back. Dialphio, please tell me why you act like a demon at a mortal's baptism around Creed?"

During my plea, Dialphio's finger had stopped tracing the design, her eyes never leaving her work. I'm not even sure she blinked.

"Dialphio?"

Her lips moved but nothing came out. Then she cleared her throat, standing taller, her green eyes flat to match her tone. "Ezekial, I'm not sure what you saw, and I don't remember this 'first time' you're talking about. But, whatever you imagine it was, that's all it was. Your imagination. I thought it was a stick until you showed me it wasn't. And, you've held true to your promise to never carry it around the store, so that malarkey of me avoiding it is just preposterous. What else do you want from me?"

All sound seemed sucked from the bookstore when I spoke. "Why won't you tell me?"

"I—I," Dialphio huffed, "I can't. I can't be sure of anything on that weapon of yours. I don't like them and only agreed to let you bring it in because you were desperate for a job and I couldn't turn you away. Had you broken your promise to keep it out of eyesight, things would have changed, let me tell you. Please put that thing away. It makes me nervous."

I did as she asked. Her fidgeting unsettled me. But it was her eyes that revealed the true nature of her nervousness. When I slipped Creed back in its loop, Dialphio blew out a small breath as her shoulders drooped.

"I'm sorry," I said. "This is very important to me. I hope you understand, I don't mean to ask you to do something you're not willing to do. But if you know anything about it or what that inscription is, I need to hear it now."

"Inscription?"

I shook my head. "Please. You saw it."

Dialphio looked away. Guilty.

Then her head snapped up, her eyes clear with the fire of an irritated demon. "And don't push me on this, young man. If I tell you I don't know what you're talking about, then I don't."

My mouth fell open. Before I could collect myself, the doorbell chimed as someone entered.

Bless it. But the curse boiling in my throat ceased at the sight of the customer.

She was an angel.
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Okay, so she wasn't literally an angel. An angel in the Underworld would practically be a declaration of war. For the record, demons only have a slight hang-up with our social tendency to categorize beautiful individuals as angels. The compliment pre-dates any living generation except for maybe the Founders, and probably has something to do with the Fall and how we used to be the same as them and all that stuff. Using our eternal enemies as adjectives for elegance isn't all that controversial.

But if there was ever a demon who looked gorgeously angelic, she was it. With long auburn hair that hung in loose curls, she seemed to float into the store. Her brown eyes were lined with curling eyelashes and her smile displayed a row of straight, perfectly aligned teeth. Taking in the shelves of thousands of titles, she smiled in wonderment.

Did I mention she was fit? She made thinking difficult and I don't want to come across is superficial. But, seriously, she was fit.

I wanted to ask if she needed help but my mouth refused to work. My brain mimicked that opening.

Dialphio took charge. "Welcome to The Book Abyss. Is there anything in particular you're looking for?"

The angel in demon skin never lost her overwhelmed smile, her eyes danced from Dialphio to the books, back, and back again. Unthinkable until this moment, I'd never envied a book.

When she spoke, her voice was smooth, soft, and her eyes never found the shop owner for more than the briefest of seconds. "I just moved from zone eight. I've only been here for a few days and I was in a coffee shop down the street." She half turned, pointing in the direction of the origination of her story. "An employee told me about this store. They said," she said, catching herself and looking behind her like she feared being overheard. Her voice dropped to an excited whisper. "They said you had books on magic systems. I had to hurry over; those are so hard to find. Everybody wants them."

With each word, Dialphio's face brightened.

The doorbell chimed again. Two customers in two minutes? I wasn't sure the store could handle that kind of volume. I sighed at seeing the new customer. His presence forced me to take my gaze from this ray of Hellfire. who was still transfixed by the books.

Bilba stepped inside. What in the Fifth Circle was he doing in the store?

The angelic customer moved to the far wall, her head cocked as she read the titles on the spines. I watched her go, resisting the urge to carry any and all books she considered buying for the rest of her life.

Grumbling under my breath, I moved toward my partner, whose presence reminded me I was about to leave on Council business instead of asking this beauty on a date. "What are you doing here?"

"What? I can't look at books?"

I crossed my arms. "I've invited you down here dozens of times and you've never come. Why now?"

Bilba leaned in, lowering his voice. "Yeah, well, I've got a few things I'm cooking up, and I figured I might as well stop by, support the place if I can, and grab some reading material."

"About what?" I asked.

Dialphio was talking to the customer who mattered. I'd known Bilba my entire life and, at this point in our relationship, very little about him was more interesting than the auburn-haired beauty. The way she bit her lip as Dialphio pointed out certain titles made the Hellfire rage. Her dimples could have made Lucifer stand up and take notice.

"Don't creep, Zeke," he whispered. "It's ... creepy. At least try to be subtle. Move around, pretend you're looking at books or something."

"I work here. Dialphio would know something was up."

"Well, then act like you're fixing something or rearranging a stack," he said. "Clean, for Hell's sake. Just stop doing whatever it is you're doing."

He was probably right. Spending all my time alone or with Bilba denied me a lot of experience with succubi. I still had a lot to learn, and mathematical physics was easier than understanding how to interact with them. I'd always heard that they liked confident incubi, but it was hard as heaven to be confident around a succubus who made you lose your breath. I needed a distraction.

Bilba would do perfectly.

"What kind of book are you looking for?"

"Business books," he said. narrowing his eyes as if he suspected me of being up to something.

"Business books?"

"You will think I'm stupid." Bilba looked down at his shoes.

My face scrunched. "No, I don't. Why would you say that?"

He shrugged before tipping his right foot so that only his toes connected with the floor, which he dragged back and forth, like he was tracing a crescent into the floor—which, for the record, was no longer dusty thanks to my continual efforts. Dialphio would really miss me. "Because I haven't told anyone about it. And anytime I share my ideas, everyone thinks they're ridiculous, so it's been a secret."

"I don't think your ideas are stupid."

"You've given me plenty of shit over the years," he countered.

I smirked. "Of course I have. We're friends. If I didn't like you, I wouldn't give you a hard time. But I've never once said your ideas were dumb."

Bilba's foot stopped tracing the invisible line in the floor. "Remember when I said I wanted to breed devildogs?"

Ouch. He was right. From what I remembered, I was less than enthusiastic about that idea. "You live in an apartment with your father. Where would you have the room to breed them?"

"And the time I wanted to try out for the school's blazeball team?"

"One, you're as athletic as a statue. And, two, you would have gotten roasted if they didn't cut you first. I was sparing your feelings."

Bilba's head dropped. "It's not just you. You're an ass, for sure, but ... Ralrek can be pretty rough on me when I tell him my other ideas."

"Because he's a dick," I reminded my best friend. "I still don't know why you hang out with him."

"Succubi," we said simultaneously and shared a quiet laugh.

Bilba pulled his foot in, the tips of his ears brightening in a pink shade. "I guess it just sounds ridiculous in my head. No one in our family has ever done anything significant, and we definitely aren't dreamers or entrepreneurs. Maybe I'm still trying to talk myself into it, but I want to start a business, of sorts. There isn't a single demon with Deception Abilities who has a business doing good for others."

"Like, demons in need?"

Bilba nodded. "But I could start one with the money I make from this mission."

I winced at his indiscriminate comment around the gorgeous stranger being given a tour of the store by Dialphio. But I kept my focus on my surprising friend. I thought Bilba was only interested in the business of playing video games and eating lousy food.

"And here I thought you were as much of a jerk as your tall buddy. It's awesome you want to do something for others. What made you want to do this?"

Bilba shrugged, eyes still cast to the floor. "I wanted to do it for personal reasons."

"Come on, dude. We share everything. Almost." The dig was unintentional. Now was not the time or place for a confrontation about Bilba keeping quiet on the fact he had been paid for his role in Aries's death. That time would come, but it wouldn't be now.

Bilba looked me dead in the eyes, his bottom lip jutting out. "I want to do it for my mother."

"Your mother?"

Bilba nodded. "You know how that is, Zeke. I—I need to make her proud."

I jerked back. He had problems with her, but what young demon looking to carve out their own path in life did not butt heads with their parents? "What makes you think she isn't already? She loves you."

Something dark flashed across his face. I needed to tread carefully. "If she was proud of me, she wouldn't have run away. She would not have disappeared like she has. Did you know I haven't heard from her since before the," he stopped and glanced at the customer with Dialphio. Lowering his voice, he continued. "I haven't heard from her since before the Overworld. Not even for my birthday. She doesn't even know I'm working for the stinking Council. If I start this business, if I help other demons who have my type of Ability, maybe she'll be so proud I'll ..." His lips wrestled with each other. With a big shrug he said, "Maybe I'll hear from her. She might even write again. If I do it right, maybe she'll come back home."

Bilba was busy examining the floor. He had a lot of deep issues regarding his mother, who wouldn't? Having a parent take off like that during your formative years had to suck. My parents never spoke highly of Fellia Ravenous. I always discounted their comments about her because Kanthor always complained about everyone, and mother enjoyed her fair share of gossip from time to time. Whereas my parents chided Fellia Ravenous for running away for another demon who served in a cabinet capacity, allowing her to leave the Fifth, Bilba saw a lot more innocence in the events from that early part of his life. Personally, I had no idea how this would turn out one day, but I knew I would support him through it however I could. 

But having this conversation in the middle of a quiet bookstore wasn't appropriate. I moved closer and wrapped my arm around his shoulder, speaking low. "I'm really proud of you, buddy. You're doing something incredible. And I'll help however I can."

He glanced up from the floor, his eyes flitting away. "Thanks, Zeke. You can start by helping me find a book on running think-tanks."

"On what?"

"I want to start a local think-tank, made up of other demons from the Fifth Circle with Deception magic, sort of like the Council. We'll define the purpose and role of the nonprofit and then get to work making the Underworld a better place. I already have a name for it. Master Minds. Pretty tight, isn't it?"

I had to admit; it was. But I didn't know if we had a book that would be helpful. So I did the only thing I could. "Dialphio?"

She chirped. I jerked my head sideways in a motion, calling her over. "This customer needs books on think tanks, and I haven't learned which ones those are."

She excused herself from the customer and whisked Bilba away to show him what she had, leaving me with the drop-dead gorgeous customer. The sacrifices I make for The Book Abyss.

My Adam's apple crowded out my brave voice. "Are you finding what you're looking for?"

"I'm still looking. I'll let you know if I need help."

"We have a nice selection of—"

Lucifer's goddess cranked around, those soft, round eyes hardening. "I said I would let you know if I needed something. Now, please leave me alone."

Her tone and volume were embarrassing enough, but with the store being as quiet as it was, it was even more humiliating. I scurried away and waited for Dialphio to finish with Bilba. They moved from book to book in the business section and then she took him to the cash register.

"Stop irritating my customers, Mr. Sunstone," my boss said with a hint of a smirk. Bilba snorted.

"I promise, I won't. As long as Bilba stops bothering you."

"Money never bothers me." Dialphio held out her hand, showing off coppers. I whistled. The Aries mission must have paid well.

"Didn't I tell you to not be a creep? Such a way with the ladies," Bilba whispered loud enough to not leave Dialphio out of the conversation.

"He's got a way." Dialphio was finishing up packaging his book. "Doesn't mean it's a good way."

"Thank you for your help. Great reading during my trip. Speaking of," he said, turning toward me, "it's nearly time."

It was. I planned on getting answers from Dialphio long ago. Now, I faced the prospect of heading off to another Circle just as clueless as I was before.

"Exciting. Where are you going?" Dialphio's interest likely sprang from courtesy more than genuine enthusiasm.

"Zeke didn't tell you?" Bilba said, pulling his chin into his neck and squinting. "I thought he would have."

I rubbed my face and groaned. "I didn't, because we aren't supposed to be talking about it, especially in public."

Bilba flushed. "Shoot, I didn't mean to. But it's not like we're going to the Overworld this time."

Dialphio stopped fiddling with the receipt. She pursed her lips as she nodded. "Ah, so you're that Bilba then? I didn't want to make assumptions before. We're very honored you chose our store. It's rare that I have demons of your stature here."

I ignored Dialphio's possibly insulting comment, and the shuffling sound coming from behind me. "Well, it's too bad he can't stay, being the important demon he is and all. Isn't that right, Bilba?"

"Are you Bilba Ravenous?" asked the auburn beauty. For Bilba, her voice was sweet, smooth. She bit the corner of her mouth.

"I am." He was blushing before he finished the simple sentence. "Nice to meet you."

She held a book against her chest, hugging it and bouncing slightly on the balls of her feet. "Oh my Lucifer, I can't believe I'm meeting you. I know this sounds obtuse, but would you mind if I asked for an autograph?"

"An ... an autograph? From me?"

"Of course!" She laid a hand on his shoulder. What exactly was I witnessing? "You're famous. Everyone knows you." She tilted herself to look around Bilba at Dialphio. "Do you have a piece of paper and a pen I could borrow? I'm so sorry to inconvenience you."

I was almost too shocked to be disturbed by her sudden sweetness to everyone but me.

No, I'm not bitter.

She hung over his shoulder as he scribbled his signature, the tips of his ears burning crimson.

Dialphio eyed me like a school teacher during final exams. "Imagine that, a celebrity in my bookstore. Can you believe it?"

"Yeah, it's something else."

With autograph in hand, the dazed customer paid for her book, gave Bilba a kiss on his cheek—his first that I knew of—and bounced out of the store, her day brightened.

"Well, that was something," Bilba smirked.

"Oh yeah, it was something," I replied with a snort, my interpretation the polar opposite of his.

He giggled. "If you were nicer to her, I bet she would've asked for yours too."

"Oh, shut up."

My boss and my buddy shared a laugh at my expense. I joined them after a moment because laughing eased my growing nervousness over what was about to happen and the fact that Bilba was a celebrity and I was last week's leftovers. At least to one infatuated book buying member of the Fifth Circle.

How would this new mission change things? Would it? Would succubi like the auburn book-and-Bilba-lover recognize me after I had proven myself to be a good little demon and executed the Council's mission flawlessly?

A Caller crept past, as if it were floating just above the brimstone on unmoving feet. It's purple-scaled hair floated behind it as it called the fourth hour.

"Shit," I said, turning to Bilba. "I've got to get home and shower before we leave."

"Better hurry," Dialphio said.

The shop owner and I shared a look. There was so much I needed from her, and now I would not get it. She knew that, too.

"Mind if I borrow a few books for the trip? I'm going to need something to distract me from punching Ralrek in the face if Bilba is going to be doing his own studying during any down time we have."

Dialphio beamed like a proud parent. "Of course. Take a couple that look interesting. You might want to search over there. Let me unlock the case for you." She pointed at a small case, no more than four feet high, tucked in a corner of the shop. It was a case where she held the more expensive books, because they were one of a kind. The case had glass doors, which she kept locked.

We went to the case together while Bilba hung back. Dialphio squatted to unlock the doors. Her hand went straight inside, her finger curling over the top edge of a binding, and tipping it out of the row. She handed the book to me, her fingers clamped around it even as I tried to take it. We locked eyes.

"Keep this safe." Erased was the carefree persona of the bookstore owner. In its place was a succubus with iron will. "Keep it close. Study it, Ezekial. Read it carefully."

I looked down at the dusty cover. An edge was frayed, exposing the paperboard. The title read The Histories of the Balance. "What is it?"

Dialphio looked like she was giving away her favorite devildog pup. Her hand finally opened, releasing the book. "To the right mind, if the eyes seek, it can be special. Invaluable. Plus," she said, locking the cabinet and standing, "you could do with getting a little smarter."

I stuck my tongue out her and nodded, tucking the book under my arm. "Thank you."

Her eyes traveled to Bilba, now waiting at the front door. "Keep it close and read the blessed thing, will you? Promise me that?"

"I will," I said with a laugh and started toward the door.

"Ezekial," Dialphio called out when I was next to my best friend. "Be careful. I'll be expecting you back here as soon as you're finished, so ... watch your back."

I nodded and left, not thinking clearly about her dark tone until Bilba and I split up. I was running late for no purpose. Going to see Dialphio was supposed to be about finding more information about Creed. Instead, I was reminded of my undesirable status. Walking away empty-handed was just the extra dash of lemon juice I did not need.

I didn't even get the name of the stunning beauty who saw no value in me. Maybe one day I would, even if I had to go out of my way to do it. Then I could inform her of the important things I had accomplished, that I was more than some stupid nickname that meant nothing. Maybe if I did that someone like her would feel empathy for Hell's pariah.

Life goals, am I right?
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"Pick up your suitcase."

My lack of celebrity extended all the way to my parent's home. But, if there was anywhere in the nine Circles where a celebrity expected to not be treated like one, I imagined it would be in their home, around their family. Especially around their family because that was what families did; they kept demons grounded. Otherwise, they would think they could fly.

"Sorry, Father."

He harrumphed.

"I thought you would travel lighter this time?" My mother stood by the sink, drying her hands on the dishtowel.

As proud as she was, she still kept herself occupied as my departure neared. Good moms are like that.

"Yeah, I thought so too, but can't afford to get there and not have enough underwear. Can never have enough underwear."

She giggled. It was a nice sound.

My justification was a lie. I knew exactly what I was doing, and preparing for what awaited us in the Eighth Circle had nothing to do with why my suitcase was so heavy.

I had taken the time to carefully pack the book Dialphio allowed me to borrow. Whatever was so important about The Histories of the Balance, I was not taking any chances with it. Borrowing a blanket my mother had knitted ages ago but never used, I wrapped it as carefully as if it were made of glass, and rearranged the rest of my suitcase.

"It's not going to be the same around here," Mother said.

"I can finally run around in my boxers without worrying about you suddenly popping home and embarrassing yourself," my father said, a tight smile on his face.

I snorted. "More like it would embarrass you."

Father shook his head. "Not if you saw what I get to see every day."

My mother slapped his arm as I said, "Don't be gross."

Father snorted and pinched her bottom. I turned away.

It was a nice moment to share with them, a rare one, to be honest. Lately, we only seemed to get along as a family when some impending doom hung over me.

"You two are ridiculous," Lilith said, with more than a hint of playfulness to her tone.

Upon my return from the bookstore, my parents announced they were seeing me off. We departed and made it out of our Sector to where Bilba waited. 

"Where's your father?" I asked.

Bilba didn't look bothered. He shrugged as if I was only asking him about his opinion on the weather. "He has some things to get done and said he didn't need to put them off because of another sendoff. I think he got all the excitement out of his system after we went to the Overworld."

"I'm sorry."

"Nah, it's all good. We had a great conversation before I left and I totally understand where he's coming from. Honestly, I sort of feel the same."

"What do you mean?"

My mother gave Bilba a hug, and father gave him a stiff handshake. Finished with the greetings, he answered. "This one feels different. Feels 'normal,' I guess. I know it's not, and I know we're doing stuff most demons don't get to do. And for the second time in half a year! Last time I was so nervous I couldn't see straight. This time? Maybe it's because of the rush, or the experience of going to the Overworld, but I'm calm."

I nodded. "Just don't get too confident. Confident demons make mistakes. And Ralrek has enough for both of us."

"Not me."

I rolled my eyes. The street was quiet, only a few demons were outside their homes. A succubus old enough to be a Founder tended to her flowers. She wore a gardening smock and elbow-length gloves, and was on her knees, digging ferociously into the dirt. Two incubi implings played with the family devildog in their front yard. The dog was a pup, the size of an overstuffed loaf of bread. Its high-pitched barks made the implings giggle, which made me laugh. Light and carefree, impling's laughter was always infectious.

Bilba was right. This time, something was different. During our last mission, we were practically paraded through the middle of Hell, all eyes on us. Now we drew no attention, no pomp and ceremony, not even so much as a second glance.

The fact we were only going to another Circle meant we didn't have to worry about dying either—a major difference from our first mission.

"Where's Ralrek? He's running late." I said, half hoping—oh, who am I kidding? I was fully hoping—that he'd been unassigned.

"He said he would meet us at the gateway," Bilba said.

"We won't hold you up then." My mother opened her arms and I stepped into them. She held me for longer than her cavalier words hinted.

As soon as she released me, my father stepped up. He extended his hand. "It's not what you accomplish that is the measure of a demon. It's how you accomplish it. Whatever task the Council has for you boys, do it well, with pride and to the best of your abilities. This is your chance to change your fortunes. Very few of us get that, especially twice."

"I know."

His eyes lingered on mine. Seemingly satisfied with whatever he was looking for, he nodded stiffly. It wasn't the most encouraging farewell message. It wouldn't inspire Lucifer's Army to a great victory over our heavenly rivals, but he meant well.

"You boys be safe and come home soon," my mother said before grabbing her husband's hand and pulling him away. "Come, we're holding them up."

"Love you," I called out to my departing parents.

Mother turned and blew me a kiss. "Love you, honey."

Father raised a hand without turning.

As they walked away, I turned to Bilba. "All set?"

"Yep, let's go. Don't want to be late."

We found Ralrek waiting at the gateway, just as Bilba said. Unlike what Michael said, Seraph was not there. I was slightly disappointed by her absence, I must admit. The second I saw his annoyingly handsome face, my stomach sank as if someone had dumped a gallon of blazebull piss down my throat. Rage over Ralrek's eager participation in Aries's death lurked in the shadows.

My partners traded head nods and hand slaps. I avoided getting involved in their two-incubi love circle.

"Everyone ready?" I asked.

Bilba nodded, but Ralrek simply stepped through the gateway, leading the way into what waited on the other side. Bilba followed, nearly toe to heal with the tall asshole. I wanted to throttle Ralrek by the neck and yank him out of the gateway. If it was possible, I might have. I did not hold back the growl in my throat but still stepped through.

"So nice of you boys to join us." A deep voice filled the Council chamber as soon as I joined my teammates. Beelzebub, the Aries murderer. He was not alone.

Unlike seven months ago when I stood in front of Lucifer's Third Council for the first time, the Council members weren't decked out in their formal black and red robes. They also were not sitting behind the jade table. Instead, they milled around a table, plates of food covering it. Michael was in black slacks and a button-up, an expensive silk blazer over top of it. Beelzebub looked ready for a workout, dressed in shorts and a tank top that showed off more muscle than any single demon should be allowed to possess. Seraph wore a purple turtleneck and jeans, both of which were too tight and somehow still hid her supposed angelic wings—assuming that was not all chimera crap. Apopis donned black jeans and shirt under a full-length duster. Who wore a duster in Hell? If he was going for a brand look, he nailed it. Lastly, Azazel wore jeans and a long sleeve button-up shirt that bore a design of large and colorful flowers, looking as if the shirt had vomited the red and yellow petals all over itself.

All but Beelzebub and Apopis wore welcoming smiles. I expected nothing less from them. And to think, as an imp, I was taught to see the Prince of Demons as cool. Superficial personalities were not restricted to talented thespians.

"Thank you for showing up early." Michael smiled, extending his arm toward a table that lined the wall. Spread out along its length was a buffet of meats, cheeses, and fruits. A death feast? 

"Help yourselves," Azazel said, holding up his plate and picking grapes from it faster than he could chew them.

When we hesitated, Michael urged us. "Please, fill up before you travel."

"We're just going to another Circle. That's enough food for a small traveling army. Did the plans change?" I studied Michael's face. After the debacle in the Overworld, I wasn't walking into this blindly. Lucifer, I really didn't want to be here. But coin was more important than my opinions.

"The plan is still the same," Seraph said as she pinched a rolled salami between her fingers, pausing it at her lips. "You're still traveling to the Eighth, still retrieving the Horn. None of that has changed. Now, grab yourself something to eat. Let's sit and discuss the mission."

Bilba bolted toward the table and piled meats and cheeses onto his plate. "This is great. Look at all the different types. I mean, there's Gouda, Brie, all sorts of Jack cheese! Oh, my Lucifer. They have Feta too!" He sounded like an impling waking to see a pile of presents under the Halloween scarecrow.

"Save some," I said, falling in line behind him at the demon trough.

Ralrek had the good taste to wait until I was further down the buffet before joining.

The Council sat at a large round table set out along the far wall. We joined them once we were done fulfilling the young incubi stereotype and filling our plates too full of free food. Besides this gathering, the chamber was empty.

"I imagine the three of you are looking forward to beginning this mission," Michael said. "We won't hold you long."

"It's best if you settle in quickly. It will take you a little while to get the lay of the land," Seraph advised between bites of that salami roll that seemed to take forever to eat. "I'll help with that."

Azazel spoke next, tiny red bits of meat caught in his full, pointed goatee. "We have you set up with a residence in the sixteenth zone, Sector B. It's quite a nice neighborhood, actually. Well, at least for the Eighth."

"Too nice for the likes of you," Beelzebub grunted, lurched over his plate piled with food. He didn't pull his face away as he spoke.

"It's perfectly fine, and you'll enjoy it," Michael laughed off Beelzebub's insult. "Unlike the Overworld, you won't have to concern yourselves with hiding the nature of your business, so this operation is easier in that respect."

"Nice," I said. This already sounded better. I aimed my question at Seraph. "Are you still in charge?"

"I am," she said between nibbles. "You get the added benefit of me going with you to that ... to the Eighth. I won't supervise everything you do, much as Beelzebub didn't when you went to the Overworld. But I'll be around, should you need me."

I may or may not have fist pumped underneath the table.

Her comment stopped Bilba from stuffing his face. "Why? I thought this was safe."

"There is nothing safe in any missions," Apopis smiled. It was an expression without joy. "Fool yourself at your own risk."

"Taurus comes from a powerful family," Michael said, holding a healthy slice of Proscuitto in his fingers like a pencil and moving it around his plate. "And he is interested in protecting what he believes is his."

"Even when it's not," Azazel added.

"So it won't only be Taurus we need to watch out for?" Ralrek said.

Almost as one, the Council members shook their heads, but it was Seraph who spoke. "Exactly. Which is why I'm advising you on this mission. None of us will be surprised if you need assistance at some point."

Bilba's cheeks blotched. Ralrek seemed unfazed. I guessed that was what a healthy dose of overconfidence can do for you.

"So we find out where Taurus is and steal this ancient Horn when he's not looking, while avoiding his powerful and problematic family? Is that basically the gist of it?" I tapped my pepperoni on my plate. It was the best slice of its kind I had ever eaten. "This sounds easier than the last mission."

"Glad you see it like that," Seraph replied, leaning back in her chair as an attendant who had been hanging in the shadows stepped forward to remove her plate. "Because we're leaving as soon as the three of you finish eating. Then we'll see if your mouth matches your skills."
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Interesting fact about Hell. In order to get to the Overworld from the Underworld, you need a rift which requires great magic possessed by only a handful of demons. But to get from Circle to Circle, all you needed was a gateway, the same type that I'd used during my multiple visits to the Council. That magic is beyond anything Ralrek or Bilba could do and was restricted to specific offices within each Circle. They were assigned the duty of maintaining and managing the gateways for their residents, the few that were required. That wasn't often because authorities liked having a tight leash on demons. Imagine, an Underworld where demons moved freely? If that happened, we would have broader views of our world and might even share experiences and information. The Council just would not have that.

Once we had finished our meal with the Founders, we traveled through a gateway into the Eighth Circle. No big send-off from our families, depriving me of the chance to see Ralrek standing by himself while our family's embraced and encouraged me and Bilba. Yes, I know it is petty, but I'm only immortal and that jerk has tortured me every chance he got for too long.

"Wow," I said before clamping my mouth shut. Stepping through the gateway elicited that eloquent response because I was awestruck. The air here smelled worse than the Overworld, like a nest of wet rats just without the dirty beasts, I hoped.

We broke the filmy barrier and walked into a narrow and long alleyway. A few hundred yards ahead, it ended abruptly at a street that was distinctly devoid of activity. Across the street, a towering structure rose hundreds of feet into the air, black as night and dotted with only a few haphazardly placed windows. The rough blackened brimstone walls of the alley pinched us in. The path of the alley was cobblestone, but I couldn't miss the dozens of pockets where stones had been pried out. Small piles of trash formed a cordon toward the road.

"Nice place you got here," I said to Seraph, who was standing in front of us and surveying our surroundings. With her back turned, I took the opportunity to look for an outline of her angelic past. If she had wings, they were hidden well. There was not even the hint of an outline of them. My disappointment did not ruin the view.

She stepped toward the street, not turning around as she replied. "Trust me, it doesn't get much better than this in the Eighth Circle."

We scurried along behind her.

"You mean ... all of it looks like this?" Bilba said, his eyes dancing along the heights of the two parallel buildings.

"With very few exceptions, the Eighth Circle is rougher than what you've enjoyed in the Fifth," Seraph answered as we reach the end of the alley. She glanced down the sidewalk in both directions, as did I.

If this is what the entire Eighth Circle looked like, we were in for an interesting experience. The buildings lining the street seem to hang over it. Covered in unblemished soot, the sidewalk lacked footprints or tracks. For a hundred yards in both directions, the sidewalks were empty. The few awnings stretching from their parental buildings were in disrepair, most torn or had holes punched through them. Trash cans overflowed where they existed, and where there weren't, the residents piled junk around light poles as if they were flowerbed decorations.

"It stinks. Bad." I pinched my nose closed. This place needed a stiff breeze, and soon. "How can anyone live like this?"

"It's what they know," Seraph said, lifting a shoulder as if the odor didn't bother her. "Plus, they have other priorities besides picking up after themselves."

"Like what?" Ralrek asked. He pinched his nose close with a forefinger and thumb. "This is absolutely disgusting. How can cleaning up not be a priority?"

Seraph started down the sidewalk on the left. "Come along. We need to get you settled in your apartment. Dragging the suitcases behind you won't help you go unnoticed and will probably make you a target. You can explore more once you're unpacked, and it isn't so obvious you're not from here."

I looked behind me. A target? What kind of place did they just drop us into?

"Keep your eyes and ears open." Seraph's command was edged with .... alertness.

She didn't have to convince me. After a few blocks, the Founder's comments proved insightful. This sector of the Eighth Circle was as rough as where the gateway plopped us. Though it was the middle of the day, we still had not seen more than a handful of demons. Each time we saw someone, they traveled in tight packs of twos and threes, bunched together as if they were in the middle of a concert. No one made eye contact, said hello, or even stayed on the same sidewalk when they saw us. Fifteen minutes of walking and each avoidant tactic and distrustful glance sent a simple message. The Eighth was not a Circle where we could be oblivious or careless. If this place wasn't so decrepit, I could get used to the cursed quiet, but the smells and general apathy did not outweigh the phenomenal silence. In the Fifth Circle, a similar walk would have taken ten times as long for no other reason than to navigate around the bodies on the congested sidewalks.

But even the empty streets didn't put me at ease. Each block added to my discomfort. Whether it was manufactured paranoia from Seraph's comments or not, I couldn't help shake the feeling that we were being watched.

Things lurked in the corners of the Eighth.

"That's interesting," Bilba broke our silence, pointing up.

My eyes followed to his target. A billboard atop a building, as wide as the street, announced that A Better Tomorrow, Today was coming. The image of a strikingly handsome incubus was plastered to the side of the message. He was older than us but looked deceptively youthful. No slack to his skin and a full head of black hair, the demon's square face framed a smile that said 'I've just stolen your wallet and you don't even realize it yet.' But his weird smile and the sign's contradictory promotional message was not what kept my attention. It was the name of the company sponsoring the message.

Hammerwulf Incorporated.

"Is that him?" I asked.

Seraph's gaze was on the billboard as well, narrowed and heated. "Yes. That's Taurus."

Ralrek snorted. "He looks like a douche."

You should talk, I thought, but kept it to myself. "So this is his neighborhood? Shouldn't be too difficult to find him then."

Seraph shook her head, her eyes still on her target. "No. It's not."

"But the billboard—" Bilba started.

"Is here," she interrupted, "because Taurus's wealth is growing. Quickly. Just recently he acquired an entire city block. There are large parts of the Circle that are his now, and he's only getting richer quicker than ever before."

"Smart real estate investments?" I wagered.

She tipped her head. "That. And the fact that his Ability is strengthened by the Horn's power. He's dangerous and only becoming more so with each passing year. As his real estate kingdom extends, so does his influence. A lot of demons in the Circle want to curry his favor. They'll do anything to get his attention or get on his good side."

The conditions in the Circle had depressed my mood. This impromptu brief about the incubus we were supposed to steal a prized possession from only darkened it. We walked in silence. Seraph was on guard. Her tension gave off tangible sparks of focus.

I switched my suitcase to the opposite hand, so my right was free to rest on Creed. If someone was targeting us, I wanted them to know I was ready. Capable? That was questionable. But being ready wasn't.

As it turned out, we made it to the apartment unscathed.

"This is it," Seraph said, lifting her hand toward the building, unfurling her fingers like she was casually spreading flower petals. "You're staying on the fifteenth floor."

"Us? I thought you were staying with us?"

"Here?" Her laugh was haughty. "There's no way I'd stay in a place like this. No, I'll work remotely for this mission. Though I will oversee your operations, I won't be staying in the Circle. You'll have a beacon, just as you did in the Overworld, and can call on me at anytime, but I'll remain home and use gateways to travel, should you need me."

So much for sleepovers. The Eighth was becoming less exciting with each revelation.

"All right, a bachelor pad!" Bilba beamed.

Ralrek mumbled something and moved toward the doorway.

Seraph stopped him with a hand to his chest. 

Her eyes hardened at Ralrek like he was challenging her. "I didn't tell you to head up yet." Her voice hard enough to send clear signals she would not tolerate any silliness. "In the Eighth, you do what I say, when I say it, how I say it. This isn't a Circle to act like foolish boys. Beelzebub has his manner of managing mission teams. I have mine. I can make this journey enjoyable, or I can make it a living heaven. The choice is yours. Follow my orders and everything will be fine. But if one of you goes rogue or tries to show the world that you have a single hair on your nuts, I'll chop you down at the knees. And quickly. Understood?"

I did. I'm sure Ralrek did as well. Even as arrogant as he is, he is not stupid. When he stepped away from the door, Seraph nodded and began conjuring. With a smooth wave of her hand side to side, she set a listening ward. As if the Eighth was not gross enough, the ward's slimy effect on my skin contributed to my growing repulsion. Protected from the rest of the Circle and any prying Council ears, we were free to say whatever we wanted. She led the conversation.

"You won't have friends here," she started, her eyes drifting from one of us to the other. "No matter what anyone says or what anyone does, remember that above all else. In the Eighth, there are only enemies. The moment you think someone is a friend, is the moment they'll rob you of anything and everything. Protect yourselves, protect your identities, and above all else, protect the reason you're here. Everything could fall apart in the blink of an eye if even one of you doesn't heed my warning."

"Yes," I said, my throat dry. Going to the Overworld was tough enough. Being a stranger in this strange place had its own stresses, and Seraph was painting a bleak picture.

Both Bilba and Ralrek also confirmed they understood. Ralrek looked stoic. The only movement was his slow blinking. Bilba's eyes widened before narrowing to slits like he had a suddenly miserable headache. He was looking down the street. At the end of the block, a single succubus crossed the main thoroughfare. The demon was the first out on their own, and for it to be a succubus? That took courage, or crazy, in a large dose.

"Don't be so paranoid," I told him. "We're in the ward, so she can't hear us."

Seraph was also looking at the demon with a wary gaze. She answered me without taking her eyes off the stranger. "Correct, Mr. Sunstone."

No one spoke until the demon crossing the street disappeared around the corner. Seraph returned her focus to us. Bilba's gaze lingered on that corner as if he expected the succubus to reappear.

"I know you want us to be on guard, Seraph," I said. "And I get that a little paranoia is good for us and will keep us safe from making stupid mistakes. But what was that all about? You both seemed to sense something. What am I missing?"

"I didn't sense anything," Bilba said a bit too harshly.

"Don't get comfortable, Mr. Sunstone," Seraph said. "The moment you do, is the moment you fall prey to them. There are no friends in the Eighth Circle. I'll repeat that a thousand more times before I release you, if I need to."

"Come on, Zeke, get with it," Ralrek said.

"Ezekial," I corrected. "And I am. I just wanted to clarify how dangerous the situation is. If we are going to be paranoid and watching every single demon we're around, this will get as exhausting as living an eternity."

Seraph shot a look of disapproval. "If this were a simple task, we would have sent a lowly team, not the team who handled Aries, and not someone like you, Mr. Sunstone. You three are here because this isn't a trivial undertaking. If you're exhausted, stay off the streets. Just like your Overworld apartment, this one is a sanctuary. You have full protection, listening, physical, or otherwise. Only come out onto the streets when you have the energy to treat everyone as a threat. Now, get settled. Open the door for me, Mr. Burning."

Seraph snapped her fingers, and the ward dissipated. Ralrek pulled the door open, awkwardly maneuvering his suitcase to get out of Seraph's way but almost running over her foot in the process. I smirked, and he stood straight, as if his height did not already give him the perception of physical superiority. Such an ass.

We climbed the narrow stairs. Some had holes punched through them that looked older than me. Bilba started breathing heavy by the third floor and was panting by the sixth.

"Still having fun, Bilba?" Ralrek said from a few steps below. He was breathing heavy too.

"Probably as much as you're having," I said without looking over my shoulder, which hid my smile when I heard Ralrek grunt.

We reached the landing for the fifteenth floor and Seraph turned left down the hallway. The carpet was red, I think; difficult to tell through the filth. Blackened asymmetrical ovals spread over the carpet, making me wonder if that was actually spots of blood instead of a deliberate design. Demons can't kill each other in Hell, but that doesn't mean we can't do serious bodily injury. If this carpet was any clue, this single floor of a building, on a single street, in a single sector of the Eighth Circle was a war zone. Hopefully, it was the last we encountered.

Nearly half the hallway lights were out or flickering. I wrapped my fingers around Creed's knob, squeezing as we passed through the periodic areas of gloom. Muffled conversation came through one door. A crying impling from another. Dishes clanked behind a third. Going off sound alone, life in the Eighth was normal.

When we reached the end of the hallway, Seraph handed us each a key. "Welcome home," she said and moved aside. I unlocked the door and stepped into our new temporary home.

A short, narrow hall opened into a small common living area. A single puke green couch had half the stuffing ripped out of the arm. The tight living room had nowhere else to sit. We were about to get too friendly with each other. Atop the short coffee table, with one leg wrapped in an entire roll of tape, sat a binder, shiny and unbruised. 

I twisted to peek into the "kitchen"—it hardly was—which contained a stove and a refrigerator. A round table was tucked in the corner with three chairs crammed in gaps between it and the wall. The lime green Formica countertops provided no space for food preparation because a microwave dominated almost half of it. The refrigerator handle was covered in what I hoped was dried spaghetti sauce.

Ralrek shook his head. Bilba looked absolutely deflated.

"Fine accommodations," I found myself saying—sorry, it was impossible to keep snark quiet after this let-down. "If we're here on the Council's business, couldn't you set us up with something more ... livable?"

The hard shell of Seraph's business–mode fell away. Her face softened and her words were warm. "I know this looks rough, and it is. I won't lie. But, believe it or not, this is the best of what was available according to our advance scouts. The Eighth Circle isn't like the Fifth at all. My recommendation," she said, grimacing as she looked around, "is to get settled, read the mission brief in the binder, and then get to work. The sooner you find the Horn, the quicker all three of you get back to where you want to be."

I hung my head. "I'm sorry, Seraph, I don't mean to sound difficult. I'm just a little surprised."

"Your apprehension is understandable, Mr. Sunstone," she said. "I don't begrudge you that. If I were in this situation, I'd be as displeased. Believe it or not, the Council has your best interest in mind. We don't exist to torture you. But our mission supersedes your personal needs. Our scouts think Taurus might be in this part of the Eighth, so this is where your mission starts."

"I understand." I didn't. The Council definitely didn't have anyone's best interests in mind. Aries was dead. They did not pay me for the mission they forced me to go on—not that lack of income was worse than what happened to the first of his name. Still, had they, I might already be out of my parent's home by now. They wouldn't have punished me, no matter how curtailed it was, for doing the right thing either. Seraph's interpretation of 'everyone's best interest' was not a battle to fight. Not right now.

"I'll take my leave," Seraph said, turning and heading back toward the door before calling back out to us. "Read that brief and get to work."

The door clicked close, and we were alone. Again. Bilba went to it at once and set the deadbolt as Ralrek moved to the puke couch and stretched out.

"What?" he said when he saw my expression. "You heard her. We can't be too safe."

I chuckled. "A second sooner and you would have locked her in with us."

"She screwed with my head down there," Bilba said. "We've been here for, what, half an hour, maybe forty-five minutes, and I'm already worn out."

"That's because you're in terrible shape," Ralrek said. Somehow his jokes felt like a punch instead of a tickle, even though it wasn't directed toward me.

"Well, not everyone is chiseled like a minotaur," Bilba responded, eyeing Ralrek up and down.

He responded by massaging his chest. "That's right, drink it in."

The pair shared a laugh. With Ralrek, even jokes had more than a modicum of truth behind them. When he talked like that, I couldn't separate the joke from what I felt was the true overbearing self-image inspiring it.

Plus, removing myself from the place where he was the center of focus allowed me the choice of bedrooms. I picked the largest one. It was also the only one with a window. I peeked outside, down to the street where we had entered the building. Just my luck. Not much of a view.

I set about unpacking and then waited for my partners, scanning the mission brief until they finished.

"Is it a good read?" Bilba asked when he finally joined me. He flinched when I looked at him.

"What?"

"What you?" he responded. "What was that face for?"

I set the mission brief down, tapping it. I'm not exactly Mr. Positivity, and Bilba knew that, so my response probably didn't shock him. "We're fucked."
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"Let's pop in here and buy water," Bilba said, nodding at the convenience store we'd stopped in front of. "I'm dying."

We just didn't realize how long of a walk it was and, despite our best efforts to find one, we hadn't seen a single chimera-drawn wagon during our walk—which sucked because Bilba offered to pay. So, waters it was.

The Eighth Circle, I quickly learned, is much hotter than my home Circle. From my comparative religions studies I took in my two thousand three hundred and eighteenth year, I seem to remember mortals have a misplaced understanding of what Hell really is. I'm not interested in theology—it's just not that big of a topic for us low-level demons. Suffice it to say, the Underworld, Hell, is not a lot of things mortals and angels might think. In fact, the images conjured in the minds of those who do not live here are the result of fanciful fiction of philosophers and writers from an age that post–dates Jesus's time in the Overworld. Hell is warmer than the mortal domain. We don't have greenhouse emissions, but we do have emissions from our farm animals and ourselves. Then there's the Hellfire, which keeps things toasty. The Eighth Circle just seemed hotter, like it trapped most to the Underworld heat. The proximity to the Hellfire might have something to do with that. Whatever the reason, our time here promised prolonged periods of personal funk.

So Hell is hot and the Eighth Circle hotter still. And I only packed two tank tops. Not a good start, but a great reason to finish the mission as soon as possible.

"Hang on," I said, eyeing an incubus across the street who sat on the curb, a rusted can in his hand. His head was dipped, causing his chaotic tingle of long dirty blond hair to fall forward. The fingerless gloves he wore were frayed and bore more than their fair share of holes. The boots on his feet had nearly as many holes as the gloves.

"What are you doing?" Ralrek shouted as I raced across the empty street toward the beggar. "We've got stuff to do."

I did not answer the tall jerk. Instead, I slowed my approach to the beggar, careful not to disturb him. Digging into my pocket, I pulled out a silver coin. The beggar's head cranked upward when I was within an arm's reach.

"No trouble, please." His voice was cracked. Dry.

I stopped. The beggar was not seven thousand years old if he was an impling. Nearly the same age as me. How had someone so young gotten to this point in his life already?

I lifted the coin, pinched between my finger and thumb. "No trouble, my friend. I swear. Can I?" I pointed the coin toward the incubi's can.

His eyes slowly closed and re-opened. I think he was smiling—it was hard to tell behind his long mustache and beard. The coin hit the bottom of the can in a single thunk. I tried to hide my grimace at how empty of a sound it was. 

"I'm sorry. I wish I could do more."

"You're da first to stop in three days," the beggar croaked. "Praise Lucifer for your kindness. Thank you."

I stood for a second longer, searching for something to say that would make his day a little brighter. There were no words, nothing of substance, I could find. The beggar needed actions of kindness and giving, not platitudes.

"I'm sorry," I said again and backed away quickly, feeling worse than when I had the idea to help a little. It all felt so empty.

"Let's go," Ralrek said, exasperated, and stepped into the convenience store.

"That was nice, Zeke," Bilba said, giving me a tight smile and following behind the tall demon.

The convenience store was empty. A bored looking incubus sat behind the counter. He, like the beggar, was roughly my age, maybe a few thousand years older. He had brown, scraggly hair that looked matted, from a gel or sweat I couldn't tell, and wore a yellow jacket emblazoned with the store's logo. His pocked-marked complexion left his cheeks permanently red, like he was mad at the Underworld.

I moved down the narrow, sparsely stocked aisle. The rubber soles of my sneakers crackled as I pulled them off the linoleum. 

Aisles filled with junk food, a wall of soda and cheap beer outlining it; there was hardly anything worth being watched over, but that didn't stop the clerk from doing so. After searching for the right bag of chips to satiate my growing hunger, I made eye contact with the clerk. His eyes never wavered. Instead, he pointed up toward the corner of the ceiling. I followed the invisible line he shot with his finger and saw a security camera hanging there. This place obviously valued their snack sized bags of chips and candy bars.

Losing my appetite under the scrutiny, I snagged a bottle of water and joined Bilba in analyzing a rack of chocolate treats like he was picking out a suit for a job interview.

"You almost done?" I asked as I approached, sensing the clerk's eyes on my back.

"Yeah," Bilba answered absently before pointing at the selection. "Do you think I should go with Damien's Delights or the tried-and-true Serpent Snacks? I can never choose between them. It's like asking which is your favorite child."

I shrugged. "Get both. Big pay day, spend on a little extra chocolate, I say."

Bilba nodded sharply and snagged the two candies. "Excellent. I've taken your advice under counsel and have decided it is wise."

"You eat like shit," Ralrek said, a slight sneer plastered on his face as he passed us, holding two bottles of water and twice as many protein bars.

Bilba looked away with a snap of his head, moving to the counter where the clerk watched us like a raven. Setting his items down, Bilba pointed at the goods we held. "I'm paying for theirs."

"Thanks," I said.

"It's water. No big deal. I—" Bilba stopped, looking out the large glass window to the street.

"What is it?"

But he didn't hear me. "Keep the change," he told the clerk and swiped his candy and water off the countertop, racing outside.

"What's going on?" I said, dashing out behind him.

"Thanks for the extra copper, dumbass," the clerk said with a sarcastic grunt.

The heat of the day smacked me in the face as soon as we stepped back on the street. Bilba bounded toward the intersection and only gave a cursory glance down the street before crossing, rewarded by the sight of a solitary demon down the block, the only other presence beside the beggar.

"Slow down, man," I called out.

He either didn't hear me or didn't care.

For the first time since we were implings, Bilba made me run to catch him. "What's up, buddy?" I said when I had.

My best friend's cheeks were pink from exertion as he slowed his run to a brisk walk. His shirt was soaked through down the back. "I saw someone, Zeke. When we were in the store. The same woman crossing the street when Seraph dropped us off at the apartment."

"So?" Ralrek interjected.

"So." Bilba stretched out the word and filled it with attitude—it was always nice to see him give a little back to Ralrek—but never took his eyes off the street. "I can't be sure, but she looked familiar."

Ralrek loosed a scoffing laugh. "So now we stalk succubi? No thanks, I'm not interested."

"Go back to the apartment then," I snapped.

"I'm not stalking her," Bilba said, sounding hurt. "I think I know her. Look!"

We rounded the corner, and he pointed at the lone pedestrian hundreds of yards down the street. Soot from the chimney stacks of the factory that dominated this block hung in the air, obscuring details of the fading figure. She was definitely a succubus and roughly my height, and a little out of shape. But that was it.

"How do you know she looks familiar?" I asked.

"She walked right past the window when we were paying," he answered, his eyes twitching. "Zeke, I'm not totally sure, but ... I think she might be my mother."

"What?" My response came out louder than I intended. Fortunately, no one was near to make a scene in front of. "Really?"

Bilba shook his head. "I need to find out."

It was all he said, and it was all that needed saying. I knew Bilba better than anyone, probably even his father, and if there was anything in the world he wanted, it was to find his mother.

"Your mother? In the Eighth Circle?" Ralrek rattled at Bilba. "Doubt it. The chances of finding her, even if she is in this dump, are slim at best. Tens of thousands of demons live here."

Giving Bilba's arm a tug, I said, "Come on. Let's see if we can catch up to her without freaking her out. Maybe it is your mother, maybe it's not. We won't know unless we get closer. Worth a shot, right?"

The tight corners of Bilba's mouth turned upward in a restrained expression of hopefulness.

"Bless it," Ralrek cursed, but still joined us in pursuit.

We stretched our stride and started closing the distance to her. First, we cut it down to two blocks. After a few minutes of trying to not look like absolute creeps, we got it down to a single block. Bilba was panting heavily but not slowing. That's all I needed to know to understand how important this was to him.

But before we reached her, the succubus made a hard left around the corner of a building that was one of the few not constructed of brimstone, preferring a wood facade.

"We're going to lose her, Zeke." Panic painted Bilba's observation.

I picked up my pace. He did too. "Not today, buddy." The three of us ran.

Seconds later, we rounded the corner and found she hadn't turned down a side street, but rather an alleyway. We pulled up our run. I sensed something risky about going too far down the alley and wondered if my partners did as well.

The succubus was already halfway through the alley despite the mounds of trash in the narrow space.

"Should I call out?" Bilba said, like that was the last thing he wanted to do. I wasn't sure it was a good tactic either.

"Let's get closer," I said, offering an alternative to drawing attention. Even though the alleyway was as empty as the rest of the Eighth, I still felt like we were being watched. The feeling latched onto me, unshakeable.

The succubus was now at the end of the alley, about to enter the open street. "Let's go," I said.

Bilba did not need any encouragement. We were off.

Halfway down the alley, someone shouted, "Hey!"

It didn't come from us.

Turning, a large demon stood at the mouth of the alley we had entered through. "Yeah?" I said, not so much of a question.

He started toward us, and I tensed. This wasn't right. The round chest of this new incubus swelled with the rapid breathing of someone jacked up on adrenaline. He was nearly as tall as Ralrek, but twice as wide. He chomped his mouth loud enough to hear his teeth clicking. Seraph's message about not trusting anyone reverberated around in my head. Something about the way this behemoth lurched forward set me on edge.

"C—can we help you?" Bilba asked, glancing back toward the street where the succubus disappeared. "We're in a bit of a hurry."

The brute cocked his head, showing a mocking frown. "Are you? How interesting. In a hurry to get somewhere?"

"That's our business," Ralrek said. Nice to see he was an equal opportunity jerk.

"What if we make it our business?" I spun to face the voice that spoke suddenly from behind us.

Three demons blocked that end of the alley. All four were dressed similarly. Eerily so.

"Shit. I think we're in trouble guys," I whispered.

Ralrek snorted. "What a revelation, Nostradamus."

I didn't appreciate the contemporary madman comparison.

"I don't like this, Zeke," Bilba said. He took slight, shuffling steps backward, but it didn't matter which way he went. We were being pinched in by these four hoodlums. Each wore charcoal colored hoodies, half-zipped, with the hoods pulled over their heads. A white insignia was hand painted on the left breast. It looked like it was supposed to be a bird but was closer to a sideways 'X'.

"Don't move," I whispered. "They're a gang. We need to be smart or we'll have a fight on our hands."

"Oh, look, the incubi are whispering." A tall, lanky demon in the trio laughed while pointing.

"Yeah, what's up with all the secrets?" A redheaded demon asked.

The large one who started this was much closer now. "You three got something to say that you don't want the rest of us to hear? See, in this sector we don't like secrets. Secrets mean you're doing something sneaky. And we don't like sneaky snakes neither. Ain't that right, boys?"

"Damn right!" The comment came from the last of the three who had remained quiet until now. His face was pock-marked, just like the clerk's at the convenience store. He could pass as that jerk's younger brother.

"No secrets," redhead said.

Tall and lanky made a fist, pounding it into his palm. "Only one way to stop dudes from telling secrets is by shutting their mouths."

Bilba's rising panic was so intense it radiated from his jittering appendages. We were losing the succubus he thought was his mother with every second.

"Look, we don't want any trouble. We were just looking for a place to grab something to eat, that's all." The lie was believable enough, I figured. Maybe these hoodlums would buy it, since they didn't appear smart enough to have any analytical skills.

The pock–marked one laughed. "You hear that, Hrash?" The comment was aimed at the large demon who started this confrontation and the name came out sounding like "ha rash," proving to me there wasn't anything that wasn't comical about this small gang. "This little one thinks he can boss you around."

"He does, does he?" Hrash barked. "See, the thing is, ain't nobody the boss around here except me. Got it?"

"We're not looking for a fight," I said, raising my hands.

"Then we're going to ask you again? What you doing here?" the redhead said. "Ain't never seen you here. And we can't trust demons we ain't seen." His grammar was almost as grotesque as his hair color.

"We need to go. I saw someone I know, and I just wanted to catch up with them. We're sorry if we invaded your space. We didn't mean to. Honestly, it was an accident," I said so Bilba didn't have to.

"Don't apologize to them," Ralrek growled in a low-but-harsh whisper.

I risked a glance away from the approaching threesome at the end of the alley to shoot Ralrek a disbelieving look. "Don't antagonize them, you idiot. We've got more important things to do."

I hadn't realized how close Hrash was until I heard his worn out sneakers slapping the brimstone. "You hear that, boys? This one thinks they're important. We might be in the presence of Lucifer's Council." He made a sound like devildog's bark.

"Well, ain't we fancy," pock–mark face said.

"Don't know about you boys, but I'm getting real bored talking to these losers," the redhead said.

"Me too," tall and lanky replied.

Hrash was now in Bilba's face. Spittle landed on Bilba's cheeks when the gang leader growled. "Looks like you found yourself some trouble. Got anything to say? Any last words?"

The three other gang members laughed.

And that's when I felt it. The tingling of skin, like someone was raking nails across my entire body, sliminess, sticky sensations, all at once. Spells, multiple spells, were being cast. These idiots would not know I had the ability to sense magic. They would pay. Without another delay—I learned how costly waiting could be when I failed Aries—I yanked Creed out of the loop carrier. I didn't instigate the situation, and I was not going to volunteer to be a victim.

"He's pulling out a weapon!" Hrash shouted.

With a slight shake, Creed was birthed into the world, a metallic clang echoing in the alley as the three blades of the halberd sprang to life.

"Zeke, what are you doing?" Bilba's voice shook.

I did not get the chance to tell him a few demons were casting. The hairs on my arms rose before Hrash jerked his hands upward. He was aiming his spell. The hairs on my arms and neck also stood on end. Construction magic; I knew because it had the same feel as my father's weak Ability, just much stronger.

Hrash's spell took form. Hundreds of shards of brimstone forming off the two walls in the alleyway, aggregating together in the space between him and the three of us, and forming a large shield.

He wasn't the only one casting. I glanced over my shoulder. Pock-marked face conjured. This was a new feeling, distinct from Hrash's magic. My eyes burned, watering uncontrollably, blurring my vision. What a weird spell!

"Cast, dammit!" I yelled at the two blurry images standing beside me.

I blinked and wiped my eyes clear. Though my vision was blurring just as quickly, I could no longer afford to delay.

Hrash's brimstone shield was still forming as I dashed forward. He was the leader of this gang, the head that needed to be chopped off to end this fight.

His shield blocked his view of my actions. I dashed to the right side of the alley, jumping high and planting my feet on the wall when my body was horizontal to the ground. Pushing off the wall, I propelled myself over Hrash's barrier. All fighters moved in slow motion, while I moved at twice their speed. It happened when I sparred Bilba, but that was because he was overweight and slow. It happened in the Overworld with Aries's bodyguards, but my supernatural reality gave me an advantage there. Here, I should not be faster than Bilba and five others, but I was.

From the other side of Hrash's shield I heard the clunking of brimstone against other brimstone. Another shield forming behind Ralrek and Bilba. They were now being pinched in.

Hairs still raised, the familiar stickiness of Bilba's Ability coated my skin. My view was now completely blocked by the shield, cutting off what he was building. I'm sure it had something to do with snakes.

Hrash's eyes widened when he saw me. He had a decision to make. Either he held the spell until the barrier he was building was complete or break it to cast a new one.

That wasn't a cause to be reckless. Extending Creed out horizontally, I dove at the ground, tucking and rolling. And dropping Creed. Scrambling to my feet, I lunged for the halberd, snagging it as I dove and came to my feet, now further away from this bully. I swiped the halberd sideways and knocked my adversary's feet from underneath him. He went down in a crash, a grunt exploding out of him. His spell crumbled.

I wasn't going to give him an opportunity to do anything else. He stared at the sky, blinking dumbly. Before he moved, I jumped on him, pinning him down with Creed pressed across his throat.

"Tell them to stand down!" I growled into his face.

Hrash's lips moved, but I heard nothing and figured he was still trying to process how this little mighty-mite ended a blooming battle in seconds.

"Now!" I repeated when he didn't give the order that would stop Bilba or Ralrek from getting hurt.

Bilba had conjured numerous chairs and sent them flying toward the three remaining bullies. Not as cool as the arrows he used against me, but in these tight confines, larger objects made strategic sense—though I wasn't sure why he decided on lame schoolhouse furniture.

The tall and lanky gang member was weaving his own spell from Manipulative magic. I could tell by the warm feeling that flushed over my entire body. Bad magic for a gang member and for a fight, since it look a longer spell to force physical things to change nature. 

Bilba's chairs began changing form halfway toward the gang, breaking apart into thousands of pieces of kindling, losing their mass and falling to the ground a few feet from their intended targets.

Sandpaper–like scouring sensations on my arms gave away the fact that Ralrek was not waiting around for Hrash to call off his little army. Fire magic was on its way.

The fight was only going to continue escalating in the unseen, where I could feel the different weaves building.

I returned my attention to my felled enemy. Rotating Creed, I pointed the dagger end at Hrash's throat.

"What did I tell you?" I said as I pressed the blade down, making his skin indent. A small circle of red appeared around the point. "Tell them to stand down or this fight is over for you."

"You—you wouldn't—" Hrash started, but I'd didn't let him finish.

Pressing Creed harder, the pool of red spread, rapidly filling the tiny crevice I created at the base of his throat.

Please, just answer the blessed question before I slip and do serious damage.

At least this was not the Overworld, where I could accidentally kill him.

The image of the kind, icy blue eyes of Aries still floated in my head. Pressed against the wall of his home by three demons, desperate and begging for me to help. Death was so permanent, so easy in the Overworld. We were lucky here. 

I swallowed my sudden onset of remorse. Hrash didn't look like he could afford the medical care. But I could still scare him.

As Hrash's eyes spread wider, his hands moved toward Creed.

"Don't do it," I warned.

But Hrash did not listen. His hands found Creed. A burst of blue formed an orbit around his hands. His body jerked stiffly underneath me and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. He bolted and bucked for a few violent seconds and then went limp, unconscious.

Aries had warned me that Creed could have violent reactions to anyone who touched it who wasn't me. Hrash had gotten off lucky.

"Dumbass," I said, shaking my head standing. "Hey idiots, it's all over. Your little friend is taking a nap and I suggest you stop right now before it ends up being worse for you."

All five remaining demons were still dodging each other's spells. But when I called, my calm, clear tone drew their attention toward me and the motionless gang leader at my feet.

That's when redhead raised his hands in surrender. "Whoa, whoa, we're cool man. Everybody just chill. Wha—what the heaven did you do to Hrash, man? Ain't no one ever beat him."

Tall and lanky dropped his hands.

"Bilba. Ralrek. Stop," I said.

Both of my partners turned to question me. "But Zeke, we've got them."

I suppressed my sigh. "Just do it."

Bilba dropped his head and, more importantly, his hands, cutting off his spell. Ralrek grimaced but then ultimately complied. I tried to hide the slow release of my breath, relieved that everyone had played nice.

"Did you ... what did you do to him?" Pock-marked face asked. "He's the toughest bastard in the sector. Ain't nobody beat up Hrash, ever."

"This is your last warning. Take your friend and get out of our sight or it'll be worse for you."

This time, they listened. The three dashed forward, coordinated how to move their large, unconscious friend, and struggled to lift him. I moved away, closer to Bilba and Ralrek, just in case these three changed their minds in a moment of brusque incubi bravado.

But they didn't. After jostling Hrash's loose form for a few seconds in a pitiful attempt to carry him, they side-stepped down the alley, their leader's head bobbing and arms dangling. They almost dropped him. Forced to stop, they argued about who was at fault as they adjusted their load before leaving the alleyway.

"You're a bad ass, Zeke," Bilba said.

"Yeah, pretty decent work," Ralrek said begrudgingly.

"Thanks."

That's when someone clapped their hands in a slow rhythm behind us.

I groaned, turning and readying myself for another fight, only to see a stunning, dark-skinned succubus at the end of the alley. She was smirking, yet somehow still appeared very serious.

"Nice work," she said, releasing a biting laugh. "But those guys are the neighborhood joke. I wonder how you'd perform if you had to fight a real caster?"
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"We're not looking for a fight," I said, meaning it.

The brown beauty snorted, looking at me from my feet up in a slow analysis. "Doubt it would even be one. Sad I'm not offering one."

"You're carrying a spearheaded staff," Ralrek said with a biting tone.

The demon looked at her weapon as if seeing it for the first time, a mock expression of shock. "Well, how did that get here?"

A tense pause followed. I really didn't want to fight again, especially not against a succubus. I doubted Bilba wanted to test himself anytime soon either. Ralrek? I had no idea what was going on in his head, and I wasn't interested in peeling back that onion skin.

The demon started up the alley. "Calm down," she said firmly. "I don't want any trouble."

Bilba exhaled. "Good. Because I'm worn out."

She was only a few short feet away and smiling, showing off a row of flat pearl teeth. Her thin eyebrows teased hazel eyes. Dark eye shadow filled in the missing pieces. Black eyeliner, black enough to make Lucifer proud, rimmed her eyes, extending beyond the corners, to a fine point. The choice of lip gloss was a deep maroon.

I tried to focus on that, because her outfit was distracting. Tight black leather pants rimmed in the fur of a firefox met the smooth skin of her flat stomach. A double diamond pierced her bellybutton. I had a difficult time not letting my eyes linger. A maroon scarf that matched the color of her lipstick draped loosely around her shoulders, hanging to mid-torso, only partially covering her black leather top, which itself only covered the full length of her arms, shoulders, and breasts.

"Are those hellion feathers?" I asked, gawking. They were at least ten inches long.

She glanced at her shoulders, a proud smile spreading on her lips. "Yes, they are." Her brown leather pauldron armor was exquisite, unscratched and almost too rich for anyone I knew in the Fifth. In the Eighth, I bet she stood out. Gilded with opal-painted designs, the pauldron were completed with black and blue feathers draping off of them.

I whistled, impressed.

"I'm Marijon Hausu," she said. "And who are the three of you? I've never seen you on this block before. Actually, I've been all over the sector and zone and never seen you around. You're not from here, are you?"

"Our business is none of yours," Ralrek said to a stranger for the second time today.

She stared at him as if he was exposing himself. "Quite the charmer, aren't you?"

"He excels at being an asshole." I smiled.

Marijon's head jerked as she laughed. "Probably want to be careful broadcasting that attitude here. This entire zone is an unfriendly place, but especially this sector. If you were from around here, you'd know that. Also, the last thing you would have done was to come down this alley."

"Why?" Bilba asked.

Marijon looked around us, toward the far end of the alley where the gang had disappeared. "Those guys you dispatched run this sector. All the old demons stay far away from them, and ninety-nine percent of us young ones do as well. Even the dumb ones. You three didn't, so what does that say about you?"

"That we're brave?" I offered in the form a snarky question.

Marijon smirked. "If that makes you feel better about yourself." She looked over her shoulder, tapping the butt of her staff on the ground twice, making me wonder if she was signaling to someone. When she turned toward us, she spoke in a lower tone. "Look, you're going to need to be careful if you're spending any time here. You stand out and that gang you just beat up will spread word about strangers. In case you didn't notice, we don't trust each other around here. So, unless you've got important business here you have to do, I recommend heading back to wherever you came from as soon as possible."

"But why?" Bilba asked. "It's not like we're here for a specific reason, I was just curious."

"Right," she said, elongating the word. "And I'm the most powerful demon in the Eighth." When she laughed at her own comment, she gave me a flirtatious look. I'm pretty sure it was meant to be flirtatious. "No, really, why are you here?"

"Why do you want to know?" Ralrek's biting comment made Marijon's head jerk in his direction.

"I see what you're saying about this one." She flipped her hand at him. "You don't have to tell me anything. I can easily leave you to figure out your own way around the sector. Or I can help you. That's what I was trying to do since it seemed like the three of you were insistent on making it obvious you'd enjoy getting mugged. Because, I promise you, keep acting like you did and it won't be long before that happens. But hey, if fighting is your thing, keep doing what you're doing. You'll get a lot of it here. We love visitors. They're ignorant and usually bring a lot of coin with them."

"We're not visitors. We're here on an important mission," Bilba said. Ralrek and I groaned simultaneously.

Marijon suddenly looked very interested, her mouth forming an 'O'. "Really? What sort of mission? There's nothing special about this place. Heavens, even the demons who live here don't want to be here, so why would complete strangers have any reason to come?"

I nodded approvingly at the succubus's cursing; there's nothing as sexy as a raunchy female. I didn't give Bilba the same approval, whispering, "Let me do the talking."

Marijon waited, interest sparkling in her gaze.

"You don't have the patience to forgive both of my partners, do you? They don't know how to act around a pretty demon."

Marijon pinched her eyes. "And obviously neither do you. In what world is it appropriate to make a comment like that?"

It was now Ralrek's turn to laugh heartily. Bilba joined him.

My cheeks warmed. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean anything. Stupid comment. I have a bunch of those to draw from when I get tongue tied or when my partners do stupid things. We're just a little thrown off by that welcome party." I dipped my head toward the end of the alley where the gang had scattered. "In all honesty, you're right. We're lost. I think the fight has shaken us up."

"Then maybe you should avoid them," Marijon said. "Fights, that is. I can help you, but only if you're interested. But I don't work with demons who have something to hide."

"Why are you so curious about what we're here for?" Ralrek said.

"Because the three of you look like you need a friend."

"I don't have friends," he responded almost too quickly, drawing a hurtful look from Bilba.

Marijon gave a one-shoulder shrug. "Suit yourself. This is a dangerous neighborhood. Be careful."

With that, she turned away.

"Wait!" I said, refusing to allow Ralrek to determine the course of this conversation. "Are you serious about helping us?"

Bilba moved closer. "Zeke, be careful."

"You started this." I reminded him.

"Depends what you're asking for," Marijon replied, her eyes scanning the three of us. "I'm not into any freaky shit."

Even Ralrek laughed at that one. This succubus was cool.

"We're looking for someone," I said, grabbing the opportunity. I doubted Marijon could be of any help, but we had nothing to lose. The last thing I wanted to do was spend the entire day walking around the sector where we might get jumped every time we turned around. Finding ourselves beaten to a mush in a filthy alley wouldn't help us find the Horn and would likely only keep us here far longer than I wanted or could afford.

"Who?" Marijon asked at the same time that Bilba sucked in a deep breath.

"Not sure if you know who he is or not, but we're looking for a guy named Taurus. Familiar with that name?"

Marijon didn't react initially, her gaze looking well beyond us, hearing something thousands of yards away. I regretted asking.

"Yes," she said carefully. "Taurus is a very important demon. Everyone from the Eighth knows that."

"We don't," I answered.

"Why are you looking for him?" Her response was immediate.

"That's enough, Zeke," Ralrek said.

"Ezekial," I corrected him, adding, "and unless you're interested in fighting our way through the entire blessed Eighth Circle, I suggest we accept her offer. Do you have a better idea?" I left the question lingering, knowing well he didn't.

Ralrek considered my comment. After a few seconds, he said, "Just be careful."

I wasn't going to rise to his combative bait. There were more important things to consider then Ralrek's inferiority complex.

"My friend," I said, jerking my thumb in Bilba's direction, "mentioned that we have official business here."

"A mission," Bilba repeated.

"Yeah, bud, that's established," I said. "And the official business that brought us here is with Taurus. We need to find him, but we don't have an idea where to start looking. Any suggestions?"

The mission brief provided an old home address for Taurus along with the headquarters to his business, but it also mentioned that he owned hundreds of businesses and regularly traveled. He could be, literally, anywhere in the Eighth. Any information Marijon could provide would narrow our search.

Marijon shifted her staff from one hand to the other. "I don't know what kind of business you have with him, but Taurus is a powerful incubus, from a very powerful family. He basically owns the Eighth. Are you sure you want to get mixed up in that? Most demons don't, even our local Council stays out of his way when they can. Taurus pretty much gets what Taurus wants."

"Well, we're hoping to not cause trouble," I said. "There's something we need from him."

The corners of Marijon's lips turned down as she nodded. "Interesting."

"What is?" Ralrek said.

Marijon leaned her staff's spearhead in our direction, dragging it through the air, pointing at each of the three of us. "Interesting that the likes of you have business with Taurus. More interesting that you claim to need something from him. Usually it's the other way around . When Taurus needs something, he makes contact. Demons like us don't go to Taurus."

"Well, we do," Ralrek said, rising to the challenge.

"Good for you," Marijon said, scowling. She squared on me. "I can get you in touch with Taurus, but it will cost you."

"Coin?" I asked, already anticipating the answer.

Marijon nodded. "Five hundred."

"That's crazy!" Ralrek criticized.

As strange as anything, I had to agree with Ralrek. That was a half year's wages from The Book Abyss. The three of us together probably didn't have that much coin, even with Bilba and Ralrek's payday from the Aries mission.

Marijon made a circular motion with her head. "That's your choice. Pay me the five hundred coin and find Taurus. Don't pay me and we part ways here." Half her lips turned up in an all–knowing smile. "Because you'll need it."

"We—we don't have that kind of coin," Bilba said.

He was right; we didn't. But Seraph might. Heavens, she probably had access to millions. We just needed time to convince her it was a worthy investment.

"Deal," I said.

Marijon nodded cooly.

"But we'll need to see a friend first," I said, holding up a single finger. "Are you willing to give us some time?"

Her bottom lip jutted out as she lifted her shoulders. "Sure, come find me when you have it."

She turned away.

"Wait!" I said for the second time. "Can you help us now?"

"No coin, no help. With coin, I'll be more than happy to."

"That's ridiculous," Ralrek snarled. "Plus, we don't even know if you can do as you claim. You might take our coin and disappear with it."

"Then I guess you have a decision to make," Marijon said. "You can either take a chance getting robbed by me, or you can take a chance getting robbed by the hundreds who most likely are already hearing about your adorable adventures today. Day-in, day-out, mugged. Sounds like fun."

We were at a disadvantage and it seemed like I was the only one of the three of us who understood that. We needed her more than she needed us. I just hoped Seraph could come through with the coin. But if Marijon walked away now anything could happen. Too many chances for a random event of fate. Chances I wasn't willing to take.

"Would you head back to our apartment with us?" I asked the first thing that came to mind.

Marijon looked like I insulted her mother. "I told you, I'm not into—"

I interrupted. "You're not into freaky shit. This isn't, I swear. We just need to talk to a friend who has the coin. She pays us. We pay you. And we can start our mission. That's all this is about."

"Do you think that's wise, Zeke?" Bilba asked.

I shook my head. I couldn't be sure about anything in the Eighth. "I'm out of ideas, buddy. If you've got something, say your piece now. What else can we do besides start a very long and exhausting search? And do any of us have that kind of time? I definitely don't."

"Let's do it," Ralrek said, the corner of his mouth curling up into a satisfied sneer. "The worst thing that can come out of this is that Zeke screws up and you-know-who kicks his ass. Might be entertaining."

Before I reminded Ralrek of my actual name, Marijon spoke. "So let's go see this friend of yours. The Hellfire will start feeding soon, and you don't want to be out on the streets when it does."

I didn't have to ask what that meant to believe her. "Let's go," I said, hoping this wasn't a huge mistake.

We'd find out soon enough if it was.
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Marijon took in the apartment with wide eyes, as if she was mainlining sulfur. "This is an interesting place. The three of you are roommates?"

A resident of the Eighth was less than impressed with where the Council stationed us? Maybe the Circle wasn't as decrepit as Seraph testified when justifying putting us in this dump simply because spies told them this was where we had the best chance of finding Taurus?

"Just for the time being," Ralrek said while he went into the kitchen.

Marijon's eyes danced over the austere living room as if she were recording it for posterity. "Where's this friend of yours? The one with the coin."

"She'll be here any moment now," I said. As soon as we arrived at the sanctuary, I had Bilba give her a quick tour of the apartment so I could activate the beacon that would call Seraph. Until she arrived, we had to carefully direct the conversation since, here, the Council had access to everything we said and did. Bilba and Ralrek might follow Hell's leaders like devildog pups, but I was not going to deny the twitches of intuition that consistently advised caution to never give away too much.

"Okay," Marijon intoned. "So what we do in the meantime?"

I tipped my head, opening both hands in a friendly gesture. "Would you be willing to tell us what you know about Taurus?"

"Sure, as soon as I see my coin."

"But we aren't sure when she'll be here," Bilba said.

"Call on her," Marijon said as if it was the simplest thing in the world.

This admission was going to hurt. "We have."

Something flashed across Marijon's face. Anger? Her hand jerked on her staff. "You what? When? How? I swear, if you're messing with me..."

"We're not," Ralrek said as he came back into the room, carrying a sandwich.

My stomach growled. A sandwich was a good idea; as soon as I dealt with the pissed off succubus in our living room.

There was a slow growing hum, and the air unzipped as a gateway appeared. Marijon stepped back, gripping her staff with both hands. She glanced at me and then re-examined the three of us when she saw our lack of reaction. A low growl escaped her lips when Seraph stepped through the gateway and into our living room.

Seraph looked at Marijon; Marijon looked at Seraph.

Us three incubi were smart enough to not make a sound as the two evaluated each other.

"Who's this?" Seraph said in a frosty tone.

Swallowing the massive cotton ball in my throat, I answered. "This is Marijon. She is ... an acquaintance."

Marijon looked at me askance, keeping most of her focus on the Council member. Seraph sniffed, her attention remaining on Marijon.

"A acquaintance, huh?" the Founder's aqua eyes flattened.

I sent her a pleading look, one that promised I would repay her, somehow, if she didn't make a big deal about this. It would have behooved us to discuss how we would make introductions during our walk back to the apartment, but we spent most of that time getting to know Marijon. Seraph's initial warning about there being no friends in the Eighth was never far from my mind as I shared enough information to build trust without giving everything away. The talk, as it turned out, held little substance. She was feeling us out as much as we were feeling out her story. Now, I felt like I'd been dropped in the middle of the Acheron Ocean. 

I looked toward Bilba and Ralrek for help and found none. "Marijon can help with our mission."

Seraph's head snapped in my direction. "You've told her? At what point did any of you think that was a wise decision to make? Did we need to explicitly state, more than we already have, that you don't discuss Council business with anyone?"

Her words were barbed. Answering would be dangerous. So I didn't.

Bilba shuffled from foot to foot and Ralrek made a groaning sound, but this time it was timid. None of us met the Founder's eyes for longer than a second.

But Marijon did. "They tell me you're looking for Taurus."

"They did, did they?" Seraph replied. "What exactly did they tell you?"

Marijon set her staff against the wall and leaned her shoulder next to it, crossing her arms. "I'm no threat to you."

Seraph laughed, only it was derisory. "Never for a second did that concern me. What does though is how you came to know them. Any of you are more than capable of explaining, and that needs to happen in the next second."

"I didn't think it was necessary to explain myself," Marijon said. "But I will, if it would please you. I'm afraid there's nothing subversive to it, since that seems to be what you're looking for."

"Don't presume to know what I seek, child," Seraph snapped, and I wasn't alone in taking a step back from this test of the wills.

Bilba bit on a black polished fingernail.

Marijon pushed herself off the wall without using her hands, baring her teeth. "I'm no child. I can promise you that."

"Then best stop acting like one," Seraph said without pause. "This is all a little too convenient."

"And what's obvious to me," Marijon jabbed a long finger at Seraph, "is that none of you are from here. All of you stand out so much. That's a fact. Whatever you're hoping to achieve here, you never will, not on your own. The Eighth doesn't take kindly to strangers and if you don't want my help, that's fine. But, I promise, you will need some, if not from me, you'll have to find someone. Good luck with that, I say."

"What did you promise these boys?" Seraph said, arching her eyebrow.

My face flushed at the term.

Marijon leaned back against the wall, composed, but her eyes flicked to the sizzling gateway. She bit her lip as if she understood who the succubus standing in front of her was. It was not fear I saw, but hunger. "You need to find Taurus? I can help. It will be quicker and easier if you allow me to."

"How so?" I asked, stepping forward.

Marijon crossed her arms. "Let me see the coin. I want to know that you're good for it."

Seraph spun to face us. "What coin?"

Ralrek jerked his thumb in my direction. "Dumbass here promised her five hundred coin if she helped find Taurus."

Seraph's eyes widened, the heat of the Hellfire born in those crystal blue depths. "Let me guess. You brought her here with a promise that I would be the one to pay it?"

That annoying cotton ball in my throat expanded.

"We could waste days, weeks, hoping to catch Taurus at one of his million locations and still not get close enough to him for what we need. You told us the—you told us he has been able to hide easily enough, even though everyone seems to know who he is. Could we not use help? I mean, we've only been here for a few hours and we've already gotten into one brawl with a local gang."

"I heard," Seraph said tightly.

"How would you know about that?" Marijon inquired. "No one ratted."

I gave her a quizzical look.

Marijon shrugged. "I made sure those idiots you beat up kept their mouths shut, with the promise of more beatings if they didn't."

"I know a lot of what happens in this sector," Seraph said, maintaining the heat in her voice and her secrets.

"My point is," I said, by way of offering peace for the sake of our purpose, "if she's as connected as she claims, we might be able to do that efficiently and safely. I thought it was a lucky break for us, so I made the decision. After all, you guys put me in charge for that reason, right? I'm sorry if it was the wrong one."

Underneath his breath, Ralrek mumbled, "Dumbass."

"Enough," Seraph snapped. "Beelzebub may have thought these silly little male dominance games were entertaining. But I don't. That will be the last time I have to mention that."

"Beelzebub?" Marijon's voice was higher pitched than I'd ever heard it. Her eyes narrowed to slits. "Who are you?"

Well, the proverbial ember cat was out of the bag now. At least it wasn't me who released it.

Seraph scowled. With the fluid wave of her fingers, she cast a listening ward.

"This is for our ears only. My name is Seraph," she said calmly. "And I'm here on official business from the Council."

"Lucifer's Council?" Marijon said, emphasizing the first word. There was a note of misgiving in her question. This was the first time the succubus showed any vulnerability. It was gone as quickly as it came when Seraph nodded. Marijon's face spread in a slow smile. "My price just doubled."

"What?" I said, shocked.

Seraph didn't appear moved. She gave Marijon a firm and definitive look of appreciation, an expression I'd never seen from anyone on the Council. "Good business. Hardly surprising for someone in the Eighth."

"It's just business," Marijon replied evenly. "I promise you, I'll be worth a thousand thousand silvers."

"Silvers?" Bilba gasped. "We agreed on coppers."

Marijon shook her head. "We agreed on coins, not which type. Be thankful to Lucifer I didn't ask for gold."

"Thief," Ralrek spat.

Marijon pursed her lips. "It's just business, prickle plum. Don't be so offended. So, do we have a deal?"

Seraph lifted her chin. "What can you guarantee?"

"I can help you find Taurus's secret fortress," Marijon replied. "It's where he conducts a lot of his business. Sort of on the down low, but if you're smart and you listen, you know these things. I am smart." She looked each one of us in the eyes, including Seraph, daring us to challenge her assertion. "His family takes up residence there, so it's highly guarded. Highly valuable, too. Whatever you're needing him for, you'll probably find it there."

Seraph looked her up and down. Something had just changed in their dynamic. "And how would someone like you know that much about someone like Taurus?"

Marijon moved away to the couch. She fell on it like she owned it. "I'm really thirsty. Do you have anything to drink?"

Bilba headed to the kitchen without an actual command spoken.

Seraph said, "Don't play games with me, child."

Marijon sat forward slowly, as if she knew every eye was on her and she was going to draw out this moment of power. She planted her elbows on her spread knees. "I'm not playing. Because in this part of the Eighth, business is about survival. You can't fault a succubus for trying to survive, can you, Seraph? We didn't ask for these living conditions. That blame lays more at the feet of Lucifer and his Council than any of us struggling demons."

The casual reference to one of the Founders took guts. Either Marijon was incredibly stupid or incredibly brave, and I doubted it was the former.

Seraph considered this domineering stranger. Her mouth twitched like she was fighting to suppress a smile. "Seven hundred silvers, no more. Half paid now, half paid when we've completed our objective. Take it or leave it." 

Never had Seraph nor anyone on the Council appeared interested in negotiating terms. Inside a listening ward, the way the Founders operated was changing. Who was this Taurus and why was the Horn so important that Seraph was willing to negotiate?

"Deal," Marijon finally answered in a neutral voice.

I was too stunned to speak. This succubus just made more coin in five minutes of talking to Seraph than I had seen in the past year.

"Now, tell me what I bought," Seraph said.

"That depends on what you seek," Marijon said. "I'm at your service."

"We will inform you of that once you get us inside Taurus's fortress," Seraph said.

"I can get you inside, but that's where my help stops if you cannot tell me what you're after," Marijon countered, retrieving the glass of water Bilba had just brought and taking a long, slow sip. She smacked her full lips and set it down on the table. "Nothing like the dirtiest water in all the Underworld to quench your thirst, am I right? I often wonder what it would be like to taste clean water for once. Is it different? I mean, it's just water, but still.

"Look, I can't help you if you don't tell me what you're after. And you're paying me. Don't you want to get your money's worth?"

Seraph clasped her hands, speaking slowly. "There is an item we seek that is in the possession of Taurus. Don't concern yourself with what it is. Should I determine you need more information, you will hear it. Not a minute before. There might be a bonus in it for you if you come through."

Marijon cocked her head. "I'm listening."

"Help us and I will reward your efforts, commiserate with your contributions to our mission. The choice is yours."

Bilba edged closer while the succubi negotiated, whispering, "I hope to finish this soon."

"Why?" I asked.

"I think the succubus we saw is my mother."

I pulled my gaze away from the fascinating tug-of-war. There was a yearning in Bilba's eyes I'd never seen before I started kicking his ass during our sparring sessions. This one, though, was different; it was a matter of the heart. "I promise you, no matter how long this takes. I'll stay here with you until we find her. Even if that means Taurus has to wait."

"You would do that? Really?"

"Of course," I said, looking to Ralrek who was watching us. "Isn't that what friends are for?"

Bilba slapped me on the back. "You're the best, Zeke, I swear!"

I nodded, hoping for an end to these negotiations.  Our hectic schedules hadn't allowed for reading time. The little reading I did revealed intriguing tidbits in The Histories of the Balance. If Seraph was flexible with Marijon's payments, she might be on other things. The more I learned from the book, the more I had in reserve to move the former angel to a favorable decision for me.

I hoped.

Typically uninteresting, this book revealed fascinating links between Hell and Heaven. Things unseen to the normal demon, interworkings I never could have believed were true. If the book was even half correct, its hints that the two foundations of eternal rest for mortals was not all we were told was intriguing enough to want to continue my research.

Marijon was standing. "What are we waiting for?" She couldn't have worn a wider smile.
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I'm not sure if infatuation is healthy or not, but it is a great motivator. A day after Seraph's appearance in the apartment, agreeing to terms with Marijon, I was still thinking about her. The only thing that distracted me from chasing the distraction of youth was the fact that we had more important things to deal with.

Almost an entire day had passed since we last saw the brave succubus who was our only hope of finding Taurus without an immense amount of effort on our part. We were still waiting. The atmosphere in the small living room vibrated with agitation. It was one thing to psych yourself up to go looking for trouble, but it was an entirely different prospect to wait to engage in one. My edge dulled.

"Where is she?" Ralrek said. He paced in front of the window, occasionally looking down at the street.

"I hope she didn't skip out," Bilba said, wringing his hands and pacing the opposite wall.

"She wouldn't," I said.

"Why? Because Seraph paid her? You think that would stop someone from this shithole running out with free coin?" Ralrek said, not stopping carving the path into the floor. "You don't know her any better than we do. Putting too much faith in her, if you ask me."

I laid out on the couch, reading The Histories of the Balance. Fascinated with the details of the beginning of everything, I didn't realize I'd hogged up the only piece of furniture in the place until I felt the heated eyes on me. I fixed that by sitting up, never taking my eyes away from the book for more than a few seconds. I was completely engrossed.

Initially, the idea was to bring a book to help ignore Ralrek. Dialphio ensured this was the book to accompany me on the mission. The tome contained information she wanted me to know. But what? That was the piece I needed to figure out.

What I quickly learned was that The Histories of the Balance was not a lame academic binding of dried parchment. 

The book went much deeper than a review of the interlaced workings of demons and angels. Instead of skimming through the chapters, I was devouring the book whenever I had a chance to. Had Dialphio given it to me simply for entertainment, that would have been enough. But my instincts told me there was a greater purpose to her gift—no one ever claimed that I was the sharpest blade in the armory. A few years ago, heavens, maybe before our mission to the Overworld, I never imagined reading a history book. Now, I could not put this thing down. It was even making trips to the toilet with me, a fact that perturbed Ralrek—an unanticipated bonus. Funny how things can change.

Another unanticipated bonus of having the book was that it acted as a superior shield behind which I could hide my smile caused by Bilba and Ralrek's inability to remain calm. Unlike my partners, I didn't see the sense in getting worked up by Marijon's delay. Seraph wasn't even back from wherever she disappeared to, saying she had other business to attend to. If Seraph could be distracted from this mission, what was the point of getting worked up? Sweating it before either succubus returned was a waste. Plus, The Histories was so ... fascinating.

"Faith is pointless," I replied.

"I don't know, Zeke," Bilba said, trying to match Ralrek's pacing stride for stride. "We don't know anything about her. I'm not so sure she didn't just steal hundreds from Seraph."

"From us, you mean," Ralrek said.

At that, Bilba stopped, squaring to face him. "What?"

"You can't possibly think that if Zeke's friend just robbed us of that much coin that Seraph isn't going to take it out of our hide, do you?"

"Ezekial," I corrected. "And I disagree. If the Eighth Circle is as greedy as she made it out to be, as selfish as the Council did in their mission brief, then I see nothing but motivation for Marijon to make sure she's here when she needs to be."

Ralrek drew a vertical circle in the air, the universal sign for passing time. "She should have been here already. If you took your face out of that book, you might recognize what the Eighth Circle is all about. Fraud, nothing more. Why would she come back for another three hundred and fifty silvers only to put herself at risk when she could walk away with just as much and not a scratch? Imagine how much coin that is in the Eighth. She's set."

"He's got a point," Bilba said, his pacing resuming.

I shot both of them a nasty look and returned to my book. "Ralrek thinks the worst of everyone. No one gets the benefit of the doubt. Just give her a chance and she may surprise you."

"Doubt it," Ralrek spat. "No one surprises me anymore."

I shook my head and returned my focus to reading.

That's when the air began to pull open, announcing Seraph's presence. With everyone distracted, I tucked The Histories of the Balance into the couch cushion. Lucifer only knew what would cover the book when I pulled it out again.

The Founder stepped into the room; the gateway remaining open behind her. "Where is she?"

"We were just asking Zeke that ourselves," Ralrek said.

I ignored the resident ass. "I didn't realize I was her keeper."

Seraph answered before my slight registered with Ralrek. "But you are the one who recruited her."

"Well ... yeah, sort of. But I'm not responsible for her."

"You're responsible for the mission," Seraph said harshly. "I thought that was clear."

"It is now," I replied, standing. "I guess I can go look for her. Bilba, you want to come with me?"

Bilba looked from me to Seraph. "Are we allowed to? Or are we supposed to find Taurus's fortress?"

"Do you know where to start?" Seraph said, with more than a hint of sudden humor.

"Well, not really, but I figure we could start asking around."

Ralrek snickered, like short bursts of air being shot through a tight pipe. He provided no other feedback. I didn't expect much more from him.

"I don't think demons will be very forthcoming with information," I said, kindlier than Ralrek could ever hope to form a sentence. "I'm not sure how we get what we need without Marijon. But, if she doesn't show up, I'm willing to go with you, if Seraph is cool with that?"

We turned, waiting for an answer. "I am okay with you heading out and seeing what you can find. I'm not thrilled about it, but if it's the only way to move this forward, then so be it. Just be careful about how you proceed and where you go. Enough time has been wasted, and sometimes that is part of these missions. But aimlessly searching won't be excused. You need to focus your efforts, be smart about each step. Take this," she said, handing me a slip of paper.

"What is it?"

"Addresses to some local businesses Taurus owns," she answered. "They might be good places to start. Ask your questions there, but do so with discretion. Taurus commands allegiance, and if you ask the wrong employees the wrong questions, he'll be ever harder to find."

Perspective shared, she turned toward the gateway. Bilba stopped her. "Could we have the other coin Marijon is owed?"

Seraph dipped her head and put a hand on one sexy hip. I forgot the question my friend asked.

"In—in case we find her?" he added.

Seraph waved her hand, side to side, in quick, fluid movements. A red cloth bag clunked to the table. She pointed at it. "Get the job done."

Then Seraph stepped into the gateway, which zippered closed.

Bilba stood straight. "Well, I guess we go in search of Marijon."

"Guess so," was all Ralrek grunted.

"Let's do this," I replied, attempting to share Bilba's excitement.

We retraced our route that we took yesterday through the neighborhood, complete with stopping at the convenience store. The demon who worked the counter then was at it again, complete with his obnoxious yellow corporate jacket. He sniffed loudly when we walked in. His flaring nose pulled his lips up, baring his teeth.

"Good day," Bilba said, oblivious to the hostility radiating from the incubus.

The clerk growled.

I took my time grabbing the right bottle of water and selecting my snacks, ensuring I touched and rearranged a few dozen bags of chips. The clerk fidgeted behind the counter, restraining himself from rushing down the aisle to fix everything. Maybe if he was not such a miserable ass to everyone, I would have only rearranged a few. Either way, maybe this would give him time to have a chat with Ralrek. The pair of them had a lot in common.

After buying our goods, a process throughout which the clerk said nothing, we headed out.

"Hang on," I said and ran across the street before my partners could ask why.

The beggar was at the same corner. He didn't look up as I approached, instead, he just shook his can. It sounded painfully empty again.

"I know it's not much, but maybe it will help," I said, placing the bottles of water and snacks I had just purchased at his feet.

The beggar's head rose slightly to take in the food and water. The can slowly lowered to the sidewalk, and he reached for the water, a shaky hand trying to pry the cap off like an implying wrenching a knapweed head from its stem.

"Let me help." I bent and opened the first bottle, handing it to him. I loosened the other caps without completely removing them. Seeing how weak he was, I felt like an idiot for buying him so many bags of chips, which would be twice as difficult to open as the plastic bottle caps. I pried the first bag open and set it at his feet. "Man, I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking. Do you want me to open the rest?"

The shaking hand held the bottle up, three fingers waving. "N—no," the voice behind the drawn hood croaked. "I'll manage once I get a little strength in me. Th—thank y—you ..." His voice drifted away, rather than trailing off. The beggar drew a deep, rattling breath. Images of Aries flooded back and I shook them away. "Tha—thank you for your kindness."

I stepped back. "You're welcome. I'll check in again if I find myself back this way, if that's okay?" I did not want to make promises I could not keep, especially since every ounce of me wanted away from this stinking, filthy Circle. I could not change it for everyone, but if I could help one demon while also retrieving the Horn, then this mission would be a success.

Rejoining the pair across the street, I said, "Okay, I'm ready."

"Waste your time on your own time," Ralrek said before setting off.

I made a fist he couldn't see.

"Come on, Zeke." Bilba gave me an apologetic smile. A lot of good that did to excuse his friend's boorish behavior. 

We followed the path around the block, looking for any sign which might point to Marijon. Block after block, Bilba was quiet, off in his own space. Searching for the woman he thought might be his mother?

"Keeping an eye out for her?" I whispered.

Bilba jumped slightly. "Of ... of course. The quicker we find Marijon, the quicker we can get to this fortress and find the Horn. Then," he said in a lower tone, glancing at Ralrek a few strides ahead of us. "Then you can get paid, Zeke. It's not right what they did to you, the Council. I screwed up with Aries. I screwed up not telling you about the payday. I want, no, I need to make that right."

I smiled. "Thanks, bud. But I'm not talking about Marijon. I'm talking about your mother."

Bilba's eyes turned down. "I don't even know if that was her." His tone was heavy with something close to despair.

I rested my hand on his shoulder. "Don't worry. If it was, we'll find out. And if it wasn't, it'll suck, a lot. But we'll get through it. I promise."

Bilba's voice creaked. "You can't promise that. But thanks." He strode ahead, separating my hand from his shoulder. I let him go. Ralrek, who had stopped to watch our conversation, reached out for Bilba as he passed.

"No," I said. "Let him go."

Ralrek didn't protest.

We walked in silence with Bilba twenty yards ahead. Any further was nonnegotiable in my mind, especially in this Circle. My friend would have walked out in front of a chimera carriage had one been coming, distracted as he was. That nearly proved true a few minutes later when Marijon raced around the corner, almost knocking him over. Bilba didn't even react. She did a double take over her shoulder, before her eyes locked on mine. Her full out sprint didn't slow.

Marijon stopped a few feet short, panting, her chest rising and falling in breaths deep enough to make the black and blue feathers on her pauldrons quiver.

"Where have you been?" Ralrek asked.

She looked at him but talked to me. "Coming through on my end of the bargain. Here," she extended her hand, "take this."

I reached out, feeling her warm skin against mine. Her knuckles touched my palm as she slowly uncurled her fist. I felt a slight pressure in my palm and closed my hand around a rusted key.

"What's this?"

Marijon beamed. "Your way into Taurus's fortress."
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Okay, so sometimes a fortress is just a fortress. Typically, they come with high, impenetrable walls and the intimidating maw of a portcullis. Archers standing in the heights, waiting to rain death on any unwelcome visitor, is always an interesting upgrade.

And other times, a fortress is a high-rise building on a crowded street in a ritzy part of town, where gilded carriages drawn by massive chimera of the greatest stock carry affluent passengers. Where burly demons in black suits, with black ties and black glasses bar entry for anyone who is not welcome.

"This is it?" I asked from a squat.

We were in the park across the street from the building that was supposedly Taurus's fortress. Behind us, implings played on the playground equipment. It felt like an appropriate place to observe the comings and goings of demons associated with Taurus, where we weren't likely to be questioned and might pick up some intel.

Marijon nodded, crouched beside me behind the bush. The hellion feathers hanging from her leather pauldron tickled my ear. I enjoyed the intimate proximity, but she was all business and not looking for my opinion on the matter.  "It is. Guarded around-the-clock too, rotating shifts every two hours. We've got another ten minutes before they switch out. When they do, that'll be our chance to get inside."

Ralrek was to the side of Bilba, as far away from me as possible. He moved forward to have a direct line of sight to Marijon. "So we're just going to walk into the front door, right past four guards?"

Marijon's head snapped in his direction. "No, dumbass, we're going around the other side. But we're waiting for them," she said, pointing, "to do their changeover because they'll be distracted while briefing each other. We could, should, move down the block now so we can be in position in time."

"Let's go," I said and crept along the bushes past parents too exhausted to care about our strange behaviors as long as we didn't bother with their implings.

An opening in the row of bushes appeared when we were at the intersection. We crossed the street during a gap in the passing crowded carriages, which provided a nice cover between us and any curious fortress guard. Within minutes, we were at the back of the building thanks to an alleyway dotted by intoxicated demons.

"This place is so gross," Bilba accurately assessed.

"It's one of the best areas of the Circle," Marijon said with all seriousness. She pointed. "See the door to the side of the dumpster? That's where we're headed."

We snuck forward in a crouch walk-run, putting on quite the show for the resident bums who did not seem even remotely interested in our impressive stealth.

Marijon laughed from behind us. "The three of you look like idiots," she said, marching—erect, by the way—past and toward the rear door. "Come on. The key. Use it."

I stepped past her and did as ordered. She radiated confidence. I found myself thinking about how incredibly sexy confident succubi are as I slid the key into the lock. Turning it to release the lock required more force than I'd expected, and when the lock popped, the key felt like it snapped in half. I turned the key back and yanked it out, relieved to see it intact.

Marijon pressed her chest against my back, reached around me and cranked down on the door handle. Leather armor never felt so sexy.

She yanked the door open, and I winced when it creaked.

"Don't worry," she said with a slight giggle. "You saw how tall this building is. No one hangs out on the bottom floor except for the security detail, and they won't be back here. We're fine."

"Great," I groaned. "That means we could be searching forever."

"What other choice do we have?" Ralrek said. I hated when he was right.

"If you told me what you're looking for, I might be able to help," Marijon said, reminding us of our purpose.

"We're trying to fi—" Bilba started.

"Taurus has an artifact," I said. "That's what we need to find."

We crept into the rear hallway, staying close together. Marijon closed the door and latched it. "Taurus has a lot of those spread across the building. All the floors have a few, at least. Some are in display cases and some are private collections in various offices, rewards for demons with superior performance, I guess. If you don't give me more than that, I can't really help beyond covering as much of the building as we can before we get caught."

"There can't be that many. Might take us a couple of hours, at most. We should be able to cover this building easily enough between the four of us," Ralrek said, sharing his unsolicited thoughts.

"This fortress is forty-five stories tall," Marijon replied. "Each floor has multiple rooms and storage areas. Some floors have as many as a hundred or so demons working at a given time. Then there's the private quarters to figure out. Those are the higher floors. If you're up for that, all the best to you. But you might be here for a while. If you don't get caught."

"I'm sure we can get around," Ralrek said. "Especially with you leading way. You seem well versed about the building. I'd love to know how."

I wondered the same thing. Marijon was helpful. But that didn't mean I would trust her. And it was hard to ignore, standing in a dark hallway at the back of a building in a strange part of the Eighth, that we were completely at Marijon's will. She obviously did not belong in this part of town, and I had already seen a few examples of how brazen she could be, but was she so blinded by determination that this building and its supposed riches were a constant target for her? Had she been here so often to take what she needed to survive that she could know the building so well?

"I told you, Taurus rules around here. The Eighth is his Circle, I don't care what Seraph tells you. Heavens, he's more famous than she is, so what does she know? Everyone knows him. Stop being paranoid."

"But that doesn't explain how you know the layout of this building so well," I said, uncomfortable at agreeing with Ralrek.

"This isn't only a landmark," she huffed, "it's a tourist destination. You had to notice how this building towers over the rest, and this is the rich part of the Eighth. It's a famous place, and the demons lucky enough to get a chance to come inside brag about their experience for years. From time to time, they hold tours for the public. A few years ago my parents brought me. Happy?"

Well, now I felt like crap for doubting her.

"Hmmm," Ralrek narrowed his eyes.

Marijon didn't bother with him. "Come on." She stepped away, waving at us over her shoulder. "Let's get to the stairwell and then decide which direction everybody wants to go. If you don't mind, I recommend we stick together. A few major demons live here and some come down to the shopping levels throughout the day. If we get caught in a place we're not supposed to be, they're not going to wait to figure out why we're sneaking around."

We began our search at the second-story landing. Marijon peeked her head out of the stairwell, before stepping out. We scurried to a display case centered in the middle of the landing, illuminated by far too many blue blazers than was practical.

"Is that it?" Marijon asked.

Inside the case, something that looked like an archaic fork from early human history was lofted to a center height on a clear glass shelf. It was thin bronze, two-pronged, and covered in decay.

"No," I said, recalling the vision of the Horn.

"We keep going," Marijon said in a blithe tone.

An attitude like that could even melt the icy heart Ralrek had stuffed into his chest cavity. I liked being around this armored succubus.

We searched from room to room on the second floor, finding nothing. The task was taking too long, especially considering the intimidating height of the structure. But I was not ready to complain. Throughout the search, we had not come across anyone who even glanced sideways at us. No nose-snubbers either. Most importantly, we did not cross paths with anyone who put us in a sticky situation. I was all about avoiding any sticky situation that didn't involve Marijon or Seraph ... or Marijon and Seraph.

We weren't so lucky on the third floor.

We had just cleared an office when an older demon whose head showed more skin than hair walked around the corner. He held a meaty sandwich, half of which he had crammed inside his mouth. He stopped, staring at us wide-eyed and mystified over top of his food.

He slowly pulled the sandwich from his mouth, a fleck of ham clung to the corner of his lips. "Can I help you?" The words were muffled by the meats.

Too many responses buzzed through my mind. Thankfully, the delay didn't cost us.

Marijon stepped forward. "We're so sorry, sir. We got turned around. These are my friends from university. I was showing them where my father works. He's trying to get me a job here. I think he's tired of paying off my student loans all on his own. I'm sorry."

He grumbled into his sandwich but stepped into his office without a follow-up question. We sped away.

Nothing was on the third, fourth, or any floor for the first fifteen. Leaning against the wall in the stairwell, we took a few minutes to collect our breath and thoughts.

"This is ridiculous," Bilba said between panting breaths. He was not looking good, bent over, and gripping his pant legs. "I'm getting the feeling we'll be here all night."

"Look at it this way," I replied, doing a short burst of in-place sprints just to tease him, "we only have thirty more floors to go."

My display did not impress Bilba, who hung and shook his head. Nothing like wasting a tease.

"But, with each floor we sweep, we get closer to the area where we may find Taurus." Marijon took a second to hydrate herself from her canteen. Then pointed up the stairwell. "And, the more we climb, the closer we get to their personal quarters. If we don't find it secured down here, or find him in a meeting on one of these floors, we've got a chance of finding it up there."

"So, the higher we go, the more dangerous it gets?" Ralrek asked. 

"Yes."

I pushed off the wall. "Let's get this over with then."

"Don't be so flippant, Zeke," Bilba said, but he followed me up the stairs just the same.

Marijon overlapped him, striding alongside me by taking two stairs at a time. "Are you ever going to let me know what this thing is that you're looking for?"

I wanted to, right then and there but I had a Seraph-shaped barrier preventing me from being transparent. Withholding information only hurt our search. But I couldn't make an all–encompassing unilateral decision. If I did, the consequences would fall on my shoulders. If informed, Marijon might lead us to the Horn's exact location since she seemed to know so much about the layout and content of this building. But the minute I made that decision, something would go wrong because it always did, starting the day Lucifer allowed me to enter the Underworld as the only demon ever without magic. My neck was not getting stuck under the guillotine. Ralrek could give up the information for all I cared, I was not going to.

I gave her a chagrined look. "If I could. But Seraph would hang me by my toenails if I said anything without her permission."

"I get that," Marijon replied evenly. Her levelheadedness relieved me. "She pulls the strings and you dance."

We'd reached the landing to the next floor, and I grabbed the door handle, facing her as we waited for Bilba to catch up. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Marijon shook her head. "Just what it is. I get that you're all on some important business, but it seems like she is also holding you back. That's my impression, anyway. But, hey, you need to do what you think is right. I just hope it doesn't cost us."

Bilba and Ralrek finally caught up. Marijon placed her hand on top of mine on the door handle, her heat radiating. Our eyes locked and the admission that we were seeking the Horn of Taurus almost fell out of my mouth. Thankfully Marijon saved me from myself, pushing down on my hand, and thus the handle, and yanked the door open.

Ten more floors of nothing. Well, that's not absolutely true. A lot was happening. Demons walking this way and that. Hustle and noise and too many opportunities for us to get caught. Shoppers, workers, residents. This tower was full of activity on each floor, as it was displays of wealth. Hundreds of artifacts and displays of the Hammerwulf empire decorated each area, but not the Horn. Higher and higher we went, without a clue of its whereabouts.

On the thirtieth floor, our frustrations came to a boil.

"Now it gets tricky," Marijon said.

"How so?" Ralrek asked.

She tapped the door lightly. "On the other side of this is a transitory floor. This one and the next few, actually. These are the floors where higher-end retailers have moved in so residents don't have to leave or go to the lower floors to shop. After that. It's all personal residence, all the way up. It could be a good thing, or it might end up being bad. Depends."

"On what?" I said.

"On how lucky the three of you are."

"We've come this far, so doesn't make sense to stop now," Bilba offered. His face was flushed. Beads of sweat ran down the sides of his face, and the front of his shirt was soaked. If he was that dehydrated ten more floors wouldn't do him any good. Even if he could, if we ran into a less than friendly demon, Bilba wouldn't be much good to us.

"You don't look good. And this is serious Zeke, not screwing-with-Bilba-Zeke who is talking," I said, putting my hand on his shoulder and lowering my voice. "Are you okay?"

Between pants, Bilba answered. "I've been better. Got a killer headache." He lifted his head, blinking mechanically. "And I'm getting a little dizzy. Not sure how much longer I can go. Might have to rest somewhere and just wait for you."

"That's a dumb idea," Ralrek interjected.

"No one asked you," I snapped without turning around. Bilba's breathing worried me. Knowing him like I did, his dumb ass would try to keep up with us. He would not find a place to rest, no matter what he said. He would keep going until he collapsed. He was pigheaded like that.

So I made the unilateral decision.

"Marijon, we're looking for the Horn of Taurus."

Marijon jerked her head back, her eyes wide.

"Zeke!" Bilba groaned, his voice echoing down the stairwell. I winced.

"You dumbass," Ralrek eloquently said.

I refused to humiliate Bilba by telling him I shared our objective for his sake, so I lied. Sort of. "She needs to know. We're running out of time, and you heard her. It will only get more dangerous. This is a shopping zone. That means demons. Lots of them."

"Lots of demons means we can mix in with the crowd and hide. Did you ever think that before you opened your mouth?" Ralrek's argument was solid, but it wouldn't do anything to help Bilba avoid a medical issue if he didn't rest soon.

"The fewer demons we expose ourselves to, the better," I responded. "We have no idea what we're about to walk into and I'd like to walk out unscathed. For all of us. One wrong move and we might not get that option."

Throughout our brief argument, Marijon remained silent. When I looked her way, she had a new focus. She must have been seeing us differently based on the way her gaze swept across the three of us. I could almost see the gears of thought working behind those hazel eyes.

"I'm sorry I didn't tell you before," I started, but she cut me off with a hand held high.

"It's okay, I get it. I just didn't realize how involved the three of you are. You don't come across is major demons."

I laughed, tight and self-effacing as ever. "Oh, we're not. Not even close."

"Speak for yourself," Ralrek said, deadpan and serious.

Delusions ignored, I kept my focus on the demon who could be useful, the difference-maker.

"I've seen the three of you fight," she laughed. "I know you're not literally major demons. But the Horn of Taurus? I didn't realize what I was getting myself into or I would have asked for more coin."

"More?" Ralrek added a heated scoff to his criticism. "You're out of your mind."

"I'm shocked, okay?" Marijon snapped at him in a rare moment of vulnerability, then turned to me, a playful smirk spreading across her lips. "But don't worry. I've got this. I'm honored to be part of this, that you trusted me to be. No one here gets these types of chances without knowing someone, and I don't know anyone worth anything. You three, being wrapped up in Hammerwulf and Council business? That's some major stuff. Just who are you guys? You must be important in your sector, right? Famous?"

"We're n—," I started, but Bilba spoke over me.

"No one would know us here, but we're pretty famous back in our Circle."

I slapped my forehead with a palm, hoping Marijon hadn't picked up on his wayward comment. I heard the sharp intake of breath and imagined Ralrek doing everything possible to hold his cool.

Disbelief dripped from Marijon's question. "What are you talking about?"

"Nothing." Ralrek's lips were moving, though no sound was coming out, as if he were silently cursing Bilba's very existence.

Bilba grimaced. "We're not from here."

"I know you're not from this sector," Marijon started, "but you said 'your Circle.' You're not even from the Eighth? That explains why the three of you are so ignorant." She stopped to lean on her staff and I took the moment to not be offended by her comment. "Then exactly where are you from?"

"Well," Bilba said, dragging the word out was admission enough.

"Where?" She folded her arms, her staff tucked in the crook of her elbow.

"The Fifth," he answered, hesitantly now that he understood he had screwed us. "I swear we told you about this."

I covered my look of frustration with a hand. "We hadn't."

He flinched as if an invisible hand slapped him.

Marijon pursed her lips, blowing air through them. "Involved with the Council, seeking a powerful item from the most powerful incubus in this part of the Underworld, and now I find out you're from another Circle? Where do the mysteries end with you three?"

In that space of collective holding of breath, no one was brave enough to put voice to their thoughts.

"This is awesome!" Marijon screeched, bringing a wide smile to my face.

Relief washed over all of us.

"So, you're okay with this?"

She thrust her head forward, her voice approaching dangerously loud decibels. "Are you kidding? This neighborhood is so boring. The most exciting thing to happen in the past year was watching the three of you kick the heaven out of Hrash's gang. Now, for the second time in two days, I've got another adventure. And this one is the most awesome by far. My friends would die if they knew what I was doing right now."

"They can't," Ralrek said sternly.

Marijon held both her hands up, her thumb wrapped around her staff. "Oh, I'm not telling anyone anything. Even if I did, they wouldn't believe me."

I clapped my hands and then rubbed them together, excited that she was excited. "If everyone's good then, let's get back on task. We've got a Horn to find," I said, feeling the pressure of standing in the stairwell, exposing our entire mission to Marijon. 

No one delayed. Marijon pulled the door open, and we stepped into the first floor of the tower's shopping district.

It was quieter than I expected. I guess affluent demons actually can get bored spending their fortunes on goods they didn't really need.

The floor was highly polished black tile. An enormous water fountain, twenty feet in diameter, gurgled from the middle of the open area, filling the floor with life. Stores of all varieties lined the  perimeter. There was a weapon store. A fur store that only displayed a handful of items, making me wonder how they ever paid the rent for such prime real estate. Next to that was a music store which displayed a few of Hell's more popular band's posters, including one of the most controversial bands in all of Hell whose songs contained subliminal messages played forward. The few demons shopping on this floor moved about quietly, speaking in hushed tones like a bunch of demonic church mice.

Looking around, I sighed with the sheer volume of stores we would have to explore. There had to be at least thirty.

"Are the rest of the floors this packed?" I asked, and Marijon nodded. "And how many floors of shopping do you remember?"

"Not too many," she replied. "If I had to guess, I would say that the next five are full of shops, and then we get into the personal residence."

I whistled, mostly in exasperation. "This could take a long time. Since they're laid out so open like this, why don't we split up? We can cover them more quickly that way."

Bilba pointed at Marijon. "But she doesn't know what the Horn looks like."

"Do you know that for sure?"

"Well ... no, not absolutely."

Marijon's hand grazed my arm. Things inside me tingled, and this had nothing to do with whatever Ability she might have. "Well, I don't," she said, her lambent voice made the tingles increase. "So why don't you and I search together? We can still split up, searching everything more quickly, but at least I'll be of some use."

I liked the sound of that.

"That's fine," Ralrek said, nudging Bilba. "Let's go. We'll start to the right, you two take the left. We'll meet in the middle."

"Call out if you run into any trouble," I said.

"You too," Bilba replied.

Even split up, fortune ignored us. After clearing two more floors, I was convinced the Horn was not in this building, even if they added another hundred floors to it. I knew that was not true. I was pouting, hungry and tired, and frustrated by the lack of progress. The only thing motivating me on was the vision of Marijon in her black leather pants.

We regrouped and my partners looked as annoyed and exhausted as I felt. We did not linger for long, mostly because of Marijon's poor math skills. There weren't as many shopping floors as she said.

"Let's take the elevator," Marijon said, dipping the point of her staff toward the double doors. "I got the code from a friend, so I can access the residential floors."

I gave her a quizzical look.

"What?"

I shrugged. "Curious why you'd have codes to elevators leading to other demon's residence, that's all."

She pulled her head back, crossing her arms. Her voice was suddenly much cooler. "Don't judge what you don't understand. In the Eighth, you do what you need to so you can survive. But maybe the likes of you can't understand that. Not like we have the Council coming around, hiring us for jobs. Look at these demons." Marijon waved her staff in a half-arc at the stores we had passed. "They have everything they could possibly need or want. Yet they fill their days buying more stuff. Their lives won't end if they're missing a few valuables, but you know what will?"

"No."

"Hunger," she answered firmly.

"Hunger?" Bilba said.

"Yes," Marijon said, her shoulders slumping slightly. "When you sell some of their stuff on the black market, you can eat for an entire month. A month. Without having things to sell, there's a lot of hungry nights."

How justification trailed off and I let it. Looking around, these demons were not hurting. That did not make Marijon's actions defensible, but they were understandable.

"Let's do it," I said.

"Are you sure?" Bilba whispered.

My lips pinched at the remorseful thought. "Yeah. Yeah, I am."

"Oh," he replied.

"We may never get a better chance. Heavens, we may never be able to sneak back in here," I said. Ralrek was stoic, giving me no clue to his thoughts. So I hit him where it hurt. "The Council told us to use whatever means were necessary. Right now, I'd say sneaking around in restricted areas falls within their guidelines."

Ralrek leaned in toward Bilba. "He's not wrong."

Bilba looked from Ralrek to me and back again. The delay was doing his overall health an Underworld of good. His breathing had returned to a normal cadence and the pink staining his cheeks was fading halfway toward his neck. "Fine. I'll go with it if everyone is on board. Plus, it'll be nice to avoid the stairs for a bit longer."

Marijon nodded inelegantly. "Let's go then."

True to her word, once inside the elevator, Marijon punched in the code—hiding it from us, and drawing a snicker from me—and the doors closed. It whisked us to the next floor in a flash and we stepped out into a hallway that might as well have been a morgue. Bronze scones of exquisite design hung every five feet, casting the blue light of the Hellfire flames to eliminate even the possibility of shadows. Seemed ominous hallways were restricted to our apartment's part of the Eighth.

If life was happening behind the doors to these apartments, I could not make out a sign like I could in our apartment building. Everything here was muted, as if in a vacuum.

"How do we get inside the apartments to look for it, if you don't know which is his?" Ralrek whispered with too much attitude in his voice.

"Who said I didn't," Marijon responded in equal measure. Then she pointed at the door at the end of the hall. "That one of his apartments. We just need to get inside."

"And I imagine you have a key to it?"

Marijon smirked but said nothing.

"What a shock," Ralrek said under his breath.

We were halfway down the hall when all heaven broke loose.

"Who are you?" an aged, succubi voice screeched behind us.

I had noticed no one come out of their apartment and now we were caught having to spin a tale on the fly.

"We—" Marijon started, but was cut off by the sudden clanging of an alarm.

The succubi who pressed it shuffled back into the apartment and slammed the door, a sound which was nearly drowned out the alarm.

Doors up and down the hall were popped open now. Heads, mostly belonging to nosy, elderly demons, poked out of apartments and disappeared as soon as we were sighted.

"Shit! We've got to go now!" Marijon yelled and raced toward the end of the hall away from the elevators.

We followed, but not without a little protesting. "The elevators is back there," I yelled.

"I know, and it's a great place to get trapped, if that's your thing," Marijon shouted, not slowing her pace. "Follow me if you want to get out of this building."

I did. So we did.

"So loud," Bilba protested while trying to run with his hands clamped to his ears.

The alarm was, of that there could be no doubt. It sounded like a hundred trash can lids being slammed together over and over in a syncopated rhythm. But Bilba was already slow enough under normal circumstances. I drifted behind him, pushing him along.

"Go!"

Ralrek didn't need any urging. Ahead from the first warning from Marijon, he thrust the door open and sprinted down the stairs. I kept Bilba as close behind as he could manage. Marijon, unlike Ralrek, waited to hold the door open.

The blue flamed wall sconces down the stairwell simultaneously burst to yellow light, forcing me to shield my eyes. If we were being pursued, there was no way to tell with as loud as the alarm was. We fled, down, down, down.

"Ralrek, be on guard. I'll watch the back." If he heard me or not, I couldn't tell because he made no gesture one way or another.

"We've got to get out here," Marijon shouted over top the alarms. "At the next floor, go back inside."

Inside?

"Are you nuts? Why would we do that?"

Marijon didn't answer, instead shouting to Ralrek, "Just do it! Trust me!"

And he did.

At the next floor, he threw the door open and, without checking his surroundings, raced inside. We followed, Marijon taking the lead once we had enough space to fan out in the large, open-floor office area.

"This way," she shouted over her shoulder without breaking stride.

Up ahead, just past the last few cubicles, the floor was free of clutter. The desks and chairs were all behind us. We had already searched this floor and its dozens of cubicles that served as the home-away-from-home for hordes of demons through the work week. On the far wall, a door to a different stairwell. We were so close.

But we didn't make it.

Just clear of the cubicles, with Marijon in the lead, a demon shot out from his hiding spot. His flying tackle took her down.

Instinctively, I dodged in the direction the demon had come from, hoping to avoid being tackled myself. My skin prickled with multiple spells being cast at once. Construction, Fire, Deception, and a new magic. Multiple flows being weaved in the blink of an eye. The unseen Underworld, alive. We walked right into this, unaware of the risk, like an imp losing his virginity.

I wondered how many guards we would have to fight through to escape. Even if we won this battle, we might have two or three more before we were free of the building. Conserving energy was paramount.

We had to get control. But so much was happening at once that I couldn't decipher who was casting what type of magic in order to even plot out my response. I activated Creed.

Five demons crouched in fighting stances. Four of them were dressed in the same suits as the guards outside the building. The remaining was in jeans and a T-shirt, still looking half-asleep, like the alarm had woken him.

Ralrek and Bilba hid behind the corner of the cubicles. If this wasn't so serious, it would have been comical, them thinking those thin walls would protect them from anything.

The air vibrated with the combined energy of so many casters in such a small space. Ralrek was finished with his spell first, even as Bilba weaved a swarm of hornets. I bit my lip; now was not the time to try new spells out! 

And they were not the only two conjuring.

One of the guards started finished his Construction spell, pulling up the rug from the corner, and wrapping it around itself. It took me a second to understand that he was fashioning a dust devil—the carpet was filthy—from the material.

The whirling carpet whipped across the open space, knocking over one of his allies as it sped straight for Marijon.

I rolled in between her and the dust devil. Thrusting Creed out, it's double-headed ax heads cut through the material up to the shaft. The strike deflected the carpet, sending it spinning off into a row of cubicles.

That gave Marijon time to finish her spell. She was the conjurer who was casting something I hadn't felt before, like a smooth, cold stone sliding over my skin.

Spell completed, her hands shot forward, releasing her magic. A rainbow-arc of blue ice raced from her fingertips toward two guards standing close together, encasing both of them in a thick block that kept them frozen in mid-attack.

I nodded, impressed. Marijon had just taken out two enemies with one spell. The guards were down to three before the battle had even warmed up, and Mr. Bluejeans looked nervous.

The three remaining guards backed away, and as they did so, they made a mistake by moving themselves into a corner they couldn't escape.

Ralrek cast a line of fire at their feet, trapping them in the corner. They looked for an escape route.

Bilba levitated his swarm of hornets and propelled them forward to where the guards were corralled. Nothing pissed off hornets like ... well, just about anything. I don't know what they're like in the Overworld, but down here, they're nasty little things. And they attacked with ferocity.

I walked to the front of our group, holding Creed out, parallel to the ground in a defensive stance I had developed over the past few months. "Are you in charge?" I asked of the demon in blue jeans.

He nodded, jerking his head at his counterparts before taking in Creed.

"Let's stop this now. Let us walk away with no one getting hurt. I mean it," I repeated, "no more injuries. You let us leave and we leave you alone. Everyone goes home." Out of the corner of my mouth I whispered to Marijon, "Those guys, will they be okay?"

She nodded tensely. "Especially since dumbass cast his firewall so close to it. The ice block will melt soon. Too soon."

"No new spells. Now, back up," I told everyone, surprised they readily complied. "Come on, let's get out of here."

We backed away. When we got to the door, she paused. "Hang on a second."

She walked closer to where the three trapped guards watched us. The smooth, cold stone slid over my skin, racing along my arms, neck, and face. She was conjuring again.

"Marijon," I growled.

"Let me," Marijon replied before I could finish my statement, restarting her spell. "I promise not to hurt them. I want to be able to get away. That's all. They will be pissed when the ice melts."

I stepped out of her way but searched the incubi's faces for any signs of severe distress. Marijon finished her spell and cast another stream of ice that wrapped itself around the three incubi, blocking them in but not covering their faces. Until that moment I never thought about how miserable it would be to be encased in something that prevented you from breathing when you were eternal and could not die. Talk about a living heaven.

They were struggling and defeated, but not in significant discomfort, especially now that Bilba's tiny hornets were gone. He was going to have to come up with better if we ever faced Taurus. "Okay."

This was not enjoyable.

"Can we ... can we go?" Bilba asked.

Marijon turned around, a smug look on her face. "Yes, let's get out of here. That will melt within the next 30 minutes, so we need to be as far away as we can. They won't be the only party searching for us either. We need to go, fast."

She raced ahead. Much more expediently than going up, we went down. This back stairwell was empty of guards. Within minutes we were out the back of the building. Safe, undetected, and uninjured, we headed to the apartment. I don't think I stopped sweating until I was in bed.
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"So you didn't find the Horn?" Seraph cupped her hands around the coffee mug sitting on the table.

I waited for Bilba or Ralrek to answer but the boneheads remained quiet, so I answered. "We were all over the building, from top to bottom. By the way, the building is huge. Have you ever been inside? And don't get me started on the disparity in this Circle. You should have seen how much expensive stuff there was there. Those demons live good eternities, let me tell you. Anyway, we looked in the business and shopping levels, and were about to check on a location that might belong to Taurus before we were found out. Tons of artifacts, but no Horn."

Seraph shook her head. "That's going to be a problem."

"Why?" Bilba asked.

"Because, if we can't confirm the Horn is in his fortress, at least for safe-keeping, then I'll wager it will be on him, wherever he is. We have to get to the personal residence he uses most," Seraph replied. "Because it allows him to go undetected, he won't let the Horn out of his sight. Wherever he is at a given moment is where the Horn will be." Seraph gave a sharp tip of her head toward my hip, where Creed hung from the loop. "Sort of like what you wear. So, we either head back into the fortress and confirm once and for all that it is there or we actually find Taurus. Either option won't be easy or fast. But we're blind to him, so this will take a lot of searching and a bit of luck."

I didn't like her tone when she implied Creed was equivalent to Taurus's Horn. From the moment Beelzebub ratted to the rest of the Council I possessed the halberd, all the Founders had appeared less than thrilled. Without explaining why it bothered them so much, I could have done without the attitude. My hand rested on its forged knob.

"You're saying to find the Horn, we must find Taurus, correct?" Ralrek said.

"That's exactly what needs to happen, I'm afraid," Seraph said. "It's the only way forward, unless we waste all our energy searching every single one of Taurus's residences. Which we still may be forced to do. I'm not thrilled by the thought. But we have to get the Horn back."

"Because of the halo?" Bilba asked conspiratorially.

Seraph raised an eyebrow. "No. Because of what it allows Taurus to become. More powerful than he would otherwise be, and able to operate out of the eyesight of the governors of this Circle."

"And you," I added. With Seraph, I could say that. With any other Council member, I would lack similar audacity.

"Of course, Mr. Sunstone," she answered and clicked her nails on the coffee cup. The lithe movements of her slender fingers made me think about things I should not be thinking about.

I shook my head to clear it.

"So it doesn't have anything to do with the halo?" Bilba asked and, for a second, a darkness flashed across Seraph's face that reminded me of Beelzebub when he was pissed—which was a perpetual state with him. Bilba must have seen it too, because he clamped his lips together.

"We have told you why the Horn is important, Mr. Ravenous. Please stop wasting my time asking questions about old fairytales that have no relevance to modernity ... or wise demons. I expect more from you."

Seraph seemed frustrated with Bilba's continued mentions of the halo. Honestly, I did not understand anything he was talking about, and had no idea why he kept bringing it up around Founders when we were discussing Taurus's Horn, but you better believe I would not let this issue rest. He knew something and, my instincts told me, Seraph knew that Bilba knew something. Something that maybe I should know too, especially if they did not want us knowing.

But for now, I needed to get my friend out of the corner he was forcing Seraph to put him in. "Are they all here, in the Eighth? His houses," I asked.

Seraph's sexy eyebrow arched. "How well did you read your mission brief?"

Somehow I sensed the trap before it snared me. "I read through the entire thing."

"Read? Or skimmed?"

She had me there. "Well, I didn't read it word for word," I said, slapping Bilba's elbow. "That's why I have this brain with me, to remember those types of things. I'm more like the handsome face of the operation." More than a little of me hoped Seraph bit on the comment and gave me some feedback from her perspective.

She didn't. "Well, Mr. Ravenous, as you may remember then, Taurus Hammerwulf comes from a powerful family, one that acquired its influence and riches over millennia."

"I remember," Bilba bragged. "It started with mining fine metals."

Seraph nodded.

Emboldened by Seraph's positive feedback, Bilba continued. "Then they got into aqrabuamelu breeding before racing them was a thing. So they were the primary provider of that species when the circuit took off. They're still the major provider of the creatures, owning something like 90% of the beasts that race."

"Correct."

"Then they got into real estate and started buying sections of the Eighth Circle. Supposedly, Lucifer didn't really have any plans for it at the time, preferring to keep it open for prisoners and destitute so the other Circles would be free of them. Sort of like keeping the Underworld's troublemakers in one spot. And that's when the family fortunes really launched into the heights. The Hammerwulf family hasn't looked back since." A massive grin spread across Bilba's face when he finished.

"Show off," I said, winking.

"Well done, Mr. Ravenous. It's amazing what an incubus can accomplish when they apply themselves," Seraph said. Somehow it felt like she was talking to me. "The thing about their history as a family isn't that it just made them a lot of coin. With coin comes influence, and the Hammerwulf influence has grown exponentially over the years, especially the last few millennia. As families go, in the hierarchy of the Underworld, they're nearly untouchable. Finding him will be a challenge, but a necessary one, unfortunately. Find him, and you will find the Horn."

"Any suggestions where we start?" I asked.

At that, Seraph almost laid back against the couch until she glanced backward, grimaced and rocketed back to a straight position again. The couch was not that dirty, I didn't think. Maybe her standards of living were higher than even my loftiest ones.

She sighed. "That's the problem. Obviously, with his considerable wealth, Taurus is a Floater, so getting to his personal residence will be a bit of a challenge for the three of you alone. You either have to have very powerful magic or I get involved, and I'd like to avoid that as long as possible. It would be ... unseemly for the Council to be seen getting directly involved."

"Why?" I asked.

"Politics," she said with a shrug. "A nasty reality of our nature. Every action we take makes ripples. My duty is to keep those ripples small and unnoticeable. So, obviously, I will not be getting involved unless absolutely necessary and only at the right opportunity. Thankfully, there is another option."

The puzzle pieces linked. I finished her comment. "Someone who knows their way around the Eighth Circle could sneak us in?"

Her steady gaze never wavered as she nodded slowly. "I'm still wary about her, but she may be our best solution."

Even after getting us through Taurus's fortress, she still hadn't proven herself to this Council member. It seemed I wasn't the only one viewed with a nice bit of skepticism by the Council.

"She risked herself," I said. "You should have seen her in that fight. The only reason we got out without a scratch was because of her. She turned the fight right at the beginning."

"While that may be true, it doesn't earn her credibility on my part, and you still shouldn't trust her either," Seraph said. 

This Founder was exhausting. In fact, all Founders were, I just had not made my official proclamation yet, not that anyone would care to hear it. I snickered, somewhere between a laugh and a pouting exultation by an imp a tenth of my age. I shouldn't have stooped so low, but I was growing tired of the Council's selectivism.

"What? What was that for?" she asked.

How deep did I want to get into this? Was it even something I could ponder since I'd already stepped off?

I decided to play it cool, shrugging nonchalantly. "I don't understand how some things are brushed right over, no matter how egregious, and helpful things right in our face are picked apart and doubted until proven otherwise."

"Such as," Seraph said evenly.

"Yeah, Zeke, what are you talking about?" Ralrek said.

"Ezekial," I corrected, giving my full attention to Seraph. "I think you're being more than a little unfair to Marijon. More unfair to her than you are to other aspects of the Council's business. Not just you either. It seems like all the Council members are like that. Beelzebub was when we went to the Overworld. You are, now. But other things seem to just be accepted."

"It can be dangerous to question the Council, Mr. Sunstone," Seraph said coolly, as if my confrontation didn't bother her in the least.

I nodded just as coolly, though I wasn't feeling any of that inside. "I understand, but don't you think that's the problem? That the Council can't be questioned but everyone else can?"

Bilba sucked in a breath. "Careful, Zeke."

But my fire was burning. Maybe it was a hangover from not being paid for the Aries mission, maybe not. Either way, it was too strong to extinguish. "I mean, when you think about it, it's not hard to follow the line of questions."

In fairness to Seraph, she remained cool, levelheaded. If she perceived my comments as bait, she didn't show it. "In what way?"

"Well." I shrugged. "The founding of the Council. The first one. It's not like it was done on the strongest principles. The justification for its founding was pretty flimsy. I know because I've been doing some reading."

"You can read?" Ralrek said.

Everyone ignored his attempt at being funny, which made the entire situation funny.

Seraph scooted forward on the couch, mostly hanging off of it. "Allow him to finish Mr. Burning." She squinted when she looked my way. "Now, about this opinion you have on the founding of the Council."

"Well, it's not really an opinion, is it?"

"What do you mean?"

I took a seat on the opposite side of the couch.

"Oh, this is going to be good," Bilba said, sitting cross-legged on the floor on the other side of the table.

"I doubt it." Ralrek headed into the kitchen. That incubus eats more than Bilba but does not have an ounce of fat on him. I wonder why Lucifer gave so much to so few.

"After The Fall, Hell's population grew too quickly as the humans evolved. Too fast for Lucifer to manage effectively, especially as more and more of his energy was being spent on influencing mortals, because they were breeding like rabbits once they got smart enough to work together. The way I understand it, both He and Yahweh were having a heaven of a time keeping up with the needs of the exploding population. He needed help. So that's when the First Council was formed. It was sort of a haphazard response to the conditions of the Overworld, wasn't it?"

"I could see how someone would see it like that," Seraph responded.

"I don't want to sound flippant," I said—and I didn't—after a moment, "especially since I wasn't there to understand the context. But things were getting out of control. So, He formed the first one from those close to Him, the ones He trusted. Other Founders, right?"

Seraph nodded.

I continued. "But there was nothing that regulated the Council or how it was to operate."

"That came later," Seraph interjected.

"Of course," I said, the confidence I now felt, birthed by reading only a portion of The Histories of the Balance, blooming. "Bylaws were established, and the Council became more of a formalized entity. But it was still nothing more than Lucifer's friends."

"Excuse me, Zeke," Bilba said. "I didn't know you were interested in this kind of stuff. It's great that you are, but what does that have to do with anything?"

"I wasn't always interested," I answered. "Not until we went to the Overworld and all that stuff happened. When I discovered Aries was on that First Council, my interest was ramped up about three thousand measures."

A cupboard in the kitchen closed harder than was necessary. "Not this again," I heard Ralrek grumble.

"Yes, this again," I said, making sure I looked over my shoulder to address Ralrek directly. It wasn't my fault he was a simpleton who couldn't understand the deeper implications of what we'd done to Aries. Yes, I was now to the point of including myself in that crime against a first of his name. "Because I'm still not okay with it. I might never be."

"While I appreciate your moral passion, Mr. Sunstone, I'm not at liberty to discuss that mission outside of the Council."

I jabbed a finger into the table. "See? That's exactly what I'm talking about. You're a member on the Third Council and even you're not empowered to speak freely."

At that, Seraph smiled. It was as cold as the Overworld air at night and less friendly than my father after a twelve-hour shift at the Hellfire. "I would caution you against reading too deeply into everything, Mr. Sunstone. You'll exhaust yourself if you do. Things are not always what they seem on the outside. There are reasons and motivations for the way things are done you will never understand, because they're not yours to understand. The Council operates the way it does because of the personalities on it. It is a reflection of us; we, a reflection of it. Sitting here now, you might wonder why I don't do more, why I didn't do more in the case of Aries, but I have my own reasons. In case you didn't notice, I'm the only succubus on the Council. Politics sways us in a tangle of directions as we govern the Underworld, and the careful demon understands its nuances. Those nuances are tenfold for me. I'm looked at differently than the other members, so I must adjust to that reality if I want my voice heard. That means I have to learn to be okay with certain things I may not otherwise be okay with. It's a complex dance, one you wouldn't see the minor adjustments in if you aren't the one on the floor."

I took a deep breath to calm my jittery nerves. "My point is that the Council wasn't always this powerful."

Seraph seemed nonplussed. "Things evolve. They grow, they change."

"True, they do," I said, reminding myself to proceed carefully. Seraph was cool, by far the coolest of the Founders, except maybe Michael, but I still needed to be careful. "But it just seems to me that as it has changed, the balance, if I may borrow that phrase, not The Balance, got thrown off and I'm not sure anyone was or has been checking the Council. To allow Aries to be killed was wrong. I still feel that. And here we are, squabbling over the trustworthiness of Marijon. Why? Because she's from the Eighth Circle? Because she's not wealthy or from an influential family?"

"That's fair," Seraph said, almost impressed. "Don't think we don't take your perspective into consideration. There are reasons we have given you access to information you would not otherwise have. As for that, we've had a number of discussions since the unfortunate incident with Aries. And it was truly an unfortunate incident. That Beelzebub acted so aggressively, without prior approval, still rankles me. The Council, no matter what you think, doesn't act without impunity."

"I get that, but the only one they answer to is Lucifer," I said. "And if He has no problem then there's no problem, right? For example, if He's okay with Aries being killed, then nothing changes." I leaned back against the couch, suddenly aware of how filthy it was, but focusing on my thumping heartbeat. Was I really confronting a freaking Founder like this? "I just don't get it. Marijon could help us navigate the Circle and we're resisting at every point, even though she's proven her trustworthiness."

Everyone jumped when the apartment door rattled. The pounding was frantic, making the frame shake.

"Let me in, please!" Marijon's voice was loud, but weak, shaking through the short sentence.

The instantly communicated panic even brought Seraph to her feet.

"Marijon?" I moved past Bilba, almost bowling him over.

Ralrek had stepped out of the kitchen, a spoonful of applesauce to his lips. Even he took a step away from me.

When I threw open the door, it was my turn to step back. 

Marijon practically fell on me.

"Ezekial," she moaned and threw her arms out.

I caught her. "What happened?"

Her left cheek was raised in an angry welt and her left eye was swollen shut.

"Lucifer!" Seraph exclaimed, joining me in helping Marijon to the couch.

She limped the entire way, wincing with each alternating step. When we got her on the couch, there was still dried blood in the corner of her mouth.

"Get a warm washcloth," I told Ralrek, and was grateful when he moved, even setting his apple sauce down to help. "What happened?"

Her fattened lip trembled, the answer hanging behind her injuries. When she answered, I wished she hadn't. "Taurus. It was Taurus."

"What?"

She swayed and collapsed back, pressing a hand to her head. "I don't feel good."

"Get her some ice," Seraph told Bilba.

"I hope we have some here," I mumbled as he hurried into the kitchen.

Seraph sat on the couch beside her. "Tell me what happened."

"I was ... I was walking home," Marijon said, "the regular way from the store. I heard steps coming up from behind me. Knew something was wrong, but I was distracted by what happened with you guys. That's when they grabbed me."

"They? Who, Marijon?" I said, almost pleading. My pain for her kept my anger at bay.

"Taurus's bodyguards," she said. "They threw me in a carriage and took me somewhere. I don't know where because they had me bound and gagged. But when the carriage stopped, they pulled me out and took me into a building."

"Where?" Seraph's tone was sharp, intense.

But Marijon could only shake her head as her voice shook. "I don't know. They didn't take my blindfold off until we were inside. I didn't see anything. The room we were in was small and dark."

"Who was with you?" I asked.

"Three incubi," she replied. "Wearing dark suits. They said Taurus wasn't happy about what we did to his bodyguards at the fortress and wanted to know what we were doing. I told them we were visiting friends, but they didn't believe it. That's when they started hitting me, trying to get me to give up what we were doing."

"Did you tell them?" Seraph asked, skepticism in her question. When she didn't get an answer quickly enough, she grabbed Marijon's arm around the bicep.

Marijon yanked her arm away. "No!" Drawing a breath. "I'm sorry. I'm still upset. No, I didn't tell them anything. Nothing about any of you. Nothing about the Horn. I swear it."

"No ice," Bilba said, coming back into the room.

Ralrek came through on his end, delivering the washcloth as Seraph turned her icy eyes on us. "This is why you don't get others involved."

"How were we supposed to anticipate this?" I said, feeling the need to defend us.

"You shouldn't have gotten her involved in the first place. You shouldn't have forced my hand," Seraph said in a non-answer. "Involve only the demons with the need to know, and she," Seraph laid a hand on Marijon's knee, "didn't need to know or be involved. This is on the three of you to fix."

Marijon looked at the hand on her knee like it was a snake. "I wanted to help. I want to help. That's why I'm here. I could have gone anywhere after they did this, but I came here. Don't fault these guys."

"This isn't your problem," Seraph said.

"It is," Marijon answered just as strongly. "You don't live here so you have no idea what it's like to live under his influence."

"His influence?" Ralrek asked.

Marijon shot him a look through her one good eye. "He controls everything in the Eighth. He's like a king here. All this," she said, making an orbit of her face with a finger, "is what happens when you mess with the king."
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"We don't have kings in the Underworld," Bilba said, his face as readable as a public Luciferitarian proclamation by the Circle Squire. It was an expression that said he was getting into something he wanted no part of playing. And I knew why.

Bilba was still thinking about the woman who might be his mother. And if Taurus was as powerful as Marijon made him sound, if he was willing to kidnap and assault demons to discourage and manipulate them, we were not the ones in control of the situation.

Seraph wasn't helping. With each admission and description from Marijon, the Founder's frustration grew, like the younger succubus's involvement was an irritant.

"We do here," Marijon answered Bilba before looking at Seraph from the corner of her eye. "The Council's reach might make it to the Eighth Circle, but there are shadows everywhere where they can't touch us. You don't know what it's like, you couldn't if you don't live here. Here, demons live on-edge. Walk around the neighborhoods and pay attention and you'll see. When you're from the Eighth, you learn early to fight to survive. While implings in your Circle might be taught to add or read, ours are taught life skills like how to snatch purses undetected, how to pick locks, and how to mutate their Abilities. That's our reality."

"We get it, your streets are tough," Ralrek said. "But, come on, your fighters aren't. Look at those bodyguards at Taurus's fortress. We subdued them in minutes. It wasn't even a fight." He finished with a cocky laugh, the type used to cover up insecurities.

"We only did because Marijon knocked two out of the fight right away with her, her ice thing," I countered.

"Water magic," Marijon said.

"But that was ice."

She shrugged as if the topic wasn't interesting to her in the least. Reminding myself that she was sore, groggy, and likely still traumatized, I figured talking about her Abilities was one of the last things she wanted to do at the moment. After all, I had not just eaten a meat fist, so I had no place to set her priorities. We could pursue her interesting new—to me—Abilities after we took care of this problem.

"I've got a couple variations on spells," Marijon said, a steeliness returning to her words. "In the Eighth, demons will catch on to your tricks if you don't. Our kind take advantage of anyone who doesn't learn and evolve, because if we don't, they will do the same to us. If they don't know what might come next, you have the advantage. And we need any and all advantages we can get if we want to make it another day."

"I'm sorry this happened to you," I said. "I'm sorry I asked you to be involved. If I had just kept my mouth shut, you wouldn't have gotten wrapped up in this. His guys wouldn't have hurt you, and you wouldn't have gotten wrapped up in Lucifer knows what will follow." I stopped, thinking about the ramifications for the long-term. After all was said and done, we were going back to the Fifth Circle. Steal a Horn, and go home, back to where the streets and life was normal.

And then, after all had come and gone, when Seraph was back with the Council, pulling the strings on another story, Marijon would be here. Our journey finished, this succubus would still be fighting for survival, still vulnerable to Taurus's henchmen and their punishment unless the Council ensured Marijon and the rest of the Circle were safe from him and his bullies.

"What can we do for her?" I asked Seraph.

"Do? In what respect, Mr. Sunstone?"

"To protect her."

"I don't need it. It's okay. I'll be fine," Marijon said, waving away the comment. What she did not see was what I saw. Her good eye looked unfocused, and she pressed a hand to the injured side of her head. She was not okay, no matter what she said.

"But what if you're not? What if Taurus's thugs come for you again?"

"That's not helpful," Seraph chided.

"Still, it could happen. What then?"

Seraph's back straightened, her chin tilting up. "I'm sure she has the support network she needs to get through that. Plus, there are authorities in the Eighth, and I'll be sure the local Council provides any needed assistance."

"And what if they fail her like the Council failed Aries?"

I never knew silence could be thick until that moment.

Ralrek was still as stone. Bilba sucked in a breath.

Seraph's crystal eyes sliced through the air. "Enough."

"It's been more than enough," Ralrek said under his breath but loud enough to gain points with the Council member.

"It's not nearly enough." Came my retort. Seven months on and I couldn't forgive myself for not acting when Aries asked—begged—me to. Had I acted, done more than the nothing I did, had I used Creed when the ancient demon pleaded for me to, the first of his name could still be alive. But I didn't, and he was dead because of it. I wasn't about to add another name to my list of demons I had failed.

If I didn't stand up for Marijon, I feared we would leave her to the worst of fates. I turned to the other demon who might side with me. "Bilba, come on. You must see we need to do something for her?"

But he looked lost, staring off into the distance. "Huh? Sorry ... sorry guys. What were you saying?"

I shook my head. "Nothing. Seraph, I'm not leaving this Circle without a plan. She can't be left defenseless after this, after helping the Council. We're better than that."

"I'll tell you what, Mr. Sunstone," Seraph said, tapping her finger on top of the balled up fist of her other hand. "Let's take care of our mission and then we will take care of her."

"Why not make a few guarantees now? Why do we have to wait until we get the Horn?"

"Because we don't have it. She hasn't come through on her end," Seraph said.

I shrugged. "What does that matter? She has already helped us and suffered because of it. That is deserving of us doing whatever we can to protect her from future threats from Taurus, if he's allowed to remain free, or anyone looking to pay her back for her help, if he's not."

Marijon sat up, unsteady, that hand still pressed to her head. "It's okay. I didn't mean to cause any problems."

With that, she stood. Well, she tried. Upon getting on her feet, she tilted to one side and almost crashed into the table if it weren't for Seraph catching her and laying her back down on the couch.

"Thank you," Marijon said, her voice coming out as a whisper.

"You don't need to move," the Founder said, placing a hand to Marijon's head. A look of concern flashed across Seraph's face, but it vanished just as quickly. When she straightened and faced us, she was all business again. "If you really care about her, Mr. Sunstone, then you'll finish this search soon. The longer you take, the more danger she is in. Focus, get the Horn, and then we will take care of the rest. That's if Mr. Ravenous can focus long enough."

"I'm focused, I promise," Bilba said, sounding anything but.

Were someone to offer me a bet on whether he could recall the conversation we just had, I would not take it. How much were these delays and barriers to him getting to his mother going to interfere with his ability to do what needed doing? The last thing we could afford was Bilba losing sight of the initial goal to get him to his personal one.

Seraph also looked like she didn't buy it. "What's going on with you, Mr. Ravenous?"

Bilba twitched, as if just recognizing Seraph was talking to him. "Nothing," he said, but stumbled over even that short word, fooling no one.

Seraph sighed. "You can tell me now, or we can head back to the Council chambers. Under the Gift of Transparency we can get it out of you. Whatever you're hiding, we'll discover ... and probably more than we want. Would you rather have that?"

So, the Council could read minds in their chamber? The Gift of Transparency, huh? Nice to know that it had a name. Nicer to know that I was not just paranoid each time I visited them. Best of all, Seraph was being intentional in revealing that detail, or sloppy. Either way, it worked to my benefit. Trust with Lucifer's appointed leaders was fragile on the best of days. Now I discovered their house of cards was actually constructed of rice paper.

Bilba's eyes shot open, clarity finally returning. "No!"

"Well then." Seraph spread her hands. "I suggest you tell me now. You aren't focused on this mission, and you haven't been. I need you to have a clear mind, and if I have to help with it, so be it."

"It's just ... I think," Bilba drew a deep breath. "I think I know someone here."

"What someone?" Seraph asked, her eyes narrowing. "And why does that matter when you're on a mission?"

"I ... I think I saw my mother," Bilba finally said. His neck, cheeks, and rims of ears were painted pink. "I can't be sure, but I think I've seen her a couple of times."

"Where?" Seraph said with an edge to her voice. At least she had the decency to soften it this time.

Bilba gestured toward the window, the fat under his chin jiggling as he shook his head back and forth. "Out there, toward the ... on the street near the ... near the convenience store."

"And you're sure it was your mother?"

Marijon's eyes were closed. Her chest rose and fell slowly. Good, she needed the rest. I gestured with a short wave toward the kitchen and pointed at Marijon. Everyone got the clue, and we quietly headed into the other room, which made for an interesting dynamic in the compact space. The situation was so tense I did not even entertain how nice it was to be this close to the sexy Founder ... until I thought about it. Bless it!

Bilba picked up the conversation. "Not with complete certainty, but I can't really concentrate, if I'm being honest. Not until I know for sure whether it's her or not."

Seraph's face relaxed, the steely irises of her blue eyes warming. "When was the last time you saw her?"

Bilba turned away, but there was nowhere to go. Realizing his predicament, he seemed content with facing the corner of the kitchen. "It's been years." He paused, gave a bitter murmur, and scratched his head. "Almost half my lifetime now."

"I'm sorry," Seraph said. "I wish you would have told me about this earlier. That would have provided context. Now I understand why you've been less than effective. So, this is how we'll proceed. Your friend needs to sleep off her injuries. You need to focus, and you can't do that while you're thinking about your mother. We'll take care of both at the same time. You and you," Seraph pointed at Bilba and me, "head out and see if you can track down any information on his mother. And you," she gestured to Ralrek, "see to this young succubus. We can't have her head back to her home, and she can't stay here alone. I still want her watched."

"I should stay," I said. Ralrek could not care for the most evil angel in history, never mind Marijon, especially while she was so vulnerable.

Seraph only shook her head. "You will help Bilba find clues to his mother. The quicker we get everything settled, the better for all of us. I am heading back to take care of other matters. Use the beacon if you need me or if she suddenly becomes unruly because I've left. You've got a day."

I stood there, half stunned. Seraph was letting us pause the strategy session about Taurus so Bilba could find his mother while also allowing Marijon to rest? It was like I didn't know her anymore. That, or me calling out the Council's discrepancies had her scrambling.

"We can? You don't mind?" Bilba beamed a smile that radiated, filling the room. "Thank you. Thank you so much! Can we get going?"

Seraph nodded. "Of course."

"Let's go, Zeke," Bilba said, racing from the kitchen.

"I guess I'll start my babysitting duties," Ralrek grumbled and left me alone with the sexiest Council member Lucifer ever conceived of.

Her display of kindness toward my best friend made her even sexier. When this was over, we would have drinks at a local pub, if I could afford it and convince her. That was a matter for another time, and a nice distraction for my remaining time in the Eighth.

Alone, I waited, ensuring a few seconds passed before I said anything. "Are you sure you don't mind?"

 Seraph looked at me quizzically. "Mr. Sunstone, as convinced as you are that the Council means you harm—"

"It sure feels like it," I interrupted.

She nodded, but continued, "Most of us just want to make the Underworld the best we can. For everyone." She looked over her shoulder at the departed Bilba, speaking in that direction. "Go take care of your friend. Help him do this. It's important." She faced me—and smelled fantastic. "One day. That's all."

I nodded. "One day." And then left to help Bilba find his mother.
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I didn't leave with Bilba right away. I needed to take care of other things first. Important things that needed to be addressed if I was going to get smarter about the Council and my relation to them. Things like doing something with The Histories of the Balance.

With us out and about in the Eighth Circle in search of Bilba's mother, that would leave Ralrek and Marijon alone in the apartment with Seraph having any access she wanted, whenever she wanted it. Before our confrontation, she might not have thought to snoop, but after I exposed myself as partially informed, my instincts told me I had tipped my hand. One reason I don't play Thorned Cross poker, I guess.

I didn't want to leave the book around in case Seraph started thinking about why I knew as much as I did and decided to get nosy. An after-effect of spending time in the Eighth or not, my desire to keep it secret went beyond a lack of trust. The Council knowing I had it would lead to questions I didn't want to explore.

In my room, I smiled at the book in my hands. Dialphio was going to kill me when the earmarked pages and dozens of underlined passages—I did it in pencil, I'm not a total heathen—gave away my passionate consumption of the tome, both of which made it impossible to resell it. Without knowing its value, I was sure coin from this mission was headed Dialphio's way to replace this book.

I'd just found a loose tile in the ceiling and tucked The Histories there, when someone knocked on my door.

"Zeke, are you decent?"

I'm not sure what state Bilba expected me to be in, but I wasn't prone to waiting around on demons in my boxers, I promise. Still, part of me felt like he suspected me of engaging in a younger demon's folly. 

I scrambled down from the bed before I answered him.

He came in, pulling up short when he saw my face. "Were you just ..."

"No!" I barked a faux laugh and cleared my throat, knowing I sounded too defensive. "No, I was finishing ... something before we headed out."

Bilba smirked. "Finishing. Sure, okay. If that helps you focus on helping me, I'm not judging. Though Lucifer might."

"He doesn't care about that stuff, even if I was doing it, which I wasn't. That's Yahweh's thing to get upset over." I shifted to end this ridiculous discussion. "I'm ready if you are."

And soon enough, we were off, Bilba still not taking me at my word that I wasn't entertaining myself in the room and me still feeling guilty over doing something I hadn't. Which gave me great insight into Bilba's mentality, that he thinks there's time for that stuff in a situation like this. I stopped myself from thinking about Bilba thinking about that.

"Any idea where you want to start?" I asked, needing a mission-related focus more than ever.

Bilba was quiet, not in thought, but as someone with content determination. "I figured it would be best if we retraced our steps. That way, if she has a routine, we'll better our chances of figuring out what it is. Otherwise, we're searching this entire sector, and you heard Seraph. I only get one day. This is my only chance to find her, Zeke. Well, unless the Council allows us to stay after we find the Horn. But I can't take that risk. So, I figure we reduce the chance of missing her and maximize the things we know. Plus, if the succubus I keep seeing is her, it's happened twice in the same neighborhood. If that is her, she lives around here."

"Or works here."

Bilba nodded. "Exactly. Either way, it's all we have to work with and we need to be quick."

His heavy comment induced silence. We both had a lot to think about and I imagined him using the quiet opportunity to do exactly that. I was. Still scanning for anyone who might be the succubus we were looking for, my thoughts never left Marijon and Seraph.

To me, this wasn't a juvenile fixation with a beautiful demon; it was the fact I still was not at ease with the Council. Seraph's comments had done little to quench my thirst to bury my head back in The Histories of the Balance to unlock its secrets. Knowledge would not clear a path forward, I didn't expect that, but if I understood the context, I would feel more comfortable about future decisions. Right now, comfort was a luxury. I would take whatever bit of it I could get.

The street, as always from my brief experience in this Circle, was sparsely populated. An old incubus in rags sifted through a garbage pile. At the other end of the block, two more incubi argued, one shoving the other. There was a lot of masculine gesticulating after that, but not much else. Nothing we needed to get involved in. After a few blocks, I think the grand total of demons we saw was less than a handful. I hid my discomfort from Bilba. This was difficult enough for him and if he picked up on my cynicism, it would only hurt.

We continued retracing the possible route the succubus might take. With each step, his pace slowed. I had to think of something fast if he was going to stay encouraged. The albatross of wasting our time hung heavy on him, and it wasn't long before he started slouching. My friend was losing his battle with hope. I would have to do the one thing I didn't want to have to do. Another visit to the convenience store was in my immediate future, to see if the most distrustful and grouchy clerk in the Underworld was working. Not that I expected him to help, but we were running out of options.

As fortune, or misfortune, would have it, he was at his normal position in the store.

From the sidewalk, I watched as his head snapped up when we neared. His scowl was almost humourous to me at this point. We hadn't even walked in and given him a chance to think of us as thieves before he already was, those beady eyes tracking our every movement closer to his tiny, snack-filled kingdom.

"Do you think this is a good idea, Zeke?"

I examined the distrustful clerk, fire already burning in my gut. If this jerk wanted to watch me all day because he was worried I would steal a candy bar, great. But if his antagonistic and passive-aggressive looks got in the way of Bilba's important mission, we would have a serious problem. "Come on, let's get this over. If he can't or isn't willing to help, we can hit the street again. But let's at least give this a try. Why don't you do the talking?"

"Why?"

"I really don't like this guy, and if he gets me riled up, I might hurt your chances, and I don't want to do that."

We went inside and approached the counter. The clerk, who had been leaning on his elbows reading a newspaper, straightened and inched back, looking every bit a demon expecting a robbery. His hand slipped to something beneath the counter. An alarm? A weapon? Lucifer, was the Eighth turning me into such a cynic so quickly?

"Excuse me," Bilba said, clearing his throat. "I was wondering if you could help me with something?"

"What?"

"I'm looking for someone, a succubus."

The jerk responded with a contemptuous smirk. "Aren't we all?"

Bilba's cheeks flushed. His lips moved, but he only muttered, caught off-guard by the clerk's brashness.

I stepped forward, leaning on the counter. The yellow-jacketed asshat flinched. "What my friend is trying to say is that there is someone specific, someone very dear, who he's looking for. And we would appreciate your help."

"I'm not getting wrapped up in any funny business."

"And we're not asking you to," I said. The temperature under my collar was going in the wrong direction to maintain a calm conversation. This demon had a way of raising my ire, but I reminded myself that this was about Bilba. "We're looking for family. We don't want any trouble or to get you involved in any. We just need a nudge in the right direction. Can you do that? Give a boost to a guy who needs one?"

"We don't have anywhere else to go," Bilba added.

The clerk slouched, his shoulders loosened. "How much is it worth to you?"

I ground my teeth.

Bilba naively answered. "A lot."

It took everything I had to not palm my face. Placing my arm on his shoulder, I moved closer and suppressed the scowl I wanted express-delivered to the clerk. For Bilba. This was for Bilba.

"How much?"

"A copper gets me talking," the demon said with no reservation. "It goes up from there, depending on what information you need and who it is."

I bit back a comment about making the clerk swallow a copper and dug into my pocket, careful to sightlessly search for the right size coin. Someone like him would gauge his rates based on the perceived weight of my coin purse. Best to keep that information close-hold and deprive him of that leverage.

Finding a copper through feel alone, I slapped it on the counter. "Let's start that conversation then."

The clerk carefully slid his hand over top of the coin, snatching it before I had a chance to change my mind. "Who are you looking for?"

Bilba, who had been watching this interaction with interest, looked flustered, scratching his forearm with his black-fingernailed hand. "Her name is Fellia."

I was proud of my friend when he stopped at that, not giving the incubus too much at once.

"Might know her, might not," he responded.

Out of principle, I was not about to give another coin to this blowhard. Not yet, at least. No one knew broke like me. I entered the negotiations at a disadvantage and with little room to maneuver. I could only walk along so far with him before I'd be tapped out of coin, and I didn't trust the clerk to come through if he knew I had nothing more to donate. He needed to give up information before I spent all my coin. I could not ask Bilba to contribute, even though it was his mother we were asking after. My idea; my responsibility. I just hoped it was not a repeat of the last time I was on a mission, looking for someone. When I was in the Overworld tracking Aries, a homeless street performer took advantage of me and lightened my pocket because I didn't understand human currency. There was no such advantage for my adversary this time.

"Her last name is Ravenous ... or, at least it was."

Upon the mention of Bilba's mother's name, recognition flashed in the clerk's eyes.

"Where can we find her?" I asked.

Cool as a day in the Overworld, he crossed his arms. "Can't say I'm sure about that. Number of demons with a name like that in the sector. I guess, if you're willing to pay—"

I didn't give him an opportunity to finish the sentence. Reaching across the counter, I snatched him by the collar before he pulled back. I yanked him close. "Tell me where we can find her and I might not move your nose to the back of your head."

His eyes danced back and forth across mine. There was an audible swallow. I had him right where I wanted him.

"L—look, I—I don't want—," he stuttered.

I glanced at my friend. "Do you want trouble?"

Bilba's head swiveled between the clerk and me, his eyes wide. "N—no. Of course not."

"Good, neither do I," I said, giving the collar a yank, his face so close I could smell his chocolaty breath. "So how about you don't give us any? We want information about where we can find Fellia Ravenous."

His eyes left mine, landing on Bilba. The clerk widened them in a silent plead to be saved. I guess he didn't understand how serious I was about doing this for my friend. Even if Bilba asked me to release the clerk, I would refuse. This demon knew something about Bilba's mother.

"She—she," he drew a deep breath and started again. "She owns a floral shop two blocks over. Head to the intersection, then make a left. You'll see it. Fellia's Flowers, it's called."

I released the collar, a smirk spreading across my face as the clerk stumbled backward. "You've been a wonderful help. Come on," I said to Bilba.

As we were leaving, the incubus called out, "Please don't tell her I told you."

I didn't even bother to turn around. Making him wonder if I would rat him out or not would give us power over him and that might be enough to keep his mouth shut. Without Ralrek around, the last thing we needed was for the jerk to call on a few of his friends. I could go the rest of my time in the Eighth without another alley fight, especially if it was only me and Bilba doing the fighting. Lucifer, may Ralrek never know I had that thought!

"Thanks, Zeke," Bilba said.

We crossed the street and headed toward the shop. I didn't see the beggar this time. I hoped he was okay. Call me overly cynical, but I was still in a hurry to get to this store. I didn't have full confidence he was telling the truth and, in case he wasn't, I wanted to get back to the convenience store before he closed. If I had to return, I would introduce that miserable clerk to Creed. I smiled at the image of the incubus seeing the halberd extend to its full height, and wondered if he'd poop chocolate when it did.

"Why are you smiling?" Bilba pulled me out of my fantasy.

"Oh, just ... nothing. I'm glad I could help with this. You're welcome, buddy. It wasn't my plan to get physical with him but I don't think he would have said a word if we didn't force it out of him."

"Don't worry about it. I wish I could do that. You know, do what you did. I'm too much of a chicken." Bilba hooted with laughter. "But not you. You were all over him in a flash. That was awesome, Zeke. His face. Oh my Lucifer, that dude's face. I think he might have peed himself."

I joined my best friend in laughing about the incident. Now was not the time to give constructive criticism on the need to develop some assertiveness, but I tucked the thought away for later use. I would not always be around—I already was not—and there were demons all over the Fifth who would love to take advantage of someone like Bilba. He deserved better, but he also had the responsibility to demand it for himself. Later, after all this, we would talk.

Right where the clerk said, we saw it. The street was empty of all but one demon sitting on a bench, who did not look interested in our presence. The sign above the door, in burned yellow and carmine lettering, announced we'd found the shop. My heart skipped at the shared excitement of this momentous event in Bilba's life. The mysterious incubus on the street no longer mattered; we had a much more significant clue to her whereabouts as long as this Fellia Ravenous was the Fellia Ravenous. Maybe asking how many succubi he knew with that name would have been a good idea. Too late.

Like the neighborhood around our temporary apartment, where we met Marijon, and the blocks surrounding the convenience store, the buildings here scrunched together as if shouldering each other to gain elbow room. The flower shop was a thin building but slightly wider than The Book Abyss, two stories high, shorter than its neighboring buildings by half. But it was in much better condition than the others, which showed signs of their age. By comparison, the shop—horrible color combination aside—was bright and dignified. It could have been constructed in the past hundred years.

"Ready?"

Bilba made an O–shape with his mouth and blew out a long, slow breath. "Do you really think she's in there, Zeke?"

"Only one way to find out."

He swallowed and slowly nodded. "Okay. Do you mind coming with me?"

"Of course not."

We crossed the street, nodding at the old incubus on the solitary bench, watching everything happening. He didn't return my nod. I guess he did not want to be distracted from witnessing anything that might occur on the street. And I mean, literally, anything. Without the slight wind and few calls from ravens perched on rooftops, the street was as dead as dead got, looking like this part of the Underworld had given up on itself.

Bilba took tentative steps to the door, his hand pausing on the round, bronze knob. One rise and fall of his shoulders, and he opened it and stepped inside. The smashing of glass filled the shop, breaking the old incubus's fixation with his neighborhood. I raced up the stairs.

The perfumed air, typical of an enclosed space with so many floral arrangements, punched me in the face. Across rows of bulbous yellow and red and pink carnations stood a middle-aged succubus. Her auburn hair was cut short and tossed in loose curls. Her cheeks were a rosy color, hinting of a lingering youthfulness and a life well–lived. It was the same rose color that Bilba's ears and cheeks turned anytime he was embarrassed, humiliated, excited, or ... well, you get the point.

"Bilba?" the woman asked, confirming her identity. "Is that really you?"

"Mom?" His voice sounded rusty, mechanical.

"What—what are you doing here? How are you here?"

Bilba half–turned toward me with an extended arm. "We—we have business here. I saw you the other day. At least, I thought it was you. I couldn't be sure. But when it happened again, I knew. Mom, what are you doing here?"

Fellia Ravenous remained where she was, holding a bouquet of yellow carnations above a vase set on the table. We were alone with her in the shop.

"I'm going to step outside," I whispered to Bilba.

He reached for me at once, stopping me. "No. Please stay." His words were tight.

"Okay. No problem."

Satisfied I wasn't about to abandon him, Bilba turned his attention back on his mother, going for the heart. "Mom ... why?"

Her cheeks drained of that rosy color.

Fellia Ravenous dropped her gaze to the bouquet she held as if she had no idea how it got there. Awkwardly, she set the flowers on the green paper stretched across her workspace. Dusting her hands free of the nothing that dirtied them, she drew a breath, the folds of skin on her neck becoming sharper as she strained. "Son, this is my shop. This is my life. Where else would I be if not here?"

Bilba's ears darkened to that familiar pink.

"Why did you leave?" He kept his voice low and level, losing the previous shakiness.

I won't lie. It was difficult to hear my dear friend like this. He was so raw, so open and vulnerable. Gone was any pretense of a tough, young male. In his place was a young demon just needing answers.

Fellia glanced my way, then away when our eyes met. "Bilba, this is hardly the place or the time to discuss family matters. I imagine there's a lot you need to talk to me about. I have much as well. For the life of me, I don't understand how you are here in this Circle, and I would love to hear more. I'm sure you're doing amazing things. And I hope we get that opportunity. But now isn't the time to talk about our past."

With each word, I felt the weight smothering my friend.

"Mom, I don't know how long I'll be here and have no guarantees that I can come back and finish this discussion. If I'm around the Eighth Circle for longer, we can visit, but for now, I need to know. Why did you leave me and Dad? I'm standing right here. Tell me, please."

"I can't, son," Fellia said, pointing at the door. "A customer could walk in at any moment and it would hardly be appropriate for them to listen in on family business, now would it?"

I bit back the comment on my lips. I couldn't believe Fellia was dismissing him because of concerns over a customer overhearing family business. Thousands of years had passed without them sharing a moment together, restricting Bilba to a mother's love shown only in black ink on a white piece of paper. Were her customers really more important than her pained son? I wanted to suggest she could put a blessed CLOSED sign on her door, but this was Bilba's moment and I couldn't steal that from him.

"I just need to know," was the only thing he said. The statement came out in a painful croak. I ached for him.

"And I need you to understand that some things are better left unsaid," Fellia countered, remaining on the other side of the worktable. "I appreciate you coming to see me, Bilba, and I wish we had more time to catch up. But I really have to get back to this work." She lowered her hands to the flowers strewn out as if her abandoned incubus was familiar with the business. "So many large orders. It never ends." Her slight laugh was as disingenuous as I was disgusted.

Bilba's head dipped, the floor becoming his focal point. "Yeah, you look busy. I guess I can check in when we're done and see if we can catch up then. I'm sorry we dropped in like this. I'll see you later, Mom."

Fellia gave him a tight smile. "That sounds good."

The sentence hung in the air. I touched Bilba on the elbow. "Come on, buddy. Let's head back to the apartment."

He turned toward me, the edges of his eyes red with oncoming tears. "Okay. Bye, Mom. I love you."

I pulled the door open, holding it, staring past him toward the succubus who'd birthed him. She had already gone back to arranging her bouquet.

"It was nice to see you," she answered absentmindedly.

But he was back on the sidewalk before her disinterested farewell was voiced. I would have shot her the nastiest look I could conjure, but she wasn't paying attention and I didn't want to waste good animosity on her when I could save it for Ralrek. With a shake of my head, I closed the door to Fellia's Flowers and joined my heartbroken friend on the sidewalk.

We walked back to the apartment in silence.
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It was a lot easier to hide during a night mission. The Hellfire cast far too much blue light for subversive maneuvers during the day. But when the Grand Chamber is closed, cutting off the eternal blue, and darkness descends on Hell, many things move in the shadows. Tonight those comprised me and the gang of Bilba, Ralrek, the partially–recovered Marijon, and Seraph. The mission's seriousness dial was cranked to full throttle when she told us she would accompany us on a second trip to Taurus's fortress. This time, in the darkness, we spent less energy worried about hiding, and more on the guards protecting the entry.

"You good?" I asked Bilba.

"Yeah."

He squatted next to me. His intense gaze locked on the two demons across the street. Less than twenty-four hours after his motherly rejection, Bilba was in rough shape and I found myself checking in with him too often. The last thing I wanted to do was become an irritant to him, but he was worrying me. He was suffering from a broken heart. In that time I'd done an immense amount of reading in The Histories of the Balance and learned even more about the Council's history and that of the two great nemeses, Yahweh and Lucifer. While I was getting smarter, Bilba remained isolated in his room, probably ruminating on what had transpired between him and the succubus he'd spent most of the past half-millennia wondering about.

Over that quiet reflection, I tried to bring him out, even once bringing him food and initiating a conversation—one which died faster than my hopes and dreams of ever getting my own place. But Bilba wasn't interested in either. Even when I gave him crap about never rejecting food, he persisted without trying to fake a smile. By the end of the day, Ralrek demanded he eat with the promise of eternally bathing him in a tub of acid if he didn't. After that, Bilba nibbled his way through a small meal. His energy levels improved, but his mood didn't. Beyond measure, a mother's blessing hurt him, causing a thousand years of pain.

Seraph showed up, saying she was checking in on Marijon, but actually pushing us quickly into discussing our way forward. During the far-too-long meeting, we defined, refined, and reviewed our multiple plans of attack. Bilba remained quiet but more focused than he had since our first day in the Eighth Circle.

Now, staring at the two guards, I had no doubt that when the time came to execute our mission, Bilba would. With ease. I feared just how effective he might be as the sting of rejection seethed inside him. A memory I resisted flashed back. A memory of Bilba standing in Aries's living room, holding a beacon snuck to him by Beelzebub. A beacon Bilba had intentionally set off to call the Founder to our location, where the Council member killed the first of his name. No, not killed. Where he murdered Aries. And Bilba had helped, not only in sneaking the beacon to that final meeting with Aries, but he cast numerous spells, including the one that pinned Aries against a wall, making him defenseless. Bilba spent the seven months since that incident making amends how he could and proving to me he had seen the Hellfire about how the Council manipulated him. Under it all was his tendency to go too far. Our sparring history was littered with times Bilba injured me out of what he claimed was his need to practice a new spell. Aries's death would forever, I hoped, be the ultimate non-example of his tendency. Sitting outside this building, the thought he might do so again was foremost in my mind. Bilba had that look about him. I would not tell him I would watch him carefully, but it was going to happen.

"We move as soon as they start their shift change debrief," Seraph said.

I nodded. We had the plan; it was now just a matter of Taurus's hired hands executing their regular duties.

"And you're sure of the location of this changing room?" Seraph asked Marijon.

"I am," Marijon said. "Like I said in the meeting, I saw it once by accident during the tour I took when me and my brother took off because the adults were distracted by some commemorative plaque or something. We ended up getting lost for hours. I'll never forget it. I was convinced I would never see my parents again. That shit sticks with you. Trust me, I have no doubt where the guards change out."

It was good to see this spunk in Marijon again after Taurus's guards put her on our couch, and later in my bed, until Seraph helped her recover. I didn't mind sleeping the night away on the couch, though the lumps in the cushions did little for restful sleep. All efforts went toward getting Marijon ready for today. Seraph stubbornly refused to budge on the timeline, reminding us, without saying much in front of Marijon, how important it was to retrieve the Horn. 

Seraph's eyes searched Marijon's. Seconds that felt like eons passed before she spoke. "So we stick with the plan. We go in through the back and follow the halls to this changing room. We don't deviate. We don't get distracted. Get to the room, subdue the guards, and get out without a scratch and with Taurus's whereabouts. Understood?"

As if choreographed, we all nodded.

"Good, let's move."

Because of the darkness, we didn't have to mimic the squat–walk along the row of hedges we did the last time we were staking out the fortress. That made the going easier, and soon we were crossing the road down the block, taking the same path. And just like the last time, the guards didn't notice us. They couldn't. We were too far down the street and the night was too dark, sucking in any blue light projected by the street lamp fires.

Marijon was walking alongside me, Seraph and Ralrek followed behind, with Bilba pulling up the rear. For this part of the operation, we didn't need to pack together, so there was a few feet of space providing some privacy.

"Thank you for coming with us," I said to Marijon. "You didn't have to, especially after what happened. Even though it may not seem like it at times, we appreciate your help."

She smiled. The sweet smell of berry drifted off her skin. "Thank you for saying that. I know it takes a lot of trust to include me. And that's saying a lot. We don't trust easily in the Eighth. Heaven, we never trust. But you all took me in, took care of me after the attack. No one else would have. That was ... a kindness I'm not used to and I want to repay it." She snickered at a thought.

"What?"

Marijon waved her hand in the air. "Oh, just me thinking about how strange life is and how wonderful having a chance at redemption is. I ... nevermind."

I pulled up, finding my hand had somehow grabbed hers. Sparks of excitement that had nothing to do with this raid shot through me. "What?" I said in a softer voice, trying to convey concern.

Marijon squeezed my hand, gave a firm shake, and released me. Her lips pinched together. "I can't get into it, Zeke. I have a few demons I need to repay for things they've done for me. I don't mind doing this at all, especially not for you. But it would be nice to not be indebted to others for a change. Ha, not likely, but maybe someday. Maybe this is the first step. And you're giving it to me. Thank you."

She had me thinking. Marijon had done much to help us, putting us on the fast track to finding Taurus. I had already dropped hints to Seraph we needed to do more for the resident of the Eighth after we did this, but the Founder gave no clue she was listening or even considering my plea. What was Marijon going to get out of this besides the beat down she'd already suffered? She never mentioned any trouble, never asked for anything for herself, and now I was finding out there were others she felt indebted to. Could she repay any of those demons if we left her fending for herself after this mission?

This was not getting dropped after we snagged the Horn. The Council had Lucifer's purse strings within their control. If they could pay us handsomely for accomplishing the mission, then why wouldn't they be able to pay Marijon equally well for her service, even beyond the total Seraph had already promised her? In the big scheme of things, that initial payment paled compared to the danger she was putting herself in by being part of this mission. But would Seraph see it that way? Would the others on the Council?

Oh yeah, we were grabbing this stupid Horn and me and Seraph would talk. Marijon deserved that.

The sweet sound of Marijon's soft laughter filled the air with brief levity. "Now it's my turn to ask you what is going on."

I dropped my head, trying to hide the tingling sensation in my cheeks. "Like you, I'm just thinking about how funny life can be."

"If you two are done with this adorable display, I'd like us to be quiet now. Especially since we're at the end of the alley," Seraph said, with one hand on her hip. "Unless, of course, you want to continue this conversation inside the fortress? Maybe Taurus's guards would like to hear what the pair of you have to say?"

Ralrek gave a gruff laugh. Bilba moseyed past the entire group, never taking his eyes off the back of the building.

I watched him, then apologized. "Sorry, I didn't realize I was that loud. Are you sure you want me in front?"

Seraph cocked her head. "Where else would you be?"

"The thought of spells raining down around me, with me stuck out in front of everyone isn't exactly enticing."

"We're sticking with the formation, Mr. Sunstone," Seraph answered. "It's imperative you're at the front."

She had explained her vision during one of our meetings. But I still wasn't bought in. Her claim that my non—Abilities was an Ability fell on deaf ears. I knew what Bilba could do. I imagined how powerful Seraph was based on what I'd seen from Beelzebub in the Overworld, and Ralrek was a powerful caster. Even though I did not want to throw her name out for consideration, Marijon was a proven badass. I was in as good of hands as I could ask for, all things considered.

Sure, since being called into the Council's service, I'd had a few skirmishes and came out of all of them unscathed—including a run-in with a mortal's vehicle—but those outcomes were more about luck than skill. Seraph was convinced having me serve as the spell sponge on this mission was the best tactic. I still disagreed, preferring a team approach.

Time to argue had passed and there were no last-minute changes of heart as she strode away, down the alley toward the rear of Taurus's fortress.

We followed.

I looked at Bilba. "Ready, buddy?"

Bilba's steely eyes were as hard as forged brimstone, almost as dry as if he hadn't blinked in an hour. He grunted in response, and that was all. Though it sucked in terms of our good-natured ribbing, I much preferred this Bilba to the one who was so distracted lately.

Now, standing at the back of the fortress, Seraph gestured us forward. She mumbled a spell as I passed, waving that thin, smooth hand in the air. A clicking came from the door, and when I reached it, Seraph said, "Go ahead. It's unlocked."

Slowly, I twisted the handle, discovering she was right—which would have been nice the first time around. Carefully, I pulled the door open, and we entered Taurus's fortress for the second time. We inched down the hall, one cautious footstep after another.

As we moved down the empty corridor, I wrapped my hand around Creed's knob and slid it from the loop. With a jerk of my hand, the silent command breathing the halberd into life, it snapped to its full length.

When the ax heads and long blade clinked open, Marijon said, "That's still cool, even seeing again."

"Pfft," Ralrek spat. "Wait until you see what I've got up my sleeve."

Marijon wiggled her fingers. "Oh, Fire spells. So original. Thousands in the Eighth can cast them. But who has something like that?"

"Whatever," he countered.

"Focus," Seraph whispered harshly.

I kept my face forward, allowing my broad smile to stay where it was.

With the halberd in my hands came the power and confidence I had been feeling ever since returning from the Overworld after Aries's murder. Shorter than every incubus I knew, with Creed, I felt like a giant. Just a very nimble one. Confident to a fault of recklessness, Bilba had told me more than a few times while sparring. And he wasn't wrong. When we were sprinting in panicked escape last time, holding Creed calmed me, helping me navigate the halls while the rest of the small party scrambled to remember the right path out. It was only after we'd escaped that I realized the sense of calmness came from the weapon I held. Accompanied in this tight space by four demons with Abilities, Creed made me feel that way again.

The long, empty hall teased me with a denial to use the halberd, but I knew that time was soon approaching. We crept along until we rounded a corner. This new section stretched into the lobby. The guards' office was at the end, in the far corner. Our steps became tentative as we neared the open expanse.

Through the windows, we watched the new shift take over. As planned, our timing was impeccable.

Their switchover completed, the retiring pair of guards made their way straight to the office.

"Glad to be off," one said to the other.

The guards dressed in identical uniforms, black suits, black ties, white shirts, even down to the gold cufflinks. They were both tall and thick. Good stock. And each was so clean-shaven I would not be surprised if they carried razors around in their pockets for those slow times when shoots of facial hair needed to be eliminated. The one on the left was as white as paper, and the other's skin was a light brown tone. The pair even strutted across the lobby in the same form.

"Me too," the paper–white one responded. "You got any plans?"

The light brown guard shook his head. "Mother-in-law coming over for dinner." His tone said he'd rather work another three shifts straight through.

The pair of guards disappeared into the office.

Seraph leaned closer, the light scent of her perfume drifting in. It reminded me of the way the jasmine in Eve's Sanctuary smelled right after a light rain. Even her breath was sweet, hinting of mint, when she whispered, "Move."

Sweet breath, not so sweet disposition.

We made it to the end of the hallway, checking the lobby one more time for anyone. Still empty. Now we had to be quick. The guards outside the fortress would have their attention on the street. They wouldn't be looking in our direction, but none of us wanted to risk accidental discovery. This was when everything intensified.

I made a hard chop, like I was cutting the air, and we raced across the open space. The flush of Manipulative magic being conjured swept through me.

I lowered Creed horizontally across my body.

We were on the guards before they were aware of our presence. I cross-checked both into the wall, disorienting them and giving the casters time to finish their spells. Seraph mutated the changing room lockers into living creatures, arms growing from the legs and the doors transforming into mouths.

"Cover me, Sunstone," she said as I sensed conjuring from the guards themselves. Their Abilities were potent, but not as strong as ours.

I itched everywhere at once with so much spell-casting in the confined space.

The guards, senses now collected, split to opposite sides of the room before Seraph's locker creatures could ensnare them. Paper-white threw fireballs indiscriminately while looking for cover. His partner started building a wall from the lockers Seraph had not yet animated.

I swung Creed at the first fireball to approach Seraph ... and missed.

I had practiced the move in sparring sessions with Bilba and connected with pebbles and arrows. The fireballs were larger and should have been no problem. Swallowing my fear that I had just allowed a Founder to be set ablaze, I loosed a relieved breath when I saw that she was unaffected, but growling. At me. The fireball had missed its mark, singeing the wall behind her. I would not miss again.

I faced down the guards. I blocked the next blazing balls by spinning Creed, allowing Seraph time to turn the rest of the lockers into living creatures.

Marijon sealed off the pair into a tighter space with reinforced ice walls. Bilba sent his infamous snakes—still creepy—over the tops of her constructed walls where the guards were penned in. Their screams told me they, like most normal demons, did not think the snakes were a cool trick. Stupid boas.

"Cut off your spells and live," Seraph shouted over top of their screams, which immediately died down. "I promise," she added, only after they quieted to whimpers.

Slight shuffling came from behind the ice walls.

"We'll come out," a voice whined. "But don't attack. Honor the truce."

"We will." Seraph's response was level, emotionless. She took a step back, tugging slightly on my arm. "I want a better view of them. Be ready."

I held Creed at an angle across my body.

Both demons climbed over the ice walls, which were already starting to melt now that Marijon had cut off her source of power to them. The guards tucked their hands behind their backs—a customary gesture of surrender in Hell.

"Please, we surrender," paper-white demon said.

"Keep it that way," Seraph ordered.

Manipulative magic flushed over me, and she waved a single hand at each of the guards. The arms of her locker creatures split into strips of gray metal, slithering to the feet of each demon.

"Sit, hands behind your back, feet out," Seraph said before gesturing to the snake-like strips of locker metal. "And don't move. I'm going to bind you, but you won't be harmed unless you do something dumb. So don't do something dumb."

The demons did as ordered. The locker metal strips separated further, moving to the wrists and ankles of both, twisting around them.

"Mr. Burning, if you would be so kind as to carefully weld those binds," Seraph said.

Ralrek jumped to help, stepping to paper-white first. The rough scratching of his Fire magic raked my skin seconds before his spell left his fingers. He placed his hand on each bind, releasing his flame directly onto the metal, which melted into an amalgamated clump.

"What do you want?" the light brown demon narrowed his eyes at Seraph.

She remained unprovoked. "Where does Taurus keep the Horn?"

The guards shared an obvious look. I guess Taurus hired them for their brawn, because their brains were lacking.

"The what?" Paper-white fake-laughed the question away. "I don't know what you're talking about."

Seraph wiggled her pointer finger in a circular motion. The demon yelped as the binds on his ankles tightened. The ones on his unseen wrists did as well by the way he writhed.

"Would you like to become more uncomfortable?" Seraph said, then pointed at light-brown. "Or would you prefer to do the answering for your friend, who doesn't seem smart enough to be truthful?"

He glanced at his partner. "We can call the other squad and you'll be answering our questions. Release us and we'll let you walk out of here without breaking too many of your bones."

Seraph sighed and gave the light brown demon the same wiggle of her finger. He winced as his binds tightened. Now, the pair of demons adjusted as much as they could to lessen the discomfort while trying to hide the obvious pain.

"If you call your other squad, they'll end up in the same position as you," Seraph said coolly. "Well, unless they're smart enough to talk. Now, do you want to risk upsetting me and forcing me to make you even more uncomfortable or are you willing to answer the question?"

"We don't know shit," paper-white guard said, following the comment by spitting on the floor. The ball of saliva landed at his feet.

Seraph shook her head. "I see you don't think I'm serious."

This time, her gesture wasn't fluid or smooth. She flicked her finger with a sharp snap and paper-white demon screamed as bones crunched. He jerked forward, away from the wall, revealing the binds around his wrists had sunk deeper into his skin. I swallowed the lump in my throat.

"Without your hands, you're not much of a guard, are you? Would you like the same treatment?" Seraph asked the other.

Eyes wide, he shot forward. "No, please, he keeps it in a case. A big ass, fat briefcase that he always carries around. Please, don't hurt me. I need this job. I've got a kid. Please!"

Seraph growled. "Where is he now?"

"I don't—"

"Don't lie," Seraph said. "I know about the hourly status reports. To do that, you need to know where he is. So, out with it."

Light-brown dropped his head and whimpered. Paper-white was still crying, unable to save his partner.

"He's home," light-brown whined into his chest. "His sky palace. Going to be there all night. Some meeting."

"Bless it, Rez," paper-white moaned between cries.

Seraph turned, ushering us toward the door and lowering her voice. "We need to go. You," she told Bilba without naming him, "please have your snakes keep these two company, but do not set them to attack. Clear?"

"No problem," Bilba answered. Stickiness, like sap from a tree, smothered my arms as my best friend conjured.

"How long will they last?" the Founder asked.

Bilba's lips turned down as he thought. "An hour or so."

She nodded and snapped her fingers to get the attention of the guards. "We're going to keep those here," Seraph said as Bilba's boas re-appeared, this time, one at each guard's feet. Rez pulled his feet in, as paper-white sobbed and tried to wiggle backward. "Stay quiet until your next shift reports to duty and you'll be fine. Make one peep, and those," she dipped her head, indicating the snakes, "will attack. Understand?"

Rez jerked his head in a nod. "Yes, ma'am."

His partner, through gritted teeth, agreed. "B—but can you please loosen this and heal my wrists? Please?"

"The binds, I will loosen." Seraph wiggled her finger again, this time slow and fluid. The binds slacked, but remained intact. "But your wrists will remain as a reminder and a warning." She paused and looked at each in turn. "To both of you. Don't disobey me."

Neither demon responded with any conviction.

"Come on," Seraph said, moving us out of the office. She closed the door and set a ward around it. "That'll keep things quiet. Now, let's go find Taurus."

Telling myself that if Lucifer ever changed his mind about my lack of Abilities, learning how to set wards would be my first self-assigned task—imagine how quiet life would be if I could tone down my father's complaining every time he started. I led the way down the hall toward the exit.

"How do we find this sky palace?" I asked. "Do we know where that is?"

Seraph grunted. "We've got reports with addresses and he only has two sky palaces he is always moving between. Let's get back to the sanctuary and I'll get that sent to us. Might take some time. But we—"

"I know where they are," Marijon answered. "One is pretty close."

"Convenient," Ralrek snorted.

"Actually, asshole, almost everyone in the Eighth does. They're the two biggest floaters in the entire Circle."

"Good," Seraph pushed us along faster. "Let's go."

We left Taurus's fortress behind, hopefully for the last time, and began our journey to his sky-bound homes to steal his Horn. Finally, I would see how the other half lives.
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"How are we going to get one of those?" I asked, pointing at the stable that corralled a dozen firehorses which, at this point in the night, were docile. At least those standing were; three-quarters of the animals were laying, asleep. The flaming bodies of the slumbering beasts quietly crackled, while the ones awake and eating flickered brightly. Their coats radiated a light blue of the Hellfire, while their manes were a darker, almost cobalt, violent swirl of the eternal life source.

It was a legit question since the only way to get to a Floater's domicile was by firehorse and the only way to get one was to own or rent one—neither of which was viable since it would give away who was responsible when we executed the mission we came here to complete. Stealing a single firehorse would be problematic enough. Stealing five was going to be nearly impossible.

The Grand Chamber still hadn't opened to cast the Hellfire across the nine Circles of Hell. We had a few hours before that happened, hours we couldn't waste. Using darkness as our cloak, we watched the stable for any vulnerabilities.

"There's only one stable master on duty," Ralrek said. "Let's just overpower him, take the blessed firebirds, and get to Taurus's. We'll give them back when we're done. No big deal."

"Better yet," Seraph countered, "someone stays behind to keep him distracted. Binding him will only draw attention to our mission and possibly me, and the last thing we need is a powerful family like the Hammerwulfs knowing about the Council's involvement. Marijon, you'll distract the stable master. See to it."

"But, I need to help you up there," Marijon said. "You'll have your hands full."

"No," Seraph said sharply, shaking her head. "We need to make things appear as natural as possible. I want that stable master so distracted that he doesn't think to ask questions or notice anything out of the ordinary with the firehorses. Keep him ignorant."

"You're going to need me up there," Marijon pressed.

But her counterargument failed. "You've got your orders, now execute them," The Founder took the time to stop her examination of the stable master aimlessly walking the perimeter to focus on Marijon. "Or I'll bind and ward you so you're out of the way as well."

Marijon looked away, her jaw clenching, but remained silent.

"Go on," Seraph waved toward the stable. "Do whatever you have to and keep him distracted however you can until we return."

Marijon remained crouched while she snuck away, but not before shooting Seraph a distasteful look. I admired her courage. She crossed the open brimstone square between the last row of houses and the stable. The night was silent, only broken by the occasional crackle of the street's fire lanterns.

The stable master, his expression shifting into an aggressive scowl, only saw Marijon coming when she was nearly upon him, moving to meet her at the fence. They talked. She gestured wildly, her long, tone arms waving in a chaotic dance. The stable master was fully distracted.

I couldn't blame him, she distracted me too, even from this far away. But that's beside the point.

"Let's go." Seraph gave me a meager shove. "This way. Now. Hurry."

We raced around the block of houses, out of view of the stable. Once again, in the name of the Council, we were leaving Marijon to her own devices, putting her in front of harm and asking her to stand tall, while we crept and remained safe. The longer we asked her to keep the stable master distracted, the more difficult it would become. That would increase risk to our newfound ally in the Eighth. We had to be fast. Safe? Yes. Successful? Definitely. But speed was an equally critical factor. I picked up my pace, forcing everyone behind me to hurry. Bilba didn't complain this time.

We reached the end of the block, giving us a view of the rear of the stable. Blocked by a corner of the stable building, I couldn't see Marijon or the stable master. We were flying blind now.

Seraph tapped me on the shoulder and pointed toward the fence off to the side of the housing. "There's a gate. We'll get them out that way."

We rushed to the back of the stable house and only slowed as we neared the fence. I breathed in relief when I could see Marijon again. She stood with the stable master, a hundred feet away. It was impossible to make out more than vague shadows. If the stable master was looking in our direction, we'd have no way of knowing. Just as he would have no way of easily seeing us.

I slid along the fence, lightly running my hand over the wood—no one wants a sliver in the middle of a recon mission—searching for the latch while keeping my eyes on those two forms. Their conversation only reached us in muffled fits in their more animated moments, broken by the neighing of a couple agitated firehorses.

As I unlatched the gate, Seraph led Bilba and Ralrek into the yard. "Stay there and close this as soon as we get them. Meet us at the clearing over there." She pointed off to the distant corner of the square where the houses fell to one-story structures instead of the multiple stories of the homes on the other three sides.

I nodded and waited.

The blindfolds they wore calmed the firehorses—which I heard can be tricky, high-maintenance creatures if they're stimulated. But they led all four out of the stables without incident. I latched the gate and sprinted the distance to join them as Ralrek pulled the blindfolds off.

The beasts were hulking creatures, half as wide as I am tall—which isn't saying much. My firehorse's back reached eye-level. Clumped together like this, the dancing flames from their bodies cast eerie shadows on the ground. 

"Hey buddy," I said, standing to the side of my firehorse and stroking his neck. His eyes were a raging inferno. "Please don't kill me, okay?"

He whinnied. I couldn't tell if he was agreeable or laughing at my fear.

Ralrek saddled the beasts while the rest of us kept watch for any unfortunate late-night presence. When he finished, we climbed on and looked at each other. The girth of my beast split my legs apart, making things down there more than a little uncomfortable. One wrong air-pocket on the way to Taurus's and I would spend the rest of my eternity singing at a higher octave.

"Now what?" Bilba asked.

"Once you're airborne, use the reigns to turn and slow down. To get airborne, do this. The animal knows how to respond. Be quick!" Seraph shouted as she flicked the reins. The firehorse immediately jumped into the sky. 

We watched her. Bilba's cheeks shook.

"I'm not looking forward to this," he said.

I winked, faking confidence. "Me neither, bud. Me neither."

I held my breath, hoping Marijon was successful in keeping the stable master distracted, and copied Seraph. My firehorse launched into the air, nearly rocketing me out of the saddle. It took everything I had to hang on, but at least it gave me the opportunity to understand the need for such a high back to the saddle—to prevent dummies like me from becoming a permanent part of the brimstone below.

Into the sky we rose. The sudden awareness of the surrounding emptiness made me involuntarily clamped my legs around the beast as it surged through the night. The firehorse's mane whipped backward as we journeyed up, up, up. The reins grew slick from my sweaty palms, so I tightened my grip as I snapped them, encouraging the firehorse to catch Seraph.

The best and worst thing about the firehorses was their burning bodies, low enough to not draw much attention if you were not looking for them, yet bright enough to make distinguishable pinpricks of light in the night sky, helping me pick out Seraph in the tapestry of black.

Bilba shot past me, his eyes clamped shut and mouth open in a silent scream. I gently pressed my knees into the firehorse's side. "Gallop," I shouted, encouraging my animal to fly faster and catch my impotent friend before he flew into the bottom of a Floater's residence.

We passed one house, the jagged edges of brimstone under the foundation of the floating island disappearing into the night. The lights inside the home, a more contemporary Colonial, were out, but the life of Hellfire lamps dotted its sidewalks. In a moment of insecure clarity, I realized how close I was to the floating property. Had I been a little more reckless in chasing Bilba, I could have plastered myself to the bottom of someone's home. I resolved to be a little more attentive since I was not sure how rescue crews retrieved demons skewered by demon's homes.

The chilled air at this elevation stung my eyes. It was not nearly as cool as the summer air in the Overworld, but it was enough to blur my vision with tears. I spent far too many minutes of terrifying flight trying to blink my eyes clear before releasing a hand from the reins and wiping them.

An intimidating physical presence filled the night sky. Jagged brimstone. Tons and tons of sharp-pointed teeth of black stone that reached down toward the surface. Taurus's palace. I pulled on the reins in a panic and squeezed my legs in fear of being successful in impaling myself. The firehorse, smarter than me, slowed.

Seraph hovered fifty yards ahead, still shy of the light cast out by the line of security flood lamps. The three of us pulled up beside her.

In the darkness, it was impossible to grasp the enormity of the palace. I couldn't see the entire floating island because it was so large that the far edges faded into the night. The black jagged stalactites underneath the mansion extended down, but in the blackness I couldn't tell how far. We hadn't come this far to end the mission early at the end of pointy rock.

"Slowly," the Founder commanded, her eyes locked on the floating island.

We proceeded carefully, drifting higher. A few hundred yards away, Seraph told us to pull up on the reins, and each of our firehorses responded instantly, lifting us so that we were higher than the palace, far out of the reach of the security light. 

The palace dominated the floating island. Four stories high, arms extended to both sides, forming a shape similar to a capital 'I'. Four spires shot seventy feet into the air. One of them was illuminated.

"Looks like someone's awake," I said, pointing to the lit spire.

Seraph growled. "We'll need to be careful." And with that, she snapped the reins and her firehorse launched toward the island.

We followed. As her firehorse neared, Seraph pushed it into a deep dive. 

"Oh, Lucifer," I groaned as I pushed down on my firehorse's reins. Its head dipped, and the air rushed passed in a maelstrom of cool terror. The lights of the surface were far—too far—below, tiny pricks of light. Gritting my teeth after a few seconds of absolute insanity, I pulled back, slowing the beast. Leveling out, I breathed again and joined the Council member who made this look so simple.

We were now directly underneath thousands of tons of floating bedrock. The test that lay before us suddenly became very, very real.

"We have to stay together. Once we rise above this brimstone foundation, Taurus's security systems will pick us up if we're not careful." Seraph had a look of determination, focused on what lay ahead. I focused on not dying.

"What type of security system?" I asked.

"You saw the property," she said. "The grounds are lit every few feet, so we won't have much darkness. He'll have sensors everywhere. I'll disable the ones I can find, but I'll miss a few. Even we aren't perfect. Plus, he'll have a squad of hellhounds. Very large ones. Which is, again, why we need to stick together." With that, Seraph flicked the reins, encouraging her firehorse back into the open sky of Hell and up.

"It's happening," Bilba said, excited.

Ralrek didn't wait to hear my feelings about this, kicking his firehorse into motion. Bilba and I shared a look of trepidation and followed.

The sky above me opened when I cleared the floating foundation. Out in the open, I felt vulnerable again. A gust of wind could send me plummeting back to the surface. Taurus's security detecting us would make me the target of a spell, and I was defenseless, a servant to my firehorse. Currently, I found nothing about this enjoyable.

All for the sake of a stupid Horn that gave one demon superpowers. Right now, I was super critical of the Council's inferiority complex and would not care to hide it should Seraph ask. I did not expect the question to come up.

We rose above the lip of Taurus's property. A six-foot wall of black brimstone with a wrought-iron fence separated his territory from the open air. Finer details were hard to make out in the darkness, interrupted occasionally with fire lanterns, but from what I could see his grounds were immaculately manicured, a smooth carpet of grass cut short stretched away and rolled over small mounds. A flagstone sidewalk weaved around the property, shooting off into various paths underneath a small forest of cedar elms on its way toward the palace.

"Lots of places to hide," I said.

"We stick together and we move carefully," Seraph answered.

We pulled up alongside the outer wall and tied the firehorses under the bright blue light of Taurus's initial security system. So far, no alarms. Long may that last.

"Expect silent alarms," Seraph warned, her voice now edged. "I imagine as soon as we breach this," she pointed at the barrier, "someone will know about our presence. Let's be ready."

She didn't have to tell me twice. I was already ready. My heart thumped against my chest. My breath was coming short and ragged. I put a hand on Creed.

We climbed the wall easily enough, though Bilba needed a dozen pushes and pulls. We jumped to the grassy floor and crouched. The fire lanterns illuminated the flagstone path, but plenty of pockets of black night still blotted the property.

From the looks of it, we were on the backside of the palace. No driveway for carriages to circle the entryway. No attendants. Just plush grass and robust flowerbeds, lounging chairs, a firepit and more for entertaining decorated the area. As we slunk closer, I willed Lucifer to not let there be too many sensors here and, if there were, that Seraph detected them long before they became a problem.

The bottom floor of the palace was dark, making me feel more comfortable about our approach.

"Keep watching, I'm sensing something," Seraph said.

She didn't need to tell me what to watch for. At any second I fully expected a hellhound to jump out of the darkness, tackle me and devour my face.

We made it to the back wall of the palace with my face fully intact. 

"Should we try the windows?" Ralrek suggested.

Seraph nodded. "That's the safest bet. His doors will have wards set. I'm not feeling anything around here."

We began by checking each window as we came to it, deciding to stay close together. Within our first ten, Bilba squeaked. "I've got one."

"Let's go," Seraph urged, leading the way.

The window was five feet off the ground, meaning we would have to help each other breach the home quietly.

"You first, Mr. Sunstone," Seraph ordered.

"There's a screen," I said.

Seraph looked at me like I was an idiot. I probably was. "Cut it," she said simply.

I pulled Creed out of the loop—I would need it anyway—and activated the halberd, wincing when the double-headed ax and wavy blade clinked into existence. If there was any question about my idiocy before, the mystery had just been solved.

I used the wavy blade to slice the screen. It sliced through the plastic wire with a soft zip. "There."

Seraph jerked her head toward the inside, and Ralrek and Bilba helped me climb through the open window. I made it inside without clanging Creed against anything and turned to help Bilba through. Ralrek's grunts of exertion from below puffed into the home. I hushed him, taking great pleasure in doing so.

Once in, Bilba stared up at the twenty-foot ceiling, complete with track lighting and a broad chandelier that hung over a dance floor. A twelve-demon poker table and a grand piano took up opposite positions near it. The thirty-foot-long bar with stocked shelves was just Taurus's way of showing off.

"It's good to be king, isn't it?" I said with slight bitterness, thinking of the beggar outside the convenience store and all the unmet neighbors we had in the apartment building who lived in filthy conditions, before turning to the window and helping Seraph.

Ralrek leaped and caught the sill; I helped him scramble the rest of the way in. We'd done it, invaded Taurus's home without a scratch. Things were looking up.

The entertainment chamber led to a long hallway that opened into a wide corridor, complete with two sets of metallic doors, one to each side.

"Any guesses were these elevators lead?" I asked.

"The spires, or a breezeway connecting the wings of the palace. Wherever it leads, we'll adjust. That's not important." Seraph punched the button on the close wall, calling the elevator.

When the cart arrived, a gong sounded. Under normal conditions it would have been pleasant, but for us, it might as well have been a siren's call. All four of us glanced around as the gong echoed around the square room.

Ralrek stepped in, holding the door. There was only one button on the elevator control panel. Bilba pushed it, and the elevator pushed upward.

"Prepare now," Seraph ordered with a biting cadence. "We don't know what will be on the other side of this door when we stop."

The small box filled with a diverse range of sensations as they began their spells. I lightly leaned on Creed, careful to not let its blade puncture the floor.

The elevator stopped at the second floor. When the door slid open, Seraph said, "Go on, Mr. Sunstone. Keep that halberd of yours handy and make sure we don't walk into an ambush."

Before I stepped out, I paused. Founder or not, Council member or not, ex-angel or not; none of that mattered. If I was going to be the sacrificial lamb of the expedition, I was going out my way.

"Move to the side," I said in a tone that told my counterparts I was not asking for their opinions on the best way to proceed. They did, including Seraph, who backed against the wall of the elevator to let me exit.

The second I had space, I started spinning Creed to create a defensive barrier. There was no need; the hall was empty.

"It's clear," I said and the rest of the party emptied the elevator. "Any preference which way we go?"

No one had one, so I chose, taking the hallway to the left because it felt like the direction away from the illuminated spire we had seen from above the palace. There was no reason to chance stumbling across anyone who might be awake at this hour when we could search enough rooms to house a small sector's population without risk. All we needed was the Horn. No one had to get hurt, I reminded myself, the situation with Aries still haunting me. Unfair to Seraph or not, since she was not Beelzebub, it did not matter.

Ralrek illuminated the way, holding a small ball of flame in his upturned hand.

The hallway was long and void of life and any other door. Door-less, it stretched forever; it seemed. When I thought we'd run straight out the side of the house, the hall finally opened to another living space, this one much more intimate than the entertainment room on the first floor. Couches, loungers, and chairs circled two small, knee-high tables. There was a fireplace on one end and a compact kitchen off to the other side.

"No briefcase," I said, making the observation of the century.

"I imagine he will secure in a vault if it's not on his person, not left behind like an insignificant trinket," Seraph said, not finding the humor in my comment.

We cleared the second floor, but on the third we ran into excitement. And by excitement, I mean six feet of hulking muscle. Fortunately for us, and unfortunately for him, we caught him by surprise. I knocked him out with a swing of Creed's haft to the thick head before he finished conjuring.

"Nice work," Seraph said. "But there will be more. Drag him behind the couch and let's get moving."

Once we tucked away the behemoth, we resumed our journey. An hour later we had scoured most of the mansion and were as empty-handed as when we arrived. Frustration was firmly established in the entire party as we gestured more aggressively, snapped directions and proposed tactics. Ralrek once approached a pouting tantrum.

It wasn't until we accepted the inevitable and headed toward the illuminated spire that we caught a break.

Voices of multiple incubi drifted from a room at the end of the hallway. As we crept closer, the conversation became clearer. Someone was holding a meeting. The unseen demons were discussing the value of a property in some part of the Eighth and if it could be acquired through connections.

"What now?" Bilba asked.

"We hide and we wait," Seraph said, pointing at a door a few feet back.

We inched along to the door.

"Go ahead," Seraph nodded as I grabbed the handle, conjuring in case unpleasant news waited for us on the other side.

The locking mechanism clicked open, and I exhaled when I pulled the door to reveal a vacant and dark room. Three stairs led to a platform with a row of chairs along a half-table that jutted from underneath a window. The glass was four-feet high and ran the length of the room. My hairs tingled at the magic at work here, unlike any sensation I had before from the demons in my party. No one behind me was conjuring and, as I searched in the darkness, nothing inside was either. Though everything about it was very real, it was as if the room itself was a spell.

On the platform, still trying to search for the source of magic, I turned to the glass wall and fell to the floor. Exposed beyond the glass was the adjacent room, the one filled with demons holding the boring discussions about real estate. I looked behind me and noticed Bilba and Ralrek copying my posture from the doorway. Seraph pushed them aside and slunk up the three stairs. I almost reached to pull her down next to me. When her eyes fell on the scene unfolding in the other room, they lit with humor. Apparently my paranoia was funny.

"It's one way glass, Mr. Sunstone," she smiled. "There's a mild spell on it. We can see and hear anyone on that side, but they aren't aware of our presence. Please get up, you look silly."

"How was I supposed to know? Looked normal to me. Are they who I think they are?"

By the time Bilba and Ralrek joined us at the window, I had my answer.

On the other side sat five demons at a conference table, two on each side and one prominent, tall and fit, at the head. It sounded like they were discussing a new commercial zone.

Bilba moved forward, leaning to within inches of the glass and pointing. "That's Taurus, there at the end."

"And that's his briefcase at his feet." Ralrek said, making a fist, his voice filled with heated determination.

My eyes moved to the demon leading the meeting. First impressions are lasting ones, and everything about Taurus was intimidating. He looked as fresh as a daisy in Eve's Sanctuary, even at this time at night, when the rest of Hell was asleep. The same could not be said for the incubi around the table who he had working—hard too, by the looks of the documents and maps spread out in front of them. By all rights, they should be just as exhausted as any demon awake at this hour. At least I had adrenaline surging through me to keep my eyes open. Who knew what it took to stay productive for them.

The one at Taurus's right, with a horseshoe of graying hair, constantly blinked and forced his eyes wider whenever the leader wasn't looking his way. Diagonally across the table, a much younger incubus with a smart, fashionable goatee, fought to stifle a yawn he failed to hide. A third kept his coffee cup within reach the entire time. They all looked beat down in one form or fashion, and understandably so. But not Taurus.

This influencer was immaculately dressed. He wore a dark wool tailored jacket with notched lapels and a broad pocket over top a black turtleneck. A sharp rose gold watch with a black face decorated his wrist. The ring he wore matched the watch, seemingly intimidating the frazzled incubus Taurus pointed at. His short, thick black hair was parted on the side and jelled down across his head. His chiseled face was free of age lines, even though the report was clear that he was older than thirty thousand. The formal attire framed his square shoulders. Arched trapezius muscles wrapped around the back of his neck. He had the look of someone who worked out every spare moment he was not busy making money. Unlike all of his guards we had encountered up to this point, Taurus seemed to understand the balance between strength and flexibility. Youth, fitness, looks, and wealth—Taurus had it all.

Life, even for immortals, can be unfair.

"Now we wait," Seraph said.

We took seats. Later, much too late for any empathetic demon, yet another discussion of a real estate acquisition grew tiresome and my eyelids heavy. It was well into the middle of the night and I wondered how much longer this get-together could continue. A new day would arrive within hours and the five demons on the other side of the glass would be moving and shaking things in the Eighth again. Apparently, they did not need rest to conquer the rest of the Circle. Just when I'd given up hope of the meeting ending and I struggled to fight off irresistible sleep, Taurus stood. The others did as well, just with noticeable lethargy, and the entire party meandered toward the door. Taurus brought up the rear, still beaming with a grin that made my skin crawl.

"Let's get ready," Seraph whispered.

The lights went off in the meeting room, shrouding our hiding place in darkness. Near the door now, the shuffling of shoes signaled the party passing our hiding spot.

"It'll be great, you'll see," the effeminate voice of Taurus filled the hall.

"Sure thing, boss," someone responded. Even without the visual aspect, it was obvious, at least at this hour of the night, that they couldn't care one way or another.

"Get your rest. Tomorrow is a big day," Taurus said, his voice fading with the footsteps of the party.

I looked to Seraph for permission to move, and she gave it. Slowly, quietly, I pulled down the handle, and we stepped out into the hall and hurried after our target.

His party split up at the elevators, wishing each other a good night—not that there was much left. Taurus was the only demon to take his particular elevator.

Once they loaded into their elevators and disappeared, we waited a few minutes before we moved, activating the one Taurus had taken.

"Be ready," Seraph said as the doors closed.

When they opened again were inside Taurus's private quarters. One large room, hundreds of square feet of near-emptiness. So stark compared to the rest of the house.

Directly ahead was a four-poster bed topped with the thick comforter that would have filled the entire second floor of my parents' tree house. Green light illuminated a portion of the far side of the room. Its source, a thousand-gallon aquarium containing the largest—and most frightening—fish I'd ever seen. All were large, but Taurus had a pair of fluorescent yellow and green fish who were big enough to feed my family for a week. I wondered from what part of the Underworld those grotesque creatures—twice the size of my hands—had been dragged. On the opposite side of the room, a television filled the entire wall above the fireplace mantle. It was set to a finance channel, where the host was discussing the current uptick in home prices in the fourteenth zone of the Eighth.

Yay, more real estate talk.

"Where is he?" Bilba whispered.

Seraph pointed to the corner of the room. A crack of golden light escaped the bottom of a closed door in the far corner. There were houses in the Fifth that were not as big as where Taurus slept. No wonder I missed the door. Water ran on the other side.

"Showering. Now, move," Seraph ordered, splitting us up.

We moved quietly, searching the room. As I neared the far corner, the pleasant sound of an incubus singing rang out over the running shower.

"Well, this just got awkward."

Ralrek shushed me.

"What? He's in the shower."

"Be quiet and search for the briefcase, Mr. Sunstone," Seraph chided.

Bilba stood, scratching his head, but I was digging into everything Taurus had. His drawers, under his bed, in his closest—you can learn a lot about a demon by prying into the most private parts of his life. For example, Taurus's taste in boxers was as expensive as his suits. He's also obsessive compulsive if the way he organized his shoes in his closet by style and color was any hint.

The search continued until I almost tripped, face first, into the nightstand. Catching myself, I reached for what had almost caused my demise and felt curved, hard plastic. It was like a briefcase handle.

"Ralrek, come here," I said, wishing Deception magic would allow Bilba to create light.

"What?"

I lifted what I was holding. "I need some light."

I barely noticed the slight scratching of Ralrek's tiny spell. A small ball of flame appeared seconds later, illuminating what I held.

"Yes!"

I received three "shhhs" that time.

"I've got it."

Seraph and Bilba joined us.

"Open it," Ralrek said.

I set the briefcase on the bed and flipped the latches. They clunked against the smooth leather. Pressing my thumbs against the bottom half, I pulled it open. Ralrek moved the fireball over the contents.

"Let's get out of here," Seraph said when she spied the Horn.

Black and curved, the Horn was a two-hand item. The wide-mouth's diameter was so large I doubted I could wrap my hands around it, but I didn't risk pulling it from the red velvet-lined casing to test my guess.

"Doesn't look like something that would be that powerful, does it?" I said as I latched closed the briefcase.

"You've never faced someone holding its power either," Seraph said. "Now, let's move. He won't be in there all night."

Just as Seraph spoke, the water to the shower was shut off. Taurus sang as he got out. We jumped to action. I didn't need to be told to move again—the last thing I wanted to see was a naked Taurus—he was so cursed by Lucifer he was probably hung like a bull, and I didn't need yet one more thing to be envious of.

We scrambled from the chamber, back in the direction where we invaded the house. The window didn't get any larger while we were inside, so getting Bilba safely out was as much of a task as getting him in. Still, we did and were crossing the lawn, not bothering to mock up the screen to hide our entry point, when alarms filled the air.

"Go!" Seraph shouted.

The distinct growls of hellhounds quickly approached. Let me tell you, there's nothing to help work on your overall fitness like knowing you're about to meet a pack of those ravenous beasts. I'd never seen Bilba move that fast in my entire life.

We almost made it to the wall outlining Taurus's property. But, as expedited as our escape was, we could not match the dogs.

Two cut us off before we reached the wall. In that moment, I realized I'd never truly feared anything like I did these two growling, slobbering tools of destruction. Even on all fours, the hellhounds were easily five feet tall. I didn't want to imagine their immensity if they reared up. Their heads were as broad as my shoulders, their mouths just as wide. Both pulled their lips back in a snarl, exposing six inch-long teeth.

Seraph moved first, beginning a Manipulative spell. I stepped between her and the hellhounds. She needed time to complete the spell and this was the reason the Council had selected me. The Segregate. Official chew toy of Hell.

The combination of sticky and rough sensations from Bilba and Ralrek's conjuring complemented the warm flush of Seraph's spell. It was scary how accustomed to being violated by other's spells I was becoming. But not as scary as the two creatures in front of us.

Both charged.

"Shit!" I could either wait for them to reach me or I could hope to keep them as far away from the spell casters as possible. I dropped the briefcase and sprinted toward the approaching beasts.

Thinking myself crazy, the distance separating me from sure death evaporated. Right before I got to them, I thrust the wavy blade end of Creed into the ground and pole vaulted over the salivating canines.

Clearing the dogs, I landed and spun. They turned, but did not spin, their bulk making them far slower than me moving laterally. As long as I avoided direct charges, I might be able to keep the upper hand on the pair.

With their backs to the rest of my party, the hounds were unaware of the spells coming their way.

Seraph managed to unbraid a row of hedges, stringing the branches together and sending the concoction slithering toward the dogs.

Ralrek set a firewall between the three casters and the guard dogs, which was great for them and not so great for me. Now that the hounds were cut off, they only had eyes for the Zeke buffet.

I crouched lower, holding Creed at the ready, but slightly to my side. I needed to shift my weight if they sprang at me, and the second it would take to move the halberd from the front might be the second that cost me an arm. 

One hellhound launched itself at me. I thrust Creed up, the sound of petrified wood against bone cracking through the night. The hound yelped, falling to the ground and spinning away. No time to celebrate, I scanned for the remaining one.

Before he charged, the reliable pair of Bilba's boa constrictors scurried through the firewall, smoke trailing behind their weaving forms. They wrapped themselves around the remaining hound's legs. It flopped on its side in a jerk as it tried to break free.

Back toward the house, voices raised under the wailing alarm. Taurus's bodyguards, on the hunt, bolted from the house in different directions. I did not see Taurus among them, but in the commotion I could have easily missed him.

"Let's go," Seraph shouted from the other side of the dying firewall before I felt the warm flush of her conjuring.

She aimed at the outer wall; her spell coming out as a black haze and smothering the wrought iron spindles. As it swarmed, they melted, contorting into a writhing pool of molten metal.

Ralrek conjured a fireball the size of a carriage wheel, crashing into the brimstone wall, obliterating a ten-foot wide crevice.

"Nice!" Bilba exclaimed, huffing his way through the hole.

Fireballs and ice blocks dropped around us as we raced away.

"Get to the firehorses!" the Founder yelled.

I did is Seraph ordered, but also glanced over my shoulder toward her voice. She was dropping behind.

Seraph had stopped and turned toward the house, holding her position. She was conjuring again, pulling branches from the surrounding trees and building a thirty-foot wall between herself and the pursuing guards.

Even as the wall was forming, flashes of orange and white crashed against it from the fire and ice spells.

Bilba and Ralrek were on their firehorses.

"Come on, Zeke!" Bilba urged.

"We need to make sure she's safe."

"She's a Founder," Ralrek said. "She's good. Get on your blessed horse."

I hesitated, moving in neither direction, until Seraph turned and sprinted my way. I waited for her to pass before going to mine. I did not climb on until Seraph had untethered hers. We shot into the sky, balls of ice and fire raining around us. Taurus's guards had broken through her last barrier. Now our only hope was they didn't have transportation readily available.

We plunged toward the surface of the Eighth Circle, elevation and speed no longer a concern. I wanted to get away while we still had the cloak of darkness. We had the Horn and anonymity. Once we were away, Taurus wouldn't have a clue who had stolen it and we could hide in obscurity forever. I found comfort in that knowledge, wrapped in the cold night air that whipped by as our team of firehorses sped toward the ground.

Breath refused to come until my feet were back on solid brimstone. We took a second to calm down before sneaking the firehorses back to the stable, otherwise the stable master would have heard us coming—our presence given away by my thudding heart or Bilba's excited recalling of our treacherous experience.

Even I had to admit, now that we were back down where normal demons lived, that the raid had been exhilarating.

Just as Ralrek was shushing him—Ralrek seemed to enjoy that obnoxious gesture—Marijon came around the corner of the stable house. "You don't have to be quiet." She looked over her shoulder before turning her head back and smiling wickedly. "Our stable master won't be bothering us."

Seraph stepped within inches of Marijon's face. "What did you do?"

Marijon moved back, both hands in the air in mock surrender. "Well, I just gave him something to help them sleep when he complained about a headache. He'll be out for a few more hours. Nothing more. He's fine; I didn't hurt him."

Seraph examined Marijon from head to toe and then looked toward the stable house. With a deep breath, she said, "Okay. Good. Now, let's split up. You three," she said, pointing at me, Bilba and Ralrek, "head back to your apartment and pack up. The Council will send the gateway to you in an hour."

"And what about me?" Marijon said.

Seraph waved her hand in a lazy motion left to right, like a thin reed blowing in the wind. In her other hand, a pouch appeared, round and fat with coin. "Here's your payment, with a bonus for your trouble." 'Trouble' sounded like it had an entirely different meaning when Seraph said it.

I blew out a slow breath. Marijon had been taken care of. Seraph came through. All we had to do was get away from the stable and she would be set for centuries if she used the coin wisely. I just hated the thought of leaving her before ... well, so soon.

Seraph held up a finger. "One hour. Be ready." And with that, she gave a slow, seductive wave in the direction of the open square beyond the stable. A gateway yawned open in the night air, casting a glow to brighten the brimstone. Seraph had one foot through when she turned around. "One hour. Leave whatever you have to. Don't linger in the Eighth."

And with that, she stepped through and the gateway blinked out of existence.

"Let's get going on," Ralrek said.

I looked toward Marijon but spoke to him and my best friend. "Give me a second."

"We don't have time for your romantic goodbyes, Zeke," Ralrek said.

"Ezekial," I corrected him, my eyes lingering on Marijon. Her hazel eyes turned down in the corners. She deserved more than a sack of coin and a rushed farewell. But that's what she would get, because that's what the Council determined would happen. Forever and always. "And just give me a blessed minute."

Before Ralrek complained, before Bilba urged me back to the apartment, and even before I could say goodbye to Marijon, my blossoming, heart-wrenching message of farewell didn't get a chance to sweep her off her feet because a single question shattered my comfort. 

"Where is my briefcase?"

I didn't need to turn around to know that Taurus had found us.
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"I don't know what you're talking about," I lied.

Taurus's eyes drifted toward my hip, where Creed was looped, as he rubbed his lips together. I covered the halberd's knob with my hand. He didn't need to be eyeing my junk.

"That Horn is not yours to have," Taurus said in that soft voice. He spread his hands and gave me a nonchalant shrug. "But it was not mine either. An item I enjoyed having, but not one I treasured. The power it gives its holder is immense, no doubt, but it isn't the kind of power that I seek. I'll miss it. But, having you work for me is a fair trade, all things considered. You'll help me achieve what I need to. Boys."

Taurus waved his arms out from his side, forward in our direction. From the shadows of darkness, five bodyguards appeared.

"We don't work for you."

He laughed. "Oh, Mr. Sunstone, but you do."

Ignoring the sudden tickling in my brain, like a fly walking across exposed skin, I asked the obvious. "You know my name?"

Taurus lifted his arms, swaying side to side as if providing evidence to the Council themselves. "I rule the Eighth. It's my business to be aware over everything and everyone in it. I was wondering how long it would take you to find the Horn. There were so many clues and hints. I have to say, I'm a little disappointed. But, with time and my training regimen, you'll become much more proficient. Though, I have to admit, sneaking into my palace and nearly going undetected was a pleasant surprise."

"We don't seem to be communicating very well. I told you I don't work for you and I never will." Even as I spoke, a slight tickle crept around inside my head. Not painful, but like a timid spike of a headache, deep, and in a region beyond reach. Like I said, annoying.

Taurus tsk'ed. "You will, and that halberd will be mine. The Horn is a toy for the gods. That." Taurus referred to Creed like a creepy incubus talked about a succubus he had just spent the night ogling at a pub. "That will the true curse. The key to my future. Don't make me use force. I'd rather not start our relationship with you as damaged goods."

I stared at him, trying to get a read. He was serious. Taurus truly believed what he was saying. We were going to have to fight our way out.

"At least you're going to earn that coin for real now," I said over my shoulder to Marijon, trying to make it sound light. Humor served as doubly effective any time I was about to get my ass kicked.

She didn't react. I understood. This was more than she bargained for and a riskier situation than I ever wanted to put her in. The driving factor behind me combatting Seraph throughout this mission was to ensure Marijon was taken care of when we left. Now, right at the cusp of thinking I had done what I set out to, so I could get the fat payday from the Council, get out of my parent's house, and get on with my life, fate farted in my face.

"There's four of us and six of you," I said, trying to get a rise out of Taurus and his bodyguard crew. Enraging them might keep them distracted enough for us to snag an advantage—or at least even the odds. "I like my chances."

Taurus's head dropped. But then he shook it and laughed. "I hope you're better with that weapon than you are at math."

My eyes watered, just as they had when riding the firehorse to Taurus's palace, only without the fiery steed and chilling wind. Another spell?

Then there was no question. Sensations of conjuring overwhelmed me. Multiple spells, all at once. "They're casting!" I shouted, feeling Ralrek, Bilba, and Marijon join in. The neighborhood was about to get an unscheduled wake up that didn't involve a Caller.

Taurus's eyes widened at my shout, and his guards broke their spells as they checked with their boss. Just like every caster who discovered my nifty little ability after it was too late, I had thrown them off their stride by understanding what they were doing before they did it. We now had the advantage; we only needed to use it.

The demons on my side were not disrupted. Ralrek finished his spell, made a fist with his hand and uncurled his fingers with an aggressive flick, setting eruptions of flame at the feet of two of Taurus's guards. Their clothes immediately caught fire. Screaming as the flames consumed their clothing, the pair raced off in different directions. Taurus did not move to help or even watch them flee.

Down to three guards, it was now a fair fight.

Bilba weaved three different boa constrictors, smaller than his normal spells because, I presumed, he still held the spell for the other two back at Taurus's headquarters that were keeping the pair of guards quiet in the changing room. The triple attack hissed in concert and slithered across the brimstone toward their targets.

Marijon still hadn't cast, but I could not wait for her. If she was constructing a large spell to turn the fight quickly, that was great, but it put us at risk of losing this advantage. Time allowed bad shit an opportunity to smear itself all over someone's life, and the last thing I was going to do now was close my eyes and wait for the stink. We had a tiny advantage, and I was not about to hand it back to Taurus now. Instead of playing defense, I went on the attack. Yanking Creed from the loop and giving it a jerk, the halberd sprang to life, the three blades of doom popping free. I shifted it to my right hand and sprinted across the yard.

The three guards were dealing with Bilba's snakes, allowing me to focus my attack on Taurus. The tickle inside my skull increased in intensity. No longer a tickle, it was a finger prying in my gray matter. The image of Taurus before me shifted suddenly, becoming fuzzy even as I neared him. I blinked, concentrated. I tried to push the feeling out, but it resisted. I pushed, and it pushed back. Then it dug in, a finger becoming a fist, taking a firmer hold, a clearer presence. It was frightening how strong it was growing.

Taurus's magic. Discernment magic! Undetectable until it was too late. That was why my eyes had watered. Taurus had kicked off the spell casting. A nasty magic that allows demons to screw with each other's heads. Conjured snakes were one thing, but being able to pry into someone's mind took creepiness to an entirely extra level.

Through watered eyes, I saw Taurus standing where he started, unmoving, but shifting as his Discernment spell caused my double vision. I couldn't figure out where, precisely, he was as I raced the distance between us. The shifting forms of the incubus expanded, fuzzy likenesses springing out on both sides. Three forms of Taurus faced me now. Were they all equally dangerous? Which was the real one, the one I needed to stop?

"Come on, Marijon," I growled under my breath as I picked the Taurus in the middle and closed in.

I leveled Creed, prepared to swing and knock Taurus out of commission. Not to seriously injure him—the Council's 'by any means necessary' had already been accomplished—but to only allow us to get away. Before I did, though, a wall of ice shot up in front of me. My momentum carried me crashing into it. My face exploded in pain and I dropped to the ground, holding my bloodied and broken nose with both hands.

Thousands of small white dots filled my vision. The front of my face throbbed as if every nerve in my body was suddenly in my nose, which burned like one of Ralrek's fireballs. The throbbing moved up to my forehead to accompany the invisible hand playing around inside my skull.

The Council warned me the Horn made Taurus's Abilities stronger, but Taurus no longer had it. The item we stole from him was somewhere back in the Council chamber, probably being filled with celebratory champagne. Now would be an excellent time for Hell's rulers to put down the bubbly and come help.

Unless they wanted this to happen.

That's when I realized I was not holding Creed anymore. Through the pain, I pried my eyes open to search for the halberd, the gift from Aries—the weapon Taurus desired and was playing tricks on me to obtain. My eyes wouldn't stop watering as the prying fingers intensified their search. I couldn't see clearly, I couldn't think about anything but the pain and the need to find my weapon.

Taurus's thugs were yelling to each other through the fog of my mind. That comforted me. Bilba must be keeping them busy with his boas. Maybe Ralrek was making them dance with his flames of war. Maybe Marijon had locked them in one of her ice blocks. Whatever was happening on the other side of clear vision, our foes were not having a good time.

I rolled onto my stomach, patting the ground around me, hoping I still had time to find Creed before Taurus took down his ice wall and pounced on me. My fingers hit something hard. Not hard like brimstone, but like petrified wood.

Creed.

I blinked through the tears. The world was blurry. Definitely Creed.

Just as I was about to snatch it up, a blurred foot entered the frame and kicked it away.

I squinted in confusion. A small and booted foot ... about the right size to belong to a succubus, not a tall, fit incubus. I followed the foot up a shapely leg—toned, brown and leather-clad. Up past her curving hips and flat stomach with a pierced belly button, beyond firm breasts and a smooth, sexy neck, to gorgeous hazel eyes.

Marijon shrugged. "Sorry," she said, as nonchalantly as if she'd accidentally stepped in front of me in the street.

"Marijon?"

The sound of Taurus's laughter interrupted anything she was going to say.

Taurus stepped around the melting ice wall. Ice. Marijon had Water magic. She had saved Taurus from being introduced to Creed.

Why?

"Mr. Sunstone, I believe you were told to trust no one in the Eighth Circle."

"Why, Marijon?"

She bent, holding out her staff that now had a C-clamp attachment on the end. With her now-altered weapon, she reached to retrieve Creed, the C-clamp seizing my halberd's haft. "A girl has to make a living."

I waited for Creed to send that jolt of energy through Marijon's staff, freeing itself while sending her flying—preferably into the firehorse stable's largest pile of dung. But it didn't. Creed looked cold. Dormant.

"But Seraph, she paid you," I said.

"Not well enough," Marijon replied, giving her staff a slight jerk as if she was checking Creed's balance. Her face twitched, appearing for a second as if she was about to burst into tears. A strange reaction; I hoped Creed was warming up to teach her a lesson.

"Help take on the other two," Taurus instructed her, then pointed at me. "I'll deal with this one."

Marijon turned, Creed clamped by her staff's new attachment—she had hid that the entire time!—to engage Bilba and Ralrek. The smooth feel of Water magic caressed my skin as she weaved an oval shield made of ice and moved in the direction of the battle taking place between the bodyguards and my partners. Already concerned for their safety, I was in a panic now. Stunned from the broken nose and the betrayal, I slowly moved to get to my feet.

"It's not worth it, Sunstone," Taurus said, bending over and extending a hand to me. I didn't take it, instead inching myself backward. "There's no sense in fighting. Surrender now, and your friends won't be harmed. I might even consider bringing them into my employ. They can work with you. As long as they perform, I think we can find a reasonable arrangement. Resist, and they'll suffer, and probably spend the rest of their eternity in chains. And I'm sure you don't want that."

"Give me a chance to work a deal with the Council," I said, not knowing if I had a hope in Heaven that anyone of the Founders would make a deal with Taurus after everything we've been through to get the Horn. They had what they wanted.

Taurus's mouth curled up at the corners. "Deals, deals, deals. What is a deal that isn't founded on the parties' ability to execute it? I've been in business far longer than you've been alive, and that's not a proposition that interests me. Plus, I have what I really want."

"And what's that?"

"You and your halberd."

"I told you, I'm not working for you."

"But you will," he said confidently, waving a limp hand in the air. "Freely, or by force, it doesn't matter to me. I lost the Horn, but I've gained something much more valuable."

What was his fixation with Creed? Yes, it was a pretty kick ass weapon. But he could not use it. No one could. Did Taurus not realize that? Had that been the plan all along? The Council trading the Horn for us would know Taurus could not possess the halberd. They had tricked him. Unless I was the idiot here, which was never outside the realm of possibilities.

"Take it then," I said, hoping Taurus could not see through my sudden confidence. If I could trick him into taking it from Marijon, this would be over. I would save Bilba and Ralrek. I just had to get him to touch it. "I don't need it."

Marijon held a four-foot diameter ice shield in front of her, blocking Ralrek's stream of flame. The ice shield was melting, but still holding. Ralrek's stream, though, sputtered. Ralrek was tired. Time was running out on these negotiations.

Taurus threw his head back and barked. "You understand so little. About everything. An impling in so many ways. Nevertheless, under my tutelage you'll learn and grow. You must."

Bilba yelped. Fingers pried inside my skull. I was starting to not want to see the fight, my mind searching to understand Taurus. To please him.

I had to make peace fast, before his Discernment spell screwed with my perception of the world and I found myself fighting my best friend. "What don't I know?"

Taurus cocked his head, curious. The fingers' grip clenched. Pain rocketed between my ears.

"You really don't know." He now sounded fascinated. "You and that weapon are inseparable. You are it, and it is you."

I snorted, wincing. The fingers crawled, plucked, prodded. "We don't look so inseparable now."

Taurus calmly turned to take in the battle as his three remaining guards and the traitor Marijon battered my two friends. Not once did I see a flicker of empathy for anyone involved in the fight, even his own demons.

It wasn't even a battle anymore. This was about earning bragging points.

A metallic clanking drew my attention back to Taurus. He held an unclasped gauntlet, gold and plain, as he approached. The gauntlet yawned wide, promising pain for me if he clamped it on. "Stay calm and don't resist and your friends won't be hurt further. Fight me on this, and I will break them."

Fingers unfolded. Searched. I wanted the gauntlet.

"What is that?" My voice sounded raspy, even to me.

Pausing, Taurus looked down at the gauntlet. "Let's just say it provides me some security."

"Against what?"

"You," he laughed a humorless laugh.

I shuffled backward. He moved quicker. I shuffled more. He strode. Time was up.

Fingers clamped.

I wanted to stop resisting.

I had to do something and fast. Bilba and Ralrek were powerless. This was me on my own, on my ass, and without Creed.

Aries had told me I was 'The One,' whatever that meant, when he tried to tell me about Creed before his death. And now Taurus said the halberd and I were inseparable.

Fingers squeezed.

Pain.

Taurus was inside my head, but he was not only trying to bend my will to his, he was trying to block my thinking. He had been trying to prevent me thinking throughout this entire fight. Why? What was he afraid of? Why would a powerful demon, protected by bodyguards and a traitor, stop me from thinking instead of acting? Surely, countering my physical attributes was more important than blocking my mental capabilities—which were admittedly limited?

But Taurus put his energy into blocking those instead.

Why?

Fingers.

Squeezing, pressing, crushing.

I pushed against the invisible hand even as the gauntlet's mouth taunted me. I pushed back, ensnaring the fingers, one by one, prying them open. Taurus's eyes gained a heat, a focus. He felt my resistance. He now knew I was aware of his presence in my head and he felt me fight back. A flicker of doubt shot across his face.

Encouraged, I summoned my strength, sending a mental thrust against the fingers, snapping them away. Breaking. Somewhere, Taurus screamed in rage mixed with pain.

Then it was there. I remembered.

I thrust my hand out, beckoning to Creed.

Nothing happened.

Taurus bent to place the gauntlet on me. "Don't move. Do the right thing for yourself and your friends."

But I wouldn't. The simple answer was to give in to him, to not fight. But simplicity would make me a slave.

Pushing past the headache caused by the prying hand of Discernment, past the physical pain of a broken face, I searched for Creed, for that connection.

In a blinding flash it was there. I was with Creed and it was with me. I felt the soft grip of Marijon's hand around the petrified wood. I smelled her floral feminity that reminded me of powder.

Creed and I were one.

I opened my palm, and the halberd rocketed out of the C-clamp on Marijon's staff, yanking her to the ground in a violent crash. It flew across the distance in less than a breath's intake, into my grasp before Taurus took his last step. My fingers encased the haft. The connection was complete.

I thrust the wavy dagger blade end at Taurus even as he lowered the gauntlet to my wrist. The metal sank deep into his stomach and Taurus didn't have an opportunity to scream. Golden light encircled the impact point, radiating around Creed's blade until it grew and pulsed, pulsed and grew.

The gauntlet clanged to the brimstone. Taurus's mouth fell open, his arms slack. He did not even try to pull the halberd's blade from his stomach. Shock froze his expression. And then he convulsed as golden light spread over his torso and down and around his extremities, up his neck. As the light encased his head, his eyes rolled back.

There was an explosion of gold. Beams of light swelled in the center of where Taurus's chest was, brightening to white. The golden outline of the incubus's body shook, faster and faster as the center mass of golden light heated to white. I had to shield my eyes from the blinding brightness. Behind my head, a rumble vibrated the brimstone, building in intensity and volume. Then a zipping sound, like a giant straw sucking the last of a drink from the bottom of an even bigger glass. Then silence.

I pulled my hand away to see what had become of the incubus who had thought to enslave me. A small pile of white ash lay on the brimstone. Taurus was no more.

I turned to my side and vomited.

Silence fell over the square. Everyone was off their feet, knocked down by the golden explosion. I refused to give Taurus's allies another opportunity. I jumped to my feet, trying not to think about the fact that I had just done the impossible. Demons could not kill other demons, not in Hell. It just was not possible, everyone knew that. It was as much of a fact as angels being our eternal enemies and humans being short-lived. Yet I had unquestionably done that to the most powerful demon in the Eighth Circle. How?

Taurus's guards staggered to their feet, the three standing near as if they believed, like me, there was safety in numbers. One began conjuring when I sprinted at them, and his partners followed suit. The middle one's spell slipped in his rushed attempt to conjure, so I targeted him, lowering Creed horizontally. I crashed into the three before any of them uttered a word of magic. The brimstone bit into my shoulder that took the impact of my fall, but then I was up, swinging at the first guard to stagger to his feet, careful to aim for his head, and knocking him unconscious. I followed suit with the remaining two, making quick work of them.

And just like that, Taurus's small personal army was subdued.

I heard a slight asynchronous click fading behind me and turned to see Marijon hobbling into the night. She disappeared between buildings before I decided if I wanted to follow her.

Bilba and Ralrek were on their knees. Blood ran from Ralrek's face, and he even wore that well. My best friend was panting after finishing puking all over the brimstone. I went to them, kneeling between the pair. Battered and bloodied, but at least they could smile at me.

"Come on," I said, collapsing Creed and slinging it down into the loop. "Put your arms around me. Let's get out of here."

It was a feat to pull both up, but we managed. Their combined weight made for slow going, but the closer we were to the apartment, the nearer to where the gateway might already be open and waiting, the more our pace increased. Their exhaustion made the journey one of ironic solitude. We had just survived the scariest fight in all our lives and not a word was shared. Ralrek did not even give me crap about needing to use Creed to save my own skin.

As we walked the dark streets, thoughts distracted me from keeping my eye out for any of Taurus's guards brave or stupid enough to come after us. Thoughts I didn't want to have. About the Council and what their actual reason was for sending us. About who made the deal with Taurus. About Marijon's betrayal. About Creed and its hidden power. And about the sickening thought of what I had done to Taurus.

At that moment, I wasn't sure I would ever be okay with myself again.
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I looked at Bilba as if he were the dumbest demon I had ever met in my life. At that moment, I was pretty sure he was. The black and blue eye and the knot did not make him look any prettier either.

"What do you mean you're staying?" I asked, not believing I had to spend energy to ask such a ridiculous question. Thank Lucifer Seraph granted us some extra time after she found out what happened after she left. I wanted, I needed, to explore this with my best friend.

"I've got to close this part of my story if I can't build that bridge," Bilba said.

I didn't want to be harsh; I didn't want to bite, especially after what we had just survived. He was the most important thing in my world, and I would do anything for him. But I would also do anything to protect him, and right now he was making a colossal mistake. I just didn't know how to justify my opinion in a way that would not set him off.

"She's my mother, Zeke."

I stuffed the last of my clothes into the suitcase, giving me an excuse to not meet his eyes. I could not see his sadness mixed with ignorant hope anymore. No matter how long he stayed in the Eighth Circle, I didn't think that horrible demon at the flower shop was going to give him what he needed. Fellia Ravenous already had too many chances to prove she didn't care about her son and, after Marijon's betrayal, I was running short on giving the benefit of the doubt to anyone.

"I know, buddy," I said, instead of voicing my true opinion. The things you do for friends, am I right?

Bilba put on a brave smile, lifting his voice as if to convince me everything would be all right. "Plus, it won't be long. A couple days, at most. Once we make amends and catch up, I'll come home. But," he paused.

Now I looked up for my suitcase. "But what?"

Bilba opened his mouth, paused again, like he was re-thinking everything he previously knew. "When you get back, would you mind asking the Council to forgo paying me in exchange for giving me an allowance to traverse the Circles? I didn't get a chance to ask Seraph."

He didn't want to get paid? After everything we had survived? Just how much had they paid him for the Aries mission? Then it clicked. "You want to come back to the Eighth at any time, don't you?"

He nodded shyly, the tips of his ears flushing light pink. "Yes."

It was the least the Council could do, though I doubted they would. "I'll ask."

Bilba limped closer, wincing as he lifted his arm horizontally and making a C–shape with it. "Come here."

"What's this?" I asked, eyeing his gesture suspiciously.

"I want to hug goodbye, dumbass," Bilba smiled.

I gave him a dubious look.

"What?"

"That's what Marijon called Ralrek," I admitted.

My best friend in the entire world sighed. "Yeah, I'm still pissed about her too."

The zipper on my suitcase became my focus. "I don't think I will ever forgive her."

A few silent seconds passed before Bilba slapped me on the arm and re-formed his arm into that C-shape. "Well, luckily, we won't ever have to see her again. May the Hellfire feed on her forever. And, look, the Horn is back in control of the Council, so we have pretty much saved our species from accidentally being annihilated by the angels if it had fallen into their hands."

"Yay, us," I said, looking away from the zipper to his smug smile and gratefully accepting the offer, wrapping my arms around him. Awkward or not, this moment was important. I stepped back, thinking about how different this experience was from our time in the Overworld, where we finished our mission no longer speaking to each other. That last journey required healing and time. This one only required the time necessary for Bilba to get his heart broken by the one demon in the entire Underworld who was supposed to love him.

His decision frustrated me because I knew he was setting himself up for an Underworld of hurt, but it was a lesson he had to learn on his own. If I'm being honest, I was also a little angered. But I did not have the energy to deal with that at the moment. A demon had just died in a golden shower in front of me and his blood was on my hands. I was dealing with a lot. At some point, I knew I would have to deal with the fallout of what happened, and he needed to be there for me when it did. But Bilba needed to do this, and I needed to wait.

I would tell him the truth about what happened to Taurus after his mother broke his heart.

I hefted my suitcase, the aching in my chest swelling to undignified pain. It was going to be hard to walk away from Bilba. Best get it over with. "Well, the gateway is here, so I guess I need to get going before Seraph walks in on us and thinks we're plotting the downfall of the Council or something."

My best friend laughed, but it was short of joy. "I'm going to miss you, Zeke."

I put my hand on his shoulder and squeezed. I was really going to miss him. I really needed him. "Me too, bud. Please be kind to yourself. Oh, and do me a favor?"

A flash of confusion, maybe apprehension, shot across Bilba's face. "Sure. Anything, Zeke. You know that."

"If you see the beggar outside the convenience store, give him some coin for me, please. I'll pay you back once the Council pays me for the mission."

Bilba's pudgy cheeks bulged in a warm smile. "Of course, man. I'll hook him up."

"Thank you."

He walked me into the living room, where the gateway waited. Ralrek was standing by it, his bruised face and neck showing signs of the beating he had just taken.

"You two lovers finally done?" he asked.

"Shut up," I said, turning to give Bilba another wordless hug. "See you soon."

He nodded, tears beginning to ring his eyes. He moved to give Ralrek a hug, but I didn't wait, preferring not to witness their exchange in case it turned into the tall incubus's typical biting criticism. A piece of my mind was the friendliest thing I would give Ralrek if he was cruel to Bilba.

In a blinding flash, I left the Eighth Circle of Hell.

Hopefully, for the last time.
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"You'll be working double shifts to make up for the time you missed," Dialphio wagged her finger at me, grinning while trying to sound stern. "Also, I need a vacation after that."

"I was gone for a few days," I said, without a hint of seriousness. "And I only took the last week off because of the move."

"Long, very long days. And that week of moving counts too."

"Oh, you were that busy, huh?" I looked around the empty bookstore. "Glad to see business slowed just in time for me to come back to work."

Dialphio laughed, the skin under her chin jiggling. "Ezekial, it's so nice to have you back."

"It's nice to be back and have a job. That long without an income is going to damage to my bachelor budget."

I didn't tell her yet how expensive the new apartment was or even where it was located. I wasn't sure when I would. Keeping details from her wasn't the high point of my return home, but it wasn't malicious. I didn't need the money from the job, and wouldn't for quite a while. Apparently, when you do Lucifer's bidding, he pays well. The coin I made from retrieving Taurus's Horn was enough for me to move out of my parents' home and put a sizable deposit down for a year lease on a new place, conveniently located near the bars in Old Towne. The possibility existed that I could take time off and unwind from the events in the Eighth Circle, but working gave me a distraction. The apartment hadn't come up, and Dialphio was adamant she needed to 'help' me out until I 'got back on my feet.' I still hadn't found the opportunity to turn the conversation back to the fact that I didn't need her to do that. Not for a long time ... unless my life was suddenly blessed by Yahweh.

The job kept me busy and my mind occupied. Since coming home, I'd had enough time to replay the implications of our mission and, honestly, I was still suffering. My mother noticed my depression almost immediately and suffocated me with caring questions; my father still hadn't. I'd always wanted to move out of their home as soon as I could, but having a parent who cared so much was oppressive and father's passive caring was hardly a balance. Freedom came with the keys to the new apartment.

But so did loneliness, and loneliness led to thinking. And thinking led to worrying about Bilba, who hadn't returned, and about the fact that I'd killed a demon. Not only was I Hell's sole occupant without an Ability; I was also it's only murderer.

Thankfully, the Council was grateful the Horn had been seized and Taurus removed as a threat, which was not surprising. They didn't wear hypocrisy well. But they covered up stories with impressive aptitude, easily making it appear as if Taurus disappeared without a trace, circulating rumors that he was a runaway, hiding from authorities who were about to charge him with tax evasion. I wondered if the story caught on in the Eighth. Apparently, his bodyguards disappeared as well. I didn't ask questions because I had enough of my own shit to deal with.

The depression got darker each day and lingering thoughts about what I did to Taurus, about his guards, and about Marijon's gross betrayal didn't help. I really needed to stop thinking about her. Her reasons for what she did would forever remain a mystery to me, and it was not healthy to keep exploring them. Even if she had the chance to explain, and even if I felt like listening, her reasons would be excuses, not worth the coin pouch her silvers came in.

Still, so many mysteries. Mysteries about her. Mysteries about why the Council picked me for the mission. Mysteries behind the truth of the trade, me for the Horn, and if Taurus was being honest. Mysteries behind what the Council saw in me. Mysteries about Creed and its true nature. I was running out of energy to deal with everything.

Yes, it was good to be back to work.

Dialphio puttered around the book island I was cleaning.

I looked up at her curiously, giving her a smirk I had to fake and hoped looked vibrant and genuine. "I remember how to clean and how you want books arranged."

The comment sounded lighthearted in my head, but Dialphio scrunched her mouth so that her cheeks expanded, her lips turning white from pressing together. 

"I'm sorry, Ezekial, you are fine. I need to ask a favor."

I set the dusting feather down. "Sure, anything. What is it?"

Now she grimaced, showing teeth, looking every bit a demon who didn't want to say what was on her mind. "Do you think I could look at your halberd one more time?"

"Sure," I said slowly, measuring the single syllable while pulling Creed loose from the loop, activating it, and setting it next to the dusting feather.

Dialphio stepped closer with puny, apprehensive steps. Her eyebrows furrowed.

"It's really friendly. To nice demons anyway."

Gold light. Explosion. White ash. Creed was a killing machine. I was a killing machine.

But she didn't look up, her eyes locked on the haft. "You know, one advantage of owning a bookstore is being surrounded by so much information."

Dialphio rarely made jokes, and I had no idea where she was going with this, so I played off her pause by busying myself arranging a stack of philosophy books about the nature and necessity of evil in a modern world.

"Even before I owned the store," she continued, "I read voraciously. Ask any of my friends and they'll tell you, from their earliest memories, I always had a book in my face. It never changed, not even when I went to university. Most of my friends couldn't handle any more reading beyond our schoolwork. But I read everything I could get my hands on. I even studied languages. Did you know that?"

"No." Where was she going with this?

"Please turn it over."

I did.

Her eyes burned with curiosity, widening to large ovals. She hovered her thumb over the bottom edge of the haft, intimately close, where the inscription I couldn't read was scratched into the wood. "When I was younger and had more energy and I wanted to challenge myself," Dialphio said, her eyes following her thumb. "I did that by learning Fa'Hersei, an ancient, now dead, language from the beginning of time. It's beautiful. If you stick around and work hard enough I might teach it to you. The thing about Fa'Hersei, God's Language, it was called even though that isn't accurate, is that it dates back to The Fall. At least. Maybe further. There's no way of knowing."

By now, I had forgotten about dusting books, Marijon, and Taurus's death, knowing Dialphio was sharing something important. She titled her head up to find my eyes before coming around the island. She asked me to move Creed laterally, and I did.

"That inscription, there? That's written in Fa'Hersei."

"Oh, yeah?"

"Did you say you got this halberd from Aries the First?"

I nodded, my throat constricted. I could not form words if I had a script to read.

Dialphio took a piece of paper from her pad, folded it so it formed a pointed corner and tapped the inscription. "You know, when it's slow in the shop, I don't mind if you do a little research of your own." She wagged her finger at me again, half–playfully. "Just make sure everything is orderly before you do. I imagine you might be interested in doing some reading beyond the priceless book of mine you treated like a succubi magazine."

Damn! "Sorry about that. I meant to take better care of it but ... let's just say I need to pay for it now."

"I don't pay you enough for that," she said, her lips turning up in the corners. "Any book you need to read, all I ask is that you take care to not bend, fold, or take notes in it. That's why Lucifer invented notepads." She gave me a slight chirp of a laugh. "Beyond your curiosity with the history of the Council, can I recommend diving deeper into The Histories of the Balance? Then, you'll begin to understand what this," she tapped the inscription with the paper one more time, "means to you."

Dialphio moved away, walking back around the island, toward her desk in the store's rear. I picked up Creed, collapsing it. She called out, "You've got the floor now. I'm going to grab a much-deserved lunch."

I dropped my gaze to the inscription on Creed's haft and then back to the departing shop owner. "Wait. Are you going to tell me what this says?"

Dialphio paused before she disappeared to her desk behind the stacks of books forming the privacy wall. A shadow had fallen over her face, looking like it required all her courage to speak again.

Her voice croaked when she responded. "It says ... 'who wields, liberates'."

Then she disappeared behind the books.

"But what does that mean?" I said in appeal.

From behind those towering tomes of knowledge, my boss responded. "I guess you'll have to find that out for yourself."

I stared at the halberd in my hand like this was the first time I'd seen it.

"What are you and what do you have to do with me?"

Creed didn't answer.
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Chapter 1 - Underworld, Fifth Circle

 

 

One Month after Taurus

 

I was out of shape. Overindulgence will do that, even to an immortal.

"Come on!" Ralrek shouted over his shoulder.

Of course, good looking and strong in his Fire magic, Ralrek was also now in far better shape. I ignored the fact that he was probably making better lifestyle decisions for himself than I was.

Than I had been.

"I am," I said, snapping in the same ugly tone he used for everyone below him, which I think include everyone not named Lucifer.

That thought led to another incubus, my hefty best friend and just how far behind he would be if he were here instead of back in the Eighth Circle. I missed Bilba and wondered how he was doing. After I caught the criminal we were chasing, maybe I would talk to the Council about allowing me a few days to go back to the Eighth and check on him. If his mother was mistreating him, I'd ...

"Hurry then!"

Ralrek's long legs, courtesy of his nearly six and a half foot frame, stretched and he pulled away.

Selth Thulmox rounded the building at the next intersection, into a narrow alley that dead-ended at a monstrous trash heap hiding a forty-foot fence. He wouldn't know that, since he wasn't from the Fifth Circle. This was perfect, because I was so tired of chasing him through our streets and parks. Daily sessions at the gym were in my immediate future, starting tomorrow.

"I'm right behind you," I shouted between my heavy breaths. Ralrek was never going to let me live this down.

Selth Thulmox was a demon from the Ninth Circle of the Underworld—which I prefer to call Hell, because it is less cumbersome and I'm lazy—who had somehow slipped through an open gateway into our own Fifth Circle. The Third Council tasked Ralrek and I to find, retrieve, and return Selth to his home because, Lucifer knew, traveling to other Circles was such an egregious crime in the eye's of our rulers—easily rivaling theft and murder, I guess, because they'd never shown a repugnance to those types of actions.

At least this most recent task was a distraction from the joyful tedium of my routine at The Book Abyss, my full-time job. It, like all Council work, paid well and coin talks in the Underworld. Yes, I feel dirty depriving demons of things like freedom of movement, but I'm only one demon in an Underworld full of them. I cannot change any policies, no matter how strict they are. No matter how I wished I could.

Ralrek was around the corner first because he hadn't spent the last month of his life drinking too much and shoving crap food and treats into his mouth-hole. I tried to shout a warning, but I was lucky to be breathing right now. Very soon, he'd find out this alleyway would pen in Selth, and a cornered animal was always dangerous.

I chose not to activate Creed until I was in the alley. The mysterious halberd, gifted to me by Aries the First during my first mission from the Council, still freaked out those who saw it in action. In its normal state, which it was now, it appeared to be nothing more than a thick stick hanging from a loop at my waist, four inches in circumference and made of petrified dark cherry. Sort of like a baton, just way cooler. It earns me odd looks from time to time, but not as odd as when I activate it. But to be fair, no one should expect such an unexceptional stick to grow to six feet in length and sprout two ax heads from its top and a long dagger at its bottom with the simple flick of the wrist. Guess you could say that I'm considerate like that.

When I rounded the corner, Selth was already facing Ralrek, the realization he was trapped plain on his face. That's when I pulled the halberd out and activated it with a quick shake. It shot opened.

A sensation like sandpaper rubbing across my neck was the first sign that Ralrek was casting a Fire spell. I don't know where it came from, but I think I have always been able to sense when someone was casting a spell if they were close enough. That ability though, my only one worth speaking of, was heightened when Aries gifted Creed to me.

A chill accompanied the rough sensation. The surrounding air grew colder and the impression of smooth ice ran the length of my exposed skin. Selth was using Water magic, his Ability—one I'd just recently learned about from an Eighth Circle succubus who was on my naughty list.

As the only demon without magical Abilities in the history of our species, I didn't have to worry about what my conjuring felt like to them. That gave me the upper hand in my fights because I did not waste time running through an incantation before getting into the fray. Selth didn't know that, but Ralrek did. And in our eight months of working together doing the Council's bidding, he had seen me do some strange things. Though I couldn't stand him as an incubus, we did work well as a team. Our combined skills only improved in the past month since we'd returned from a mission in the Eighth because we had to work through our differences and difficulties without Bilba around.

This was our third mission this month, all minor needs of the Council. And in that time Ralrek and I had gotten better and better, nearing a level where we didn't have to verbalize anything in order to get the job done.

"Leave me alone," Selth screeched, his voice wavering. He held up a single hand. "I—I don't want to have to hurt you."

I jammed the dagger end of Creed into the brimstone, which split open with ease. I have learned that making a big scene with the halberd intimidated demons before they had a chance to process what they were seeing, giving me an additional advantage. Sensing magic before a spell was cast was great, but I was still susceptible to its effects. After spending the first six thousand years of my life getting my ass kicked by bullies and my best friend in training sessions, the last thing I wanted was to be someone's victim.

"Cut off your spell and we'll take you back unharmed," I said firmly.

His eyes switched between Ralrek and me, measuring us. No one released their spell, so I still had time to find a peaceful resolution.

"You're trying to trick me," he said, but still held his spell. "I won't fall for it."

Ralrek snorted. "Cut off your spell or I'll obliterate you."

I groaned. First, it wasn't accurate. Demons could only injure each other while in the Underworld. Well, there was one exception I didn't want to think about at the moment. Second, I was struggling to de-escalate the situation and Ralrek was doing what he always did, acting arrogantly and trying to intimidate. It was almost as if he enjoyed confrontation. I guess that came naturally for a tall, dark, and handsome incubus who had life lay at their feet on a daily basis.

"No one will obliterate anyone," I said, assuring Selth he would be allowed to walk out of this alley in one piece.

He shifted his weight from foot to foot, his arm beginning to shake, from exertion or anxiety, I couldn't tell. "I don't want to go back. It's ... a miserable place. Hopeless. I ... I can't go back."

"You can, and you will," Ralrek said, holding a growing fireball between his hands.

I wished he held his tongue as much as his spell.

"Let's all calm down, and talk this through," I said, eyeing Ralrek, who didn't even look my way. His eyes were locked on the demon at the end of the alley.

I would have moved closer to Ralrek to afford me an opportunity to whisper my message, but that would give Selth an easier target too, to take both of us out with a single attack. If Water magic was good for anything, it was subduing your enemy. A treacherous succubus named Marijon—the one I didn't want to think about—taught me that a month ago. At the thought, an image of the beautiful brown skinned, hazel eyed traitor filled my mind. The aching in my chest had subdued a little. It wasn't like I had time to fall in love with her—that was ridiculous—but her betrayal hurt. Had I not—well, nevermind—but she was the cause behind Bilba and Ralrek nearly being seriously injured.

Marijon used her Water magic more than once to encase our enemies in blocks of ice. That was all Selth had to do if I drifted too close to Ralrek. He wouldn't even need to injure us, he could stop us from interfering and be well away before the ice melted.

"There's nothing to talk through," Selth responded, shaking his head. "I'm not going back."

"Yes, you are!" Ralrek spent no more time with the situation after he spat his comment. His fireball roared to life, now bigger than his stupid head and crackling with heat.

"No!" I yanked Creed's blade out of the brimstone and raced toward the end of the alley.

In the blink of an eye, Ralrek had undone everything. A battle would start, one I didn't want. Fighting sucks. There are no winners in skirmishes, only lesser victims.

I was halfway down the alley before Ralrek's fireball raced past me. Normally quick when I'm not out of shape, my ability to sense magic being heightened by Creed still gave me an extra burst. Normally I would be ahead of any spell. But Ralrek had already conjured. The distance between us and Selth was too far and did not help, nor did Ralrek's temperament and my inattentiveness. That gave the two casters an advantage.

Even as the fireball raced down the alley, Selth countered it with a thick spray of water. The opposing spells collided a few feet in front of me. Water struck fire in a violent collision, shooting a massive cloud of steam into the sky.

Ralrek was beginning a new spell and Selth was readying his own as they held their equal initial attacks. Exactly what I needed.

I closed the final twenty feet well before either of these idiots got off their next spells. Tucking into a roll, I gripped Creed by the haft at the blade end as I came out of it. Careful to not slice his ankles with the double ax head, I swung. The petrified wood haft connected, swiping his legs from underneath him with a crack of wood on bone. Selth yelped as he fell. I was on him.

"Don't move," I said, collapsing my halberd and shoving it back in the loop.

"My ankles," Selth cried.

He tried to wiggle free, and I pinned his arms to his side with my knees. "I said, don't move. We'll get you to the Council and they'll heal them. Let's just end this."

He went limp. And then he cried. At first it was soft, restricted. As I tied his hands behind his back, it grew until he shook.

"I don't want to go back. Please. Please don't make me."

I finished tying him, full of regret at the ache in his voice. That ache didn't come from injured ankles, but from the prospects of his future. It was not hard to empathize with his plight. For nearly a year now, I'd been doing things I didn't want to do either, including this. Because living a life of mandatory service demanded it. His life might not be all that great in his own Circle and I hated the thought of being responsible for forcing him back to it, but I was also being paid handsomely to do this. I felt dirty. But if I didn't, I would have troubles of my own with the Council that would compound the public humiliation, travel restrictions, and stalking I already suffered through. Not abiding by their commands was not an option until I could make it one. That time was not now, unfortunately for Selth.

Before Ralrek joined us, I lowered my head to Selth's ear. "I don't know what happened to you or why you don't want to go back, but you can't change this. Don't fight it."

Selth cut off his crying, gulping down his sobs, and looked at me through watery eyes as if I'd spawned fourteen heads. "You have no idea what it's like, man ... what will happen to me back there."

My lips pinched together. "No, I don't. And I'm sorry. But it gets a lot easier if you don't fight the Council. Let us take you, get home, and then figure out what you change."

Selth looked away, hatred burning in his eyes.

I was getting used to feeling gross.
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