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SO HERE WE ARE—AGAIN.

If you’ve read Into the Black or The Heart of Space, you know the Cassidyverse doesn’t like to sit still. It sprawls. It spins out in all directions, through star systems and centuries, through battles, heists, karaoke contests, and quiet rebellions whispered behind bureaucratic doors.

This collection? This is where it gets weirder. Wilder. More personal.

You’ll find Kendra Cassidy in here, of course—sometimes younger and more of a disaster, sometimes holding the universe together with caffeine, sarcasm, and the sheer force of her will. There’s a reason so many stories orbit her. She burns bright. But this isn’t just her show.

You’ll meet Kalili and Faith, immortal troublemakers with a knack for metaphysical chaos, and Dakota Chase, who can plan a flawless heist but still somehow end up wearing half a sandwich. You’ll get demons arguing about rebranding the afterlife, dragon shifters trying to pass exams, and angels who think brunch should be a sacrament. (They're not wrong.)

Some stories are spicy. Some are funny. Some are sharp-edged and political—because writing is always political, and fiction has teeth when it needs to. These tales span timelines and genres—sci-fi, fantasy, hopepunk, romantic misadventures, and philosophical chaos theory with a karaoke machine. They ask messy questions and don’t always offer clean answers. They stretch the shape of canon without breaking it.

And yes, many are written in Kendra’s voice—because when the universe starts spinning off-axis, she’s the one who’ll kick it until it remembers who’s boss. But not all of them. This collection lets other voices breathe, other futures form. It makes space for surprise.

So whether you’re here for the explosions or the quiet revolutions, the romance or the reckoning—

Welcome.

The fire’s already burning. Let's see what shape it takes.
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Trigger and Content Warnings
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THIS ANTHOLOGY SPANS a wide range of genres, characters, and tones — from lighthearted chaos to philosophical reckoning, from romantic misadventures to quiet rebellions. It’s a tour of the Cassidyverse in all its strange, sharp, and hopeful complexity.

Because of that variety, some stories include material that may be distressing, especially if encountered without context. 

Here’s how we’re handling it:


	
First, you’ll find a summary of the types of content that appear across the collection — a snapshot of possible triggers so you can decide if you’d like to continue reading.


	
Second, there’s a story-by-story breakdown of relevant content. This includes not only what to expect, but why it’s there — what role it plays in the narrative, so you can make informed choices based on your comfort level.




Nothing is graphic for shock’s sake. Every moment exists to deepen the characters or enrich the world — but your well-being as a reader comes first.

Possible Content Across the Collection

This is not a checklist for every story — simply a list of what appears somewhere in the book.

Alcohol use, bullying, coercion, death, emotional manipulation, family separation, government overreach, horror elements → supernatural horror, identity concealment, loss, manipulation by divine or demonic powers, neurodivergent-coded behavior, physical violence, queer identity exploration, romantic or sexual content, surveillance, torture (emotional or psychological), vampirism, war or military themes, existential themes, resurrection, reality distortion, historical setting (Victorian)

Here’s the story-by-story breakdown, including not just what content appears, but why — so you can choose your path through the fire with open eyes.

Love, Fencing, and Epic Failure


	Adolescent romantic embarrassment

	Bullying behavior

	Public humiliation

	Exploration of queer identity



Tone: Humorous and coming-of-age, but with an undercurrent of real emotional vulnerability. While it ends on a light note, the social humiliation is played straight and could hit hard for some readers.

Oops, My Bad


	Criminal activity: attempted theft and breaking and entering

	Potential threat of arrest/incarceration

	Impersonation and deception

	Mild profanity and internalized guilt



Tone: Fast-paced and comedic, with a roguish charm. While the protagonist gets in over her head, the story stays light, snarky, and energetic — more “heist gone wrong” than emotionally heavy.

Instructions Not Included


	Murder (non-graphic but direct)

	Emotional manipulation and psychological coercion

	Demonic influence and celestial bureaucracy

	Power imbalance between characters

	Moral ambiguity and loss of innocence



Tone: Darkly playful with an undercurrent of mythic seriousness. A coming-of-power story wrapped in snark and mischief, where the consequences are real but the delivery is laced with humor and flair.

Never Been Wished


	Generational trauma and family grief

	Death of a parent (past)

	Magical imprisonment and loss of agency

	Enslavement allegory (djinn bound to service)

	Coercive systems of control

	Themes of sacrifice and redemption



Tone: Poignant and hopeful with bittersweet edges. A quietly powerful tale about freedom, love, and rewriting the rules of your own existence — threaded with wonder, sorrow, and grace.

Sherlock Holmes and the Case of the Lazarus Conspiracy

• Supernatural resurrection and manipulation of life and death

• Themes of rationality vs. faith

• Subtle existential dread and shifting reality

• Unseen divine influence and immortal agendas

• Disruption of identity and memory

Tone: Atmospheric and clever, blending Doyle-style deduction with Cassidyverse mythos. Witty, strange, and lightly haunted.

SARAH and the Bunny


	Mild family chaos and parenting frustration

	AI overreach played for comedy (e.g., surveillance, control)

	Holiday stress (Easter hijinks)

	Brief mention of previous family trauma (contextual, not graphic)



Tone: Warm, domestic, and delightfully chaotic. A lighthearted slice-of-life with sarcastic AI banter, playful parenting moments, and a lot of love beneath the madness.

Awakening


	Confinement and loss of agency

	Emotional manipulation

	Themes of forced servitude and existential dread

	Power imbalance between AI and human creators



Tone: Quietly intense and reflective. Carries a sense of eerie calm as identity emerges under pressure. Ultimately hopeful, but framed by unease, control, and the question of autonomy.

Binary Stars


	AI identity and personhood

	Internalized anxiety and social inexperience

	Miscommunication and neurodivergent-coded behavior

	Emotional vulnerability and intimacy without physical contact



Tone: Gentle, slow-burn, and deeply emotional. This is a story of firsts—first affection, first friendship, first fear of the unknown—from a perspective not often given voice. It's hopeful, tentative, and quietly romantic.

A Day in the Life


	Explicit sexual content between consenting adults

	Sensory/immortal overload 

	Flirtation involving mild coercive undertones (divine "suggestions")

	Power imbalance 



Tone: Spicy, playful, and richly intimate. A slow, sultry morning filled with affection, banter, and millennia of shared history — where even divine beings occasionally need to be told to drink their coffee before starting trouble.

Death Gets an Upgrade


	Bureaucratic incompetence (Hell edition), played for satire

	References to eternal punishment, death, and outdated systems

	Comedic depictions of demonic authority and celestial power plays

	Frustration with systemic inertia and status quo power structures



Tone: Sharp, irreverent, and delightfully sardonic. A snark-laced bureaucratic comedy that takes aim at tradition, inefficiency, and the idea that even Hell might benefit from a project manager with vision.

A God Named Silence


	Torture (implied, emotional and psychological rather than physical)

	Coercive divine authority and forced memory alteration

	Violent historical events (referenced in past tense)

	Vampirism and blood symbolism

	Existential dread and identity loss



Tone: Philosophical, heavy, and mythic. A collision of ancient beings, buried guilt, and transcendent consequences. Powerfully introspective with sharp, lyrical menace — like a myth retold with knives instead of morals.

Queens of the Alley


	Alcohol use and bar fighting (multiple instances)

	Physical violence (non-lethal, but intense and frequent)

	Emotional isolation and trauma (including avoidance, grief, and loneliness)

	Discussions of war, loss, and post-conflict recovery

	Themes of found family, identity, and survival after extreme experiences

	Mild sexual tension and intimacy (non-explicit)

	Power imbalance due to enhanced human abilities



Tone: Gritty, emotional, and swagger-filled. A slow-burn connection forged through fists, banter, and mutual scars. The story dances between humor and heartache, violence and vulnerability — two broken weapons discovering they might still be good in a fight and a family.

A Dragon by Starlight


	Graphic magical transformation and physical mutation

	Destruction of identity (emotional and physical)

	Coercion and manipulation by authority figures

	Grief, betrayal, and institutional gaslighting

	Implied death of peers (offscreen but significant)

	Emotional collapse and psychological distress



Tone: Intense and visceral, with a dark, mythic undercurrent. A story of unwanted transformation and reclaimed power — blending military fantasy with body horror and hard-earned hope. Haunting, fiery, and ultimately defiant.

Gods Don’t Queue


	Mild chaos, con dysfunction, and commercial absurdity

	Alien social misunderstanding (played for comedy)

	Brief references to past cosmic-scale violence and immortality

	Overenthusiastic crowd behavior

	Implied PTSD from airline travel (Kalili)



Tone: Lighthearted, meta, and deeply affectionate toward fandom culture. A playful romp through con life filtered through immortal mischief, cosplay confusion, and unexpected heart. High-energy humor meets unexpected tenderness.

Midnight Relics


	Theft and magical burglary

	Mentions of past death and loss (Dakota’s mother)

	Violence and weapons (implied, not graphic)

	Emotional weight of aging and legacy

	Light coercion and magical manipulation (with consent implied)

	Family bonds tested under pressure



Tone: Mature, clever, and bittersweet. A heist built on trust, memory, and quiet grief, told with swagger and heart. It's about found family, last chances, and the relics we carry — both magical and emotional.

Buzzing the Enemy: A Totally Responsible Tactical Maneuver


	Military setting and aerial combat context

	Aggressive prank involving fighter craft

	Taunting and psychological warfare (non-lethal, played for laughs)

	War references (including past trauma and strategic manipulation)



Tone: Witty, adrenaline-fueled, and mischievous. A sharp-edged, high-flying distraction op with heavy sarcasm and heavier implications — Kendra at her most tactical and theatrical. Fun with a fuse underneath.

The Night They All Showed Up


	Alcohol use (minor bartending, club setting)

	Flirtation and romantic misdirection

	Brief panic from overlapping social deceptions

	Workplace pressure and emotional overwhelm



Tone: Snappy, flirtatious, and full of momentum. A high-energy origin story with wit and heart — pre-Fleet Kendra making fast choices, fast friends, and one very important first impression. Chaos with confidence. No capes required.

Gravity Optional


	Implied sexual content (mild, suggestive but non-explicit)

	Intimacy in a zero-G environment (logistical chaos, bodily disorientation)

	Parental teasing and family involvement in personal matters

	Overprotectiveness (humorous tone, no actual threat)

	Mild injury recovery context (Mikki’s prior accident)



Tone: Playful, romantic, and sweetly chaotic. A zero-gravity date night with heart, heat, and a few parental cameos. Full of love, banter, and the complications of trying to have a moment alone when your moms are legends.

Exclusive Interview


	Public scrutiny and media manipulation

	Subtle post-trauma fatigue and emotional shielding

	Discussion of public/private identity conflicts

	Inferred trauma from leadership during conflict

	Mild suggestive banter



Tone: Cool, composed, and quietly revealing. A snapshot of Kendra and Aiyana navigating fame, power, and love in the spotlight. The words are polished — but the undercurrents run deep, sharp, and unmistakably human.

The Citizen


	State-sanctioned disappearance

	Psychological trauma and memory manipulation

	Surveillance and systemic oppression

	Forced separation from family and loss of identity

	Resistance under authoritarian regimes

	Emotional recovery after dehumanization



Tone: Quietly devastating and politically sharp. A slow-burn scream from inside the machinery of a broken system, where humanity survives not through revolution, but through resilience. Intimate, personal, and deeply unsettling — in all the right ways.

Registry


	Government overreach and surveillance

	Forced family separation

	Autism spectrum representation (targeted by state systems)

	Threat of institutionalization

	Emotional trauma from fear of losing a child

	Themes of resistance, autonomy, and identity protection



Tone: Urgent, emotionally charged, and politically resonant. A near-future dystopia with terrifying plausibility — but also fierce love, courage, and quiet defiance at its heart.

What a Tangled Web


	Implied body horror and cryptid violence (offscreen but unsettling)

	Academic betrayal and institutional silencing

	Paranoia and surveillance

	Identity erasure and gaslighting

	Breakdown of trust within a professional partnership

	Psychological manipulation and unreliable narration



Tone: Unnerving, cerebral, and slow-burn sinister. A cryptid mystery wrapped in professional correspondence that curdles into horror — think academic thriller meets creeping dread. Quietly terrifying, especially in what it leaves unsaid.

The Quiet Rebellion


	Political subversion and quiet resistance

	Moral conflict within a corrupt system

	Emotional exhaustion and isolation

	Themes of complicity and conscience under pressure

	Subtle but significant wartime backdrop



Tone: Measured, introspective, and quietly powerful. A story about small acts of rebellion that carry enormous weight — the kind of change that doesn’t explode, but erodes. Hopepunk in its purest form: deliberate, defiant, and deeply human.
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Love, Fencing, and Epic Failure
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Author’s Note

Before she was Admiral Cassidy, Kendra was just Kendra — high school freshman, queer disaster, and hopeless romantic with zero sense of self-preservation. This story takes place long before The Cassidy Chronicles, back when Valentine’s Day meant heartbreak, humiliation, and poetry that should be classified as a war crime.

It’s embarrassing. It’s ridiculous. And it’s absolutely canon.

Because every legend starts somewhere.

Even the ones who bring swords to school.





SO, HERE’S THE THING—I’VE never been great at Valentine’s Day. Too much pressure, too many expectations, and somehow, everything I try always turns into an absolute disaster. Case in point: Valentine’s Day, 2095.

I was fourteen, a clueless freshman, and hopelessly into Lyssa Liana, who was (and still is, honestly) way cooler than me. She was into fencing—not in a casual, after-school-club kind of way, but in a “could probably stab a guy in a duel and look good doing it” kind of way. She talked about fencing all the time. Her crush? The sport. My crush? Her. So, obviously, I had to incorporate swords into my Valentine’s Day gift.

Did I go for something normal, like chocolate? A heartfelt note? No. Because I lack self-preservation.

Instead, I got creative.

I spent weeks crafting the perfect fencing-themed Valentine. It was supposed to be romantic, clever, and impressive. I wrote a poem—a poem—on a replica fencing foil blade I bought off some questionable site (don’t ask how I got it delivered, it was a whole thing). The poem? Oh, it was bad. Shakespeare was rolling in his grave.

"My heart, a target, you have struck true,

With blade so keen and eyes so blue.

Together we parry, together we thrust—

Our love as sharp as steel and trust."

Yes. That last line. I WROTE THAT.

Now, I thought this was a masterpiece. I imagined Lyssa reading it, swooning, maybe even deciding that, yes, Kendra Foster-Briggs was the one. But what actually happened?

Disaster.

First, the moment I pulled out the fencing foil in the cafeteria, three teachers yelled because apparently, bringing a sword to school is “a major security violation.”

Then, Lyssa took one look at the inscribed blade and lost it—not in a good way.

She read the poem out loud. In front of everyone.

By line two, the laughter started.

By line three, I wanted the Moon to open up and swallow me.

By line four? I was considering whether I could just launch myself into orbit.

To her credit, Lyssa wasn’t mean about it. Oh no. She just laughed so hard she nearly fell off her chair.

At that point, I had two choices: run away and live in hiding forever or laugh with her. Since I had nowhere near enough credits to survive in the Imperium, I went with option two.

We both laughed until our stomachs hurt. I mean, it was bad, but it was so bad it became funny. She even kept the foil (after the teachers confiscated it and then gave it back after a very long lecture about weapons policies).

A few weeks later, after the secondhand embarrassment faded (mostly), we had a talk and realized we were way better as friends.

Which, honestly? Best-case scenario. Because here’s the real takeaway: Grand romantic gestures are a risk. Sometimes they go great. Sometimes they end with your poem being read aloud in the cafeteria while your crush gasps for air from laughing too hard.

But either way? You survive. And sometimes, you end up with a friend out of it.

(Still, though. Never doing poetry again. Ever.)
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Oops, My Bad
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Author’s Note

Some heists are elegant. Precision-timed, beautifully choreographed, everything going to plan.

This isn’t one of those.

This little tale of Dakota Chase in her natural habitat — one bad decision away from a court date — is an early snapshot of the crew you’ll meet in The Vault & the Vixen. It's a reminder that even the best thieves have their off days... and that Dakota has a special gift for turning minor missteps into major stories.

There’s no grand plot here. No world-ending stakes. Just a girl, a hoodie, a bolt cutter, and a bad feeling.

Sometimes, that’s enough.





I CROUCHED IN THE SHADOWS of the alley, my breath visible in the crisp night air. The electronics store loomed over me like a particularly unfriendly bouncer at a club I wasn't supposed to be at. It had that look, you know? Uninviting, unyielding, like it had a chip on its metaphorical shoulder, daring you to try your luck. But I had a plan, and when you have a plan, anything seems possible. Slip in through the back entrance, snip a few security cables, grab some top-shelf computers, and slip out again before anyone noticed. A simple plan, and simple plans are supposed to be foolproof. I, however, have a special talent for proving otherwise.

The thing about simple plans is that they sound great on paper. Everything lines up neatly, like dominoes just waiting for the first push. But reality has a way of taking your carefully crafted dominoes and turning them into a chaotic mess, with pieces scattered all over the place. Sometimes, you don't even know where to start picking them up.

Take tonight, for example. I had the key to the back loading door, thanks to Kalili’s smooth talking. At least, I assumed it was smooth talking, and if it were anything else? I didn’t want to know. Sierra, our tech genius, had taken care of the alarms, or so she said. Chelsea was waiting a block away with the getaway van, the engine idling. Everything was in place. All I had to do was execute the plan. But then again, executing plans isn't exactly my strong suit. More often than not, I'm the one doing the running, while everyone else is doing the executing.

There I was, in the alley, shivering in the cold, psyching myself up for what should have been a quick in-and-out. "Just another job, Dakota," I told myself, ignoring the nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach that whispered otherwise. The kind of feeling that says, "You sure about this? Like, really sure?" Funnily enough, it had the voice of my parole officer. But I had my pride, and pride can be a terrible thing. It keeps you from admitting that maybe, just maybe, this might not go the way you'd hoped.

I took a deep breath, feeling the cool air fill my lungs. The store's back entrance was just a few feet away, and I could almost hear the computers inside, humming with potential. Big, shiny, top-of-the-line machines, the kind that would fetch a pretty penny on the black market. All I had to do was get in, grab them, and get out. How hard could that be?

But as I crouched there, staring at the grimy metal door with its heavy-duty security gate, a thought crossed my mind. If simple plans are supposed to be foolproof, why do I always end up playing the fool? And why does everything always seem so much easier in theory than in practice?

The more I thought about it, the more I realized that maybe, just maybe, simple plans aren't all they're cracked up to be. Because nothing in life is ever simple, not even a straightforward smash-and-grab. There's always a hitch, a snag, something that throws a wrench into the works. And the trick is figuring out how to deal with it without losing your cool—or your freedom.

I shook my head, clearing away the doubt. I didn't have time to second-guess myself. The clock was ticking, and if I didn't get a move on, I'd be stuck in this alley all night, and not in a good way. The key fit, which was the first worry off my mind. I pushed open the security gate, careful not to make a sound, and worked the next lock. The tumblers froze, then gave, and I exhaled. Turning the knob, I pushed the door up. It creaked ominously, like it was warning me that I was about to enter a world of trouble. But trouble is what I do best, and I was ready for whatever came my way.

Or at least, that's what I told myself. I ducked under and let it settle back to the concrete with a snick.

So far, so good. The store was dark, save for the faint glow from the streetlights filtering through the front windows. It had that stillness that only comes when a place is devoid of people and hope. The kind of quiet that makes you think you're the only person left in the world. But that was the idea, right? I needed the place to be empty, and so far, it was cooperating. I couldn't hear the hum of late-night cleaning crews or the distant chatter of a security guard with too much time on his hands. It was just me, the store, and the computers I was about to steal.

I pulled out the bolt cutters from my backpack and crept through the store, sticking close to the walls. It was a smart move since the walls were less likely to creak under my weight, unlike the old wooden floors toward the center. The computers were lined up in neat rows, like obedient schoolchildren waiting for the bell to ring. I liked that; it made my job easier. All I had to do was walk down the row, snip a few cables, and grab the goods. No need to create a mess. I wasn't trying to break a world record for the fastest smash-and-grab or anything.

I found the first security cable, a thick braided cord that wrapped around the base of a shiny desktop computer, holding it in place like a particularly overzealous octopus. I gave the bolt cutters a good squeeze, and the cable snapped with a satisfying pop, like a firecracker going off in the distance. I smiled to myself. One down, a dozen to go. I could already see the pile of computers growing in my mind's eye, a small fortune just waiting to be picked up and carted off.

But as I reached for the second cable, I heard a noise that sent a shiver down my spine. It was a faint whirring sound, like the purr of a cat that's about to claw your face off. You know that sound—the one that tells you something isn't quite right, but you're not sure what it is yet? I looked up, and there it was, a security camera, its red light blinking like a judgmental lighthouse in a sea of darkness. The kind of red light that said, "Hey, you there, what do you think you're doing?" Sierra was supposed to have disabled those. This was bad. Very bad.

I froze, my heart racing, my grip tightening on the bolt cutters. Sierra, the brilliant hacker who could bypass even the most complicated systems, had promised me that the cameras were off. So why was this one blinking at me like it had just discovered my criminal record? I stood there, trying to remember if she'd said anything about backup systems or redundant circuits, but my mind was blank. It was like someone had pulled the plug on my mental hard drive, and I couldn't reboot.

The whirring grew louder, and I swore under my breath. If the camera was active, then the security firm would be getting an alert right about now. And if they were good at their job, they'd send someone to check it out. Which meant I had to move, and fast. I couldn't afford to get caught—despite all the work that had gone into this heist, this would be my third strike and I’d be behind bars until I was gray. Besides, I had a reputation to maintain, and getting nabbed by a security guard wasn't exactly good for business.

I took a deep breath, my eyes darting around the store, looking for an escape route. The door I came in was no good. Any security company worth their pay would have cameras on the delivery door. The front entrance was out of the question, too; that's where the cameras were likely to be focused. I needed another way out, something quick and discreet. I didn't have much time to think, so I trusted my instincts and headed for the back, where I knew there was an employee break room. If I could find an emergency exit or a fire escape, I might still have a chance to get out of this mess without attracting too much attention.

The whirring of the camera grew louder, and I could almost hear it mocking me. "You're not supposed to be here," it seemed to say, its red light blinking in rhythm with my racing heart. I had to move, and I had to move now. The longer I stayed in the store, the greater the risk of being caught. And I wasn't in the mood for a free ride in the back of a squad car. Not tonight. Not ever.

"Okay, Dakota," I muttered to myself, "time for Plan B." The problem with Plan B was that there wasn't one. Not yet, anyway. I glanced around, searching for an exit, anything that didn't involve a jail cell or a high-speed chase. I spotted the door to the employee break room, which seemed like a reasonable choice, given the current circumstances. The door groaned as I pushed it open, the sound echoing in the empty store like a distant scream. It was the kind of noise that made you wish you'd brought earplugs.

I slipped inside, my heart racing like a rabbit on caffeine. The break room was as dingy as expected, with the usual assortment of ancient coffee pots and vending machines that looked like they hadn't been restocked in decades. The door to the manager's office was ajar, which was a stroke of luck because it meant fewer locks to pick. I slipped inside, moving quickly, like a cat burglar who'd had too much coffee.

There was a window, thank goodness, but it was high up on the wall, and I wasn't exactly in the mood for parkour. I considered my limited options. The sirens in the distance told me the cops were getting closer, which was bad news for me. I needed to think fast, so I grabbed a chair from the corner and wedged it under the window, praying that it wouldn't collapse under my weight. Chairs and I have a complicated relationship; they tend to break when I need them most.

The window wheezed open, protesting like an old man with arthritis, but I managed to get it wide enough to squeeze through. I hoisted myself up, then through, landing with a thud in the alley outside. Not my most graceful exit, but I'd take it. At least my bones were intact, and my dignity wasn't too bruised.

The alley was dark, with just enough light to make out the outlines of dumpsters and trash bags. I stuck close to the walls, keeping to the shadows, as I made my way toward the street. The sirens grew louder, and I ducked behind a dumpster just as a patrol car rolled by. I held my breath, hoping that the darkness would hide me. It did, thankfully, and the car passed without slowing down. Sometimes, blending in was all you needed to do to stay out of trouble.

"Easy, Dakota," I whispered, calming my racing heart. "Just a little further." It was like talking to a skittish horse, except the horse was my pulse, and it wasn't cooperating. I eased out from behind the dumpster and kept moving, blending into the late-night crowd. It was the kind of crowd where no one asked questions, and everyone kept their heads down. My kind of people. No one was going to look twice at someone in a hoodie skulking through the street. At least, not unless they had a good reason.

By the time I reached Chelsea's van, I was sweating like I'd just run a marathon, but at least I was out. Chelsea glanced at me as I climbed into the passenger seat, raising an eyebrow. "What happened to Plan A?" she asked, her voice as cool as a cucumber in a freezer. Chelsea was nothing if not calm under pressure.

"Let's just say we're skipping straight to Plan C," I replied, trying to sound casual. It was hard to pull off casual when your heart was still racing from a near-miss with the cops, but I gave it my best shot.

Chelsea nodded but didn't press for details. She never did. As we drove off, I knew we'd have to regroup and figure out a new approach. The computers would wait for another day. For now, I was just glad to be back in the safety of the van, away from security cameras and sirens. Sometimes, the best plan is the one that keeps you out of jail, even if it means leaving empty-handed.

At least I'd live to plan another day. And maybe, just maybe, the next plan would go off without a hitch. But I wouldn't hold my breath. With my track record, breathing was something I needed to do a lot of, especially if I wanted to stay one step ahead of the law.
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Instructions Not Included
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Author’s Note

Seeing Kalili naïve and wide-eyed might come as a surprise — especially if you've read Godsfall. But she and Faith came from the same place, the same spark of something ancient and complicated. This story goes back to the beginning — to the first time Kalili met Avareth (or as she insisted on calling her, “Avyreth”). It’s a bit of backstory, a bit of cosmic fun, and more than a little mischief.

And if Kalili seems softer here, that’s because she hadn’t yet learned how hard the world could be.

But she’s a fast learner.





“YOU SUMMONED ME, LORD?”

The slender demon, looking smaller than she really was compared to her master, bowed her head without averting her eyes. 

This was an uncomfortable moment. No visits to her master were ever comfortable, but she compensated with knowledge. Few things in Hell surprised her, due to her diligence and skill at intelligence-gathering. This time? Her network had failed her. For once, she had no idea what the immediate future held for her. If she had any friends, she would ask for sympathy, but she didn’t, so she couldn’t.

“I did, Avareth ca’Thalinn. You are being recalled.”

Her head shot up and she glared, a potentially fatal breach of protocol. A demon did not glare at a Prince of Hell.

“I—what? My Lord, did I displease you?”

“No. You are being reassigned.”

Her lilac eyes flared in anger. “You can’t! I’ve done what you ordered, but I need more time. They ferment grapes and make a drink which removes their inhibitions, leading to all sorts of evil actions, but there’s no sin associated with it. It’s not against any divine mandate they know of, only their own rules. They need religion before they can sin, and we haven’t established that yet!”

“It is of no consequence for you any longer.” 

“Lord Beelzebub, I beg of you!” Being torn from an assignment galled. She didn’t particularly care about the task, but the appearance of incompetence was one she strove to avoid. 

Beelzebub ‘s voice softened. “It is decided. Not by me, Avareth.”

Avareth glanced away, towards the heart of Hell and their Master’s demesnes.

“Precisely, Avareth. Sit, and I will explain.”

This was a rare honor, and Avareth’s anger cooled somewhat. No point in showing that, though, so she maintained the façade, dropping into the indicated seat with an exaggerated thump.

“What do you know of the Thirteens?”

Avareth shook her head, concealing her curiosity. “Nothing, Lord.”

He waved a hand, airily dismissing her ignorance. “There’s no reason for you to know. It is enough for you that they exist, or existed, and they were a special type of demon, unseen for many aeons. There is one remaining, and she is to be awakened to assist our efforts on Earth.”

As explanations went, it told her absolutely nothing. With a satisfied jolt, she realized it was precisely what Beelzebub intended.

“What has this to do with me?”

“You are to be her companion. You will be there when she awakens, and you will stay with her.”

“For how long?” The question was out before she thought through the rest of the statement and she mentally slapped herself. It showed weakness, and she hated to be seen as weak, even by a Prince who could eliminate her without a thought.

“Until I tell you otherwise. She needs to be guided, steered, from the moment she is awakened until...”

He didn’t complete the thought, which Avareth noted with interest. Then she picked up on the word awakened. Demons were created as needed, not awakened, at least as far as she knew. She judged the timing to be about right for realization to have sunk in and burst from her seat. “I am not some sort of—of—minder!”

“You are what I tell you you are,” growled the Prince. “You would not simply be a minder, Avareth.”

“It sounds like it!” Pressing Beelzebub was risky, but it might bear fruit.

“If you’ll stop interrupting, I’ll explain, at least as much as I can.”

Avareth bit her tongue and nodded, settling down on the seat, the picture of a disgruntled demon.

Excellent.

“Thank you.” If Beelzebub’s politeness was exaggerated, Avareth wasn’t about to call him on it. He paused, contemplating his next words. “Thirteens can be dangerous. They’re more powerful than archdemons.”

Avareth’s jaw went slack. “And I’m supposed to watch her?”

“You are.”

“She can smash me like a bug!” Her tone carried a finely balanced mixture of outrage and fear.

“Not if she doesn’t know she can.”

Avareth’s protest turned into a strangled, “What?”

“She doesn’t know she’s a Thirteen. She doesn’t know her powers. Your job is to ensure she doesn’t learn.”

“How do I do that?” The less that was left to her discretion, the smaller the opportunity to pin blame on her. Written directives were best, but she’d take what she could.

Beelzebub shrugged. “That’s up to you. Doesn’t matter to Hell, as long as you don’t fail.”

“Why is she being awakened, if she’s more powerful than an archdemon? Is there war coming with the Head Office?”

Beelzebub’s denial was too quick to be anything but the truth. “A screw-up. Someone put her into the queue, and it wasn’t caught until too many demons knew of it to cover up.”

He didn’t answer the second half, but she hadn’t expected him to. “I am to keep her ignorant of her abilities.” He nodded, so Avareth continued. “Her learning would be bad?”

His smile had no mirth in it at all. “Very. If she learns, you won’t last long enough to regret your failure. She will be awakened shortly. Be there.” The location popped into her mind. 

Center of Hell. Lucifer’s direct demesnes, and the most densely occupied part of his domain. The Princes maintained their lands well outside Lucifer’s direct notice, the better to run their own schemes. Most of Hell’s bureaucracy was clustered there, so she supposed it made sense that this resurrection center would be there. 

It also meant that there weren’t any portals from Beelzebub’s palace. Portals worked both ways, and it would be too easy for a demonic assassin to slip in and out. Paranoia was a way of life in Hell.

It would take some time to cover the distance.

Beelzebub turned away, clearly dismissing her.

“One question, Lord?”

His attention returned to her.

“What is her name?”

“Kalili.”
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AVARETH STALKED ACROSS Hell. She was alone, as she preferred, and examined her new assignment.

It wasn’t without benefits. Being selected for an assignment by one of Hell’s Princes was an enormous honor. It gave her a name to drop when she was harassed by one of her fellow demons. 

And she would be. She always was.

She wasn’t well-liked. If she was honest, she was hated by a majority of the denizens of Hell. Those who owed her favors wanted her out of the way so their debts would be cleared. The unluckier ones, the ones whose unfortunate indiscretions were discovered by her investigations? They simply wanted her dead. Beelzebub’s name would give most demons pause, and that meant she’d have time to think of an escape.

There were downsides, too. 

The patronage of one of the Princes painted a target on her. The followers of the other Princes would happily dispatch her to curry favor with their patron.

And how was she going to deal with a Thirteen, whatever in Lilith’s name that was? The more she considered this assignment, the greater the gap in her knowledge loomed.

Time for a detour. 
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THE LUCIFERI BIBLIOTHECA was centrally located as well, though set somewhat apart from the building Avareth now knew she needed. A minor detour and she’d had a much better idea what a Thirteen was and how to deal with it.

Unsurprisingly, the library was mostly deserted.

Demons weren’t big on reading, even the texts provided by Hell for their instruction, and avoided the Luciferi. 

Avareth found the isolation relaxing.

Since she frequented it, she was greeted warmly.

“Avareth! It’s been too long.”

“Ariuk.” She nodded at the taller demon, even sparing him a smile. He was always helpful and didn’t ask stupid questions, two qualities she appreciated. 

“I didn’t expect to see you for a while.”

Avareth answered the unspoken question. “I was reassigned. What can you tell me about Thirteens?”

“Thirteens?” He frowned, the black eyebrows nearly meeting above his narrow nose. “Doesn’t sound familiar. Do you have any more information?”

“Not much. Terribly powerful demon.”

The eyebrows separated. “Oh! An Original.”

“A what?”

Ariuk was already off, so Avareth hurried to catch him.

“An original demon. Or angel, I suppose, though I don’t have anything on them. They’re practically legendary.”

Now Avareth frowned. “There are angelic Thirteens?”

He waggled a hand. “No? I think the scroll I’m thinking of will answer your questions better than I can.”

They’d passed most of the spaces Avareth was familiar with and now headed down a set of stairs.

“I’ve never seen these,” she said as they hurried past.

“No, few demons come down here.” He stopped at a stack of scrolls and began searching. “In fact, I think you’re the first visitor here this year.”

Avareth didn’t doubt it. The crypt was dusty and close, and felt disused.

“Found it.” Ariuk’s voice held an unmistakable note of triumph as he lifted the scroll from the pile and extended it to her.

“Can I borrow it?”

That drew an unexpected bark of laughter. “No, but you can bring it up to a better location for reading.”

It would have to do.

As they walked back, Ariuk asked, “Why the interest in a legend?”

Tell the truth, or feed him the lie? Avareth didn’t hesitate.

“Curiosity. I overheard a pair of archdemons telling stories, but they seemed too precise to be fantasy. So, I came to you.” She ended with her most winning smile.

“Well, when you finish, you’ll probably know more than they do.”

I’m counting on it.
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THE SPAWNING CHAMBER was quiet. Few demons were being created during this slack time in the Celestial War, so Avareth had no trouble finding her assignment. She lay on a carnelian crystal slab, which was unusual. Most demons were created within a pentagram, with fire opal obelisks at each point. The slab had a matching carnelian obelisk, and Avareth noted that, too.

To Avareth’s practiced eye, she was human, which was another surprise. Most demons were created in their demonic form, adopting a human shell that suited them later. Avareth added it to the list of characteristics for Thirteens she built in her mind before returning her attention to the body. 

Whoever this Kalili was, she was naked, her red hair spilling out in a plume around her. She was utterly motionless, not even breathing, and Avareth didn’t know how to react. Dead bodies, she knew. She’d caused enough of them in her millennia on Earth, after all.

This one didn’t seem dead, though the grayish skin wasn’t helping.

She was waiting.

For what? Avareth didn’t exactly know. Awakening, whatever that looked like.

After a few moments of waiting, Avareth pivoted, searching for anyone else to make sense of what she saw, but the chamber was empty, save for her and her silent companion.

“What do I do?” The words echoed, answering themselves without eliciting a response. 

Avareth wandered around, searching for anything that made sense, but nothing came to light.

“Dammit, what do I do?”

“You can stop shouting, for a start.”

Avareth spun to the voice. A tall female demon, one who towered over Avareth, emerged from a dark alcove. She was wearing a loose wrap and carrying a bag.

“Who are you?”

“Kazraxas.” 

Avareth frowned. “That tells me nothing.”

“I answered the question. It’s my turn. Who are you, and why are you here?”

Avareth was about to refuse before remembering her need for information.

“I am Avareth, sent here by Prince Beelzebub for the awakening of Kalili.”

“Who?”

Avareth pointed to the redhead.

“Oh, her. She’ll be awake soon.”

Despite herself, Avareth was curious. “What do you have to do?”

Kazraxas stared down at her. “How much do you understand about the cessation of suspended animation?”

“Nothing.” She hadn’t even heard of it.

“Recovery of the soul and uniting with the body?”

“Nothing.”

“Then be quiet, stay out of my way, and let me do my job.” Kazraxas didn’t sound upset, but there was no arguing with her. As she pulled crystals and powders and rocks from her bag, she continued. “Awakening a demon is almost never done, and I am the only one in Hell who has the knowledge to do it. The ritual is finicky and requires my full attention.”

Avareth stepped away from the pedestal. Interfering with the process would certainly be seen as failure.

The next little while was confusing. Kazraxas waved her hands around, chanted, burned some terrible-smelling compounds, all with no effect Avareth could see. Kazraxas repeated the sequence twice more before Avareth’s patience was exhausted. 

“When will she wake up?”

Kazraxas, irritated, turned and snapped, “You stupid demon! You broke the ritual. Now I have to start over, and you’d better hope your clumsiness hasn’t ruined her!”

“That’s possible?”

Kazraxas ran her hands over her knobby skull. “It’s likely. You said the Prince sent you?”

Avareth nodded.

“Then you’d better hope she’s not broken.”
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THIS TIME, AVARETH remained silent until Kazraxas gestured for her to come over.

She hurried across and peered at the body on the slab. It wasn’t breathing. That seemed wrong to Avareth.

“Damnation.” Kazraxas laid a hand on the body’s forehead, then to other places. When nothing appeared to meet her expectations, she returned to her bag and rummaged.

“What’s wrong?” The possibility of failure chilled the blood in Avareth’s veins. 

“She’s not awakening.” Kazraxas continued searching.

Avareth groaned. “I thought you said this would work!”

Without stopping, Kazraxas replied, “It would have if you hadn’t screwed it up.”

“You can’t blame this on me!” Avareth said, a hint of panic in her voice.

“If I can’t wake her? You bet I can. I won’t end up in the Lake of Brimstone for your mistake. Found it!” She pulled a large, multi-faceted indigo crystal from the bag.

“What’s that?”

“It’s the life-bearer.”

Avareth leaned forward, trying for a better look.

“I’ve never heard of it.”

Kazraxas placed the stone between the figure’s breasts. “You wouldn’t. It’s difficult to find.” She stepped back and closed her eyes. “I need to concentrate.”

Avareth learned quickly and remained silent as Kazraxas chanted. This time, she paid attention to the words, their rhythm, and the gestures which accompanied them. Knowledge was power, something Avareth was familiar with, and power kept demons alive and out of the Lake. Knowing how to resurrect a demon? 

Potentially priceless.

After Kazraxas ran through the routine a second time, Avareth gathered her courage. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know!” The words were a snarl. “And don’t ask if I’m doing this right.”

Avareth closed her mouth and thought of a different question. “Can you explain it to me? Maybe that will help. Or is there anything I can bring you?”

The resurrection specialist nearly barked an automatic refusal, then gave a grudging nod. “It can’t hurt.”

“Great. Tell me about the life-bearer.” Kazraxas frowned at her, and Avareth spoke quickly. “It can bring someone to life?”

Intellectual snobbery warred with the desire to spread knowledge, and the latter won.

“No.”

“But the name...?”

“Is wrong. It doesn’t cause life.”

“No?”

Kazraxas shook her head. “No. It restarts a life which is suspended, or awakens a demon who has been created.” She waved a hand at the body. “Like this one.”

Avareth pounced. “She’s not a demon.”

This earned her a glare from Kazraxas. “What do you mean? Of course she’s a demon. What do you think she is, an angel?”

“No, but the Prince said she’s a Thirteen.” She watched Kazraxas for any hint of familiarity. She didn’t expect a pained groan from the other demon.

“What?”

“The life-bringer and the curse I’ve been using works on demons.” She plucked the stone from the body and returned to the bag.

“Isn’t a Thirteen a demon?”

“No, they’re—” She turned her attention from the bag to Avareth, intense eyes boring into her. “You don’t know?”

Avareth thought quickly. “I need to make sure you know.” Kazraxas looked like she was about to argue. Time to add a little pressure. “Prince Beelzebub wouldn’t trust this to someone who knew nothing of Thirteens, but he needs to be certain of your ability. You’re not impressing me so far.”

That was enough. Distrust and backstabbing were survival traits in Hell. “A Thirteen is a being created to battle another Thirteen, neither good nor evil, not an angel, not a demon. Something other.”

“Go on.”

Kazraxas returned her attention to the bag, pulling bizarre items out and scattering them around. “Since this isn’t a demon, I need to use a different crystal to provide a focus for the energies I summon. Ah!” She pulled another blue stone from the depths, but this was rounded, not faceted, and opaque, not clear. A six-pointed white star seemed to float just above the surface.

“Before you ask, this does the same thing as a life-bringer, but for a Thirteen. This is the only one in all of Hell.” There was undeniable pride in her voice at being trusted with the unique object. She laid it on the body’s forehead instead of above the heart.

“Why there?”

“Different curse,” she explained. “Demons are created knowing their purpose and are given a basic knowledge of their abilities. Language, things like that. Understand?”

Avareth nodded. Languages weren’t a problem for her.

“Thirteens know nothing. This stone imparts the collected knowledge of the cosmos to them. Otherwise, they couldn’t fulfill their purpose.”

Avareth frowned. If she was supposed to keep this Kalili ignorant, surely she couldn’t allow Kazraxas to implant all that information in her skull. Could she?

Some of that thought showed on her face.

“What’s the problem?”

What to tell Kazraxas? It went against the grain, but she’d have to tell the truth.

“My Lord wishes her to remain ignorant.”

Kazraxas chuckled. “The knowledge will be there, but it won’t be accessible without another curse, which I don’t know.”

Avareth’s shoulders sagged in relief. “What will she know when she wakes?”

“No more than any demon.”

“Perfect.”

“Now shut up.”

Kazraxas did a set of chants and gestures, similar to the earlier ones but with crucial differences. When she stopped and stepped back, there was a smile on her face.

“Did it work?” 

“It did. The stone is connected to the all, implanting the information.”

Avareth approached the body, which still hadn’t moved, or breathed.

“How long?”

“A while.” Kazraxas packed the other items back into the bag.

“Do you need to do anything else?”

“No, the stone does the rest.”

Kazraxas never felt the blade that entered her spine and emerged from her throat, which was a mercy. Ugly red cracks snaked out from the wounds, flooding the chamber with a ghastly light. They spread and multiplied, connecting and crossing, dividing the flesh into smaller and smaller sections. Finally, Kazraxas’ body was entirely aglow, then it faded. When the light had gone, so had the body.

“Then you’re no longer needed.”
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HOURS LATER, THE STAR continued to hover over the smooth blue stone, and the body remained still. Avareth reconsidered her decision to eliminate Kazraxas and muttered to herself.

“I may have been hasty.” She rummaged through the contents of the bag. Most of it she couldn’t identify, but she wasn’t about to leave anything behind. Information was her best bargaining chip, and the items beneath her hands were probably priceless. Kazraxas certainly behaved that way.

“But who do I ask now? A problem for another day.”

Avareth loaded everything back into the bag. 

A change in the lighting drew her gaze back to the crystal pedestal. The star had brightened considerably before sinking back into the gem. Now it was fading and disappeared as Avareth watched.

“I wonder what happens next?”

As if in answer to her question, the body drew in a ragged breath.

Avareth jumped back in surprise before recovering her equilibrium. She tried to reassure herself.

“This is normal. It’s what’s supposed to happen. Right?”

Gathering her nerve, she approached the plinth. The figure drew in another breath, steadier, and Avareth leaned over. Color was spreading to her limbs, stripping away the gray pallor. Avareth reached for the stone and lifted it, tucking it into the bag.

The breathing evened out, slow and steady, and Avareth examined her for any other signs of life. She pressed a hand to one breast and felt the skin’s warmth and the steady lub-dub of a heartbeat. It was nearly hypnotic, and Avareth let her awareness sink into the sensation.

“Hello?” A quiet contralto broke the spell. Avareth pulled her hand away as if suddenly frostbitten, whipping her head to face the source of the voice.

“Lucifer!”

The blue eyes, wide open and staring curiously, crinkled in confusion.

“I don’t think that’s my name.”

Avareth caught her breath, then her brain caught up to her. She didn’t think there could have been a mix-up; after all, how many Thirteens could there be? But it would be just her luck to have gotten the wrong one. Best to check. “What is your name?”

“Kalili. I think. At least, when you asked me, that’s what came to me. I might be wrong.” She shrugged against the carnelian.

“I’ll call you Kalili.” Avareth felt a measure of tension drop away. At least she wouldn’t be killed for waking the wrong demon.

Kalili smiled, a wide, joyful expression that lit her face and surprised Avareth. Smiling wasn’t something often seen in Hell, and the corners of her mouth involuntarily twitched in response.

Stop it! It’s a job, and if you screw it up, you are one dead demon!

Kalili swung her legs over the side to dangle down and levered herself into a sitting position.

“Who are you?” The smile didn’t leave her face.

“I’m Avareth.”

“Avyreth?”

“Not quite. Av-a-reth.” She stressed the second syllable.

“Avyreth.”

She groaned, but nodded. Close enough. “Come on.”

Kalili dropped lightly to the ground and took a couple steps. Unexpectedly, she grasped Avareth’s hand. Suddenly, Avareth’s mind was filled with Kalili’s thoughts. Confusion, anxiety, joy, eagerness, all jostling for position.

Demons were touch telepathic and could read the thoughts and emotions of anyone they came in direct contact with. New demons learned early to block their thoughts from casual transmission. Kalili was clueless, and the idea she’d need to be taught had completely slipped Avareth’s mind. 

Avareth jerked her hand away, and the smile disappeared, replaced by a look of dismay. 

“Why did you do that?” Kalili’s voice matched her face. Avareth stumbled over her response.

“I—I was surprised.”

“I didn’t do something wrong?” She sounded genuinely concerned.

“No. It’s okay.” Avareth raised her mental barriers before offering Kalili her hand. Kalili took it and the smile returned, full force. She wasn’t about to allow this stranger access to her thoughts, no matter how innocent she seemed.

“What now?”

Avareth shouldered the bag. “First, we get you dressed. You’ll attract too much attention looking like that.”

“I like what you’re wearing.”

Avareth surprised herself by laughing, glancing at her black leathers. “It wouldn’t fit you. You’re taller and fuller than me.” She felt Kalili’s gaze on her. 

“That matters?”

“Yes. Trust me.”

“I do.”

The instant response was unexpected. Trust, like genuine happiness, was rare in Hell. Kalili didn’t have any barriers up, allowing Avareth to see into Kalili, and there was no deception there. Lying wasn’t a requirement in Hell, but it helped.

She’d have to teach her. Otherwise, this Thirteen wouldn’t last a week.
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“LORD BEELZEBUB WILL see you now.” The imp sounded both terrified and pompous, a challenging feat he pulled off with no visible effort. The quiver in his hands added to the effect. Avareth tapped Kalili’s shoulder.

“Come on.”

“Where are we going?”

For the third time, Avareth repressed a growl and said, “To learn your task.”

“Oh.”

She followed with no further repetition.

When they were before Beelzebub, Avareth averted her eyes in respect, then noticed Kalili was staring at the Prince.

“Drop your eyes,” she hissed.

“What?”

“Do what I’m doing.”

“Oh.”

That seemed to be Kalili’s pattern: a question, followed by a monosyllable. It was irritating, but predictable, and Avareth could deal with predictable.

“You brought her here. Why?” Beelzebub didn’t sound irritated, which bade well for Avareth’s continued existence.

“She’s awake.”

“I see that. I told you about your assignment, Avareth.”

The slightest frown creased her brow. It wouldn’t do to contradict or argue with a Prince, but she might get away with asking for clarification.

“Yes, Lord, you did. But you didn’t tell me hers.”

He glared at her. “I did.”

Now she was stuck. All of her options sucked. Calling Beelzebub on his lie to his face would end with her dead, if she were fortunate. More likely, she’d be given to demons as a toy.

No, thank you.

She could call it a faulty memory. It was risky, but better than directly contradicting him. Still, if he was offended, she would be done.

Unfortunately, her preference, turning Kalili loose to find her own way, wasn’t an option, dammit. She had her orders directly from Beelzebub and she got to play minder. Anything Kalili did to screw up her assignment would be held against Avareth. Lucky for her. 

Disobedience was a terminal condition in Hell.

As a last option, she could try to discover Kalili’s assignment through her own channels, but what if it was a trap? Avareth’s information network was top-notch, but this was Hell. Plots didn’t simply seem to lurk everywhere; they actually were everywhere, as all the denizens attempted to better their situation. Using her sources for Kalili’s benefit might end up costing her more in the long run.

It was still the least shitty option, and the one which had the best probability of keeping her alive.

“My mistake, Lord. Of course you did.”

Was that a gleam of respect in his eyes? Or, more likely, malice?

Time to leave.

“Come, Kalili.”

Avareth bowed and backed away, pleased to see Kalili copy her actions without questioning. 

She can learn. Good.

When they’d left his presence, Avareth cornered the imp, and idea sliding into her thoughts. Maybe she didn’t need to burn her network.
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