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      Before I'm even properly awake, I've got my knife pressed against the man's throat.

      "It's me," Fenrir groans and I immediately pull back my hand. Killing him isn't on my agenda, at least not today.

      "Did you find them?" I ask, cursing myself for falling asleep. With the time difference in the other circles, he's been gone for over a day. I tried staying awake but in the end, exhaustion caught up with me.

      "Yes, they're fine."

      I drop the knife and put my hands on his shoulders, resisting the urge to shake him.

      "Fine? My sister is safe?"

      He nods. "Didn't I just say that?"

      I feel like I should thank him, but the words don't come. I think I'm in shock. I sent him to help Ciera, but somehow, I didn't expect it to go smoothly. She was barely alive when I last got a glimpse of her in the mirror.

      "How?" I ask breathlessly.

      "Can you let go of me first?" he asks and I realise my fingernails are burrowing into his skin. Maybe it's his fault for not wearing anything but a tank top, but I do as he asks and he sits down on the bed beside me. I pull my blanket closer to my chest, hiding the fact that I'm in my underwear. I didn't expect Fenrir to burst in on me while I was sleeping. Polite people would have knocked first. Then again, I'm in Hell. There are no polite people here.

      "You were right, they were in trouble," he reports. "The demoness in charge of the seventh circle was close to killing them. It would have taken only one more hit and it would have been too late."

      "Yes, I know that," I complain. "How did you save them?"

      He sighs. "Did nobody ever teach you to be patient?"

      I shake my head. "Does Lucifer smell like flowers?"

      Fenrir snorts. "Point taken. Anyway, I managed to distract the demoness long enough for the hellhound to get to his feet. I think the fire was the least harmful to him, even though he was in bad shape. I was having a hard time fighting the demoness-"

      "My mother," I interject.

      "-your mother, although I'm having trouble believing that. You're nothing like her."

      I take that as a compliment. Not something that's happened before. Fenrir likes to tease and flirt, but this time he's sincere.

      "Because we were in her circle, she was almost stronger than me. I was flinging everything I had at her, but she was deflecting most of it. She was cackling like a madwoman the entire time.  The hellhound was trying to help, but his fire did nothing to harm her. Maybe it even fuelled her magic, who knows. Suddenly, when I was beginning to think that I wasn't going to be able to help them, an arrow sticking out from her chest started to glow. It must have been there before but I didn't notice it until it started to glow bright enough to hurt my eyes."

      "I saw that arrow!" I exclaim. "Ciera shot it before she fell unconscious."

      He nods. "I don't know why or how it happened, but the arrow began to turn and twist. The demoness was just as surprised as I was and we both stopped fighting for a second. Long enough to hear your sister speak."

      I gape at him. "She was conscious?"

      "For a moment. She just said one word: Kill. Then her eyes glowed just like the arrow. I turned away from her just in time to see the arrow explode in a flash of light. The demoness died immediately. It was almost anticlimactic, to be honest. By the time I turned to look at Ciera once more, she'd fallen unconscious again. I'm not sure she was even aware of what she was doing."

      "So, Ciera killed our mother," I mutter, more to myself than to Fenrir. "What then?"

      "I gave them a quick once-over. You know I can't heal, but I made sure they were all breathing and stuff like that. I dragged them back onto the riverbank so that they wouldn't be hit by the next fire rain. I'm sorry, that was all I was able to do."

      He almost looks afraid that I might be disappointed in him. Like a puppy scared of his master's disapproval. I push that thought away. He's neither a puppy nor am I anything like his master. I'm dirt underneath his feet, as he's told me several times before. The only reason he helped me was because he owed me a favour, a big one.

      "Thank you," I say, meeting his eyes. I want to say so much more, but I know he'll just end up teasing me about it. I'm too human, too emotional.

      He clears his throat. "Yeah, that's you out of favours. You owe me, little one. I'll be back to collect my payment soon."

      And with that, he gets up and leaves me alone, strangely excited about what payment he's talking about.
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      Pain is a strange relief. Pain means I'm alive. I thought I was dead, killed by my own mother, but judging from the agony filling every part of my body, she didn't quite manage that. I open my eyes. Everything is red and bright. Fire is falling from the sky like thick, burning rain. The fact that I'm not a pile of ash must mean that I'm on the riverbank where the rain won't reach. I don't think I was there when I fell unconscious. Nor were my men.

      Men. I sit up with a groan, panic flooding me. It lessens a tiny bit when I see them sprawled out around me, but immediately peaks again when I realise none of them are moving.

      Ignoring my pain, I crawl over to Plutus who's closest to me. The wolf's fur is torn and bloody. His eyes are closed but his chest is moving. Is that slow breathing for a werewolf? Fast? I have no idea about the heart or the breath rate of werewolves. It never came up before. I just hope that he's not dying.

      I put a hand on his shoulder where his fur doesn't seem to be injured, only streaked with blood leaking from gashes on his neck.

      "Plutus?" I ask, my voice hoarse. "Can you hear me?"

      No response. I gently shake him but he doesn't react at all.

      Shit. What am I supposed to do with an unconscious werewolf? If I had fresh water, I'd try and clean his wounds, but we're in the middle of a fire desert. My mouth is parched and my throat aches at the thought of water. The last time I ate and drank something was back in the cave. My needs are nothing compared to the guys though.

      Laying on his front beside Plutus is Ceb, he’s in his human form now and he too is covered in blood and ash. The whole of his back is covered in one large burn, his skin ugly and raw and I suddenly recall how he endured the molten lava to protect us from burning alive. Even hellhounds made of fire and brimstone can burn it would seem.

      “Oh, Ceb. I’m so sorry,” I whisper, leaning over and pressing a kiss against his cheek. I daren’t touch his back for fear of hurting him more. Holding my finger under his nose, I check to see if he’s breathing. I can just about feel tiny breaths, but he’s weak just like Plutus.

      “Ceb, please, wake up,” I say, knowing that he can’t hear me.

      What do I do?

      Sitting back on my haunches, I spot Maro who's lying beyond them both. I crawl over to him. His wings are spread out beneath him, but one of them is bent at an angle that must mean it's broken in several places. Lots of feathers are missing and the rest are singed or smeared with blood and dirt. His skin is pale and has nothing left of the golden glow he was shining with before the battle. I cup his face, rubbing his cheekbone with my thumb.

      "Maro."

      His eyelids flutter slightly.

      "Maro, can you hear me?"

      He groans. As much as that sound pains me, it's also a sign of hope.

      "Maro, open your eyes."

      I put a hand on his chest, feeling for a heartbeat. Again, I have no idea what an angel's heartbeat is supposed to be like. I really need to do a First Aid for Supernaturals course. Alright then, I think I'm becoming hysterical. Mad with grief, isn't that an expression?

      "Ciera," Maro whispers, his voice so quiet it's almost inaudible. He opens his eyes, searching for me.

      "I'm here. You're alive. How are you feeling? Plutus and Ceb are unconscious." All the words rush from my mouth, any semblance of a filter washed away by pain and worry.

      He groans again and lines appear on his flawless face.

      "Been better." It's clear that even speaking is agonising.

      "What can I do?" I ask hurriedly.

      "Glow," he mutters before his eyes flicker shut again.

      What the heck? Oh, glow. His glow.

      I bend down and kiss him, not waiting for him to respond. His lips move a tiny bit but he's too weak. It doesn't matter. I hope. As long as I kiss him and show him my love, he'll start glowing again and everything will be fine.

      Nudging my tongue against his parted lips, I gingerly press myself against him, conscious that he’s hurting as much as I am. The tiniest sound releases from his throat and his lips part further, moving gently with mine. I feel the tip of his tongue slide against my own.

      Come back to me...

      Glow, I think, willing him to get better with both my body and my mind.

      I need him back. Maro, my angel. I need them all back, but I’m fully aware that I can’t help Plutus or Ceb alone. Maro is my only chance. If this works, then he can help me help them.

      With determination born from both fear and love, I deepen the kiss and before long find myself being enclosed within strong arms. Maro groans, and despite our near-death experience, well at least mine (I’m not sure if angels can actually die), we both find enough energy to have a snogfest right here in the seventh level of Hell.

      Behind my closed eyelids, I see Maro’s bright glow indicating that he’s starting to heal. I still can’t quite believe that my love has the power to bring him back to life. Okay, well, I haven’t tested it to that extent, and I hope I never have to, but I can’t help but feel a little smug that I can heal him this way.

      He groans some more and my heart swells, alongside some other body parts that have no business getting distracted by a glowing angel, when I have a hellhound and a werewolf to help too. With that pressing thought I pull back, breaking the kiss to see Maro smiling up at me.

      “Better?” I whisper.

      “Much,” he responds, his eyes almost back to their golden hue.

      “Good, because I need your help. I can’t wake Plutus or Ceb...”

      Maro sits upright. “What in the fuck happened? How are we still alive?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. At least, I don’t remember clearly.”

      Flashes of fire and images of that demoness, who I refuse to refer to as my mother, come flooding back. I see her rage at Ceb for holding off the molten lava. I see Plutus collapsed before me and Maro holding us both within his damaged wings. It all comes flooding back, the fear, the despair, the utter desolation knowing the men I love were about to die and that I’d never save Tris.

      “Cookie, you okay?” he asks again.

      “I… There was a man with long grey hair…” I stutter, trying to dredge up the shattered memories, or perhaps they were just dreams. There’s no sign of the man who helped us. I can’t even see my moth- that bitch’s body. Hopefully, she was burnt up by her own hellfire.

      I stand, ignoring the sudden onslaught of pain and lightheadedness I feel. Anger blazes within me as I think again about that bitch demoness and what she did. She’s the reason Tris is trapped in Hell, she’s the reason the men I love are broken and unconscious. Hate fills me. Hate that’s so destructive that I scare myself with the overwhelming darkness of it. My whole body begins to shake with rage, and I feel something unravel within me.

      “Ciera… Ciera!” Maro says, snapping me out of my dark thoughts.

      I look down and Maro is leaning over Plutus now, his fingers pressed against the pulse in his neck.

      “Plutus’s pulse is weak. He’s lost a lot of blood. I’m concerned about him.”

      “Well fuck, Maro, you’ve changed your tune,” Ceb grumbles, pushing upwards on shaking arms. “I didn’t think you gave a rat’s arse about our hairy werewolf.”

      “Ceb!” I shout, rushing towards him. He looks like shit, worse than shit. But he’s alive. Thank God, he’s alive. I run into his arms, ignoring my own injuries, aches and pains. He lets out a whoosh of air as I tumble into him.

      “Careful, Firecracker, I ain’t feeling too great,” he says, wincing.

      “Shit, sorry.”

      I pull back slightly, but his thick arm wraps back around my waist and he plants a bruising, searing, perfect kiss against my lips. By the time he’s finished, I’m panting and getting all sorts of hot under the collar. I glance over at Maro who has his eyebrow raised, but there’s an unmistakable twinkle in his eye.

      “What?! You’re not the only one who glows when Ciera kisses them… my glow just happens to be on the inside,” Ceb says innocently. Maro chuckles.

      “Come on, beast. I need a hand, he’s out cold,” Maro says, bending back over the worryingly still Plutus.

      “There’s that concern again, Maro. Did you have a knock on the head or something?” Ceb half-laughs, half-groans.

      “He means something to Ciera, so he means something to me. Leave it at that, Berus,” Maro retorts.

      Ceb chuckles. “Whatever you say, angel.”

      He wobbles on his feet slightly, groaning as he straightens up. I attempt to help him, but he waves me off.

      “Back’s a bit sore, Firecracker. Better not touch it too much just now, okay?”

      I nod my head, pulling a face at the horrendous burn covering his back. I want so much to ease his pain, but what can I do? He needs a skin graft, or at the very least a cool pool to swim in, if only to ease some of the pain. But finding a pool of water in Hell is about as likely as snow falling in Mauritius. Guilt bubbles in my stomach. If it weren’t for me and for that crazy arse demon bitch, he wouldn’t be so horribly wounded.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, feeling rather helpless all of a sudden.

      Ceb reaches up and grasps my chin with his large hand. “Don’t ever apologise to me. You didn’t make me do anything I didn’t want to do. I’d hold back the fires of Hell for you a million times over if it meant saving your life, Firecracker. I just need a bit of time to heal, that’s all. I’m a hellhound, fire’s in my blood. This will heal, eventually.”

      I nod my head, pushing down my guilt.

      “Now, let’s concentrate on helping our hairy friend here, shall we?”

      “I don’t suppose there are any doctors in Hell?” I ask Ceb.

      Maro snorts and Ceb shakes his head.

      “We might have had a chance in the upper circles… but down here? No fucking chance,” Ceb retorts.

      “No doctors at all?”

      “Not unless you count the ones that spent most of their time cutting their victims up into little pieces rather than putting them back together…” Maro’s voice trails off at the look in my eyes.

      “Fuck!” I exclaim.

      “Fuck indeed…” Maro agrees.

      “So we go back. We get him medical help in one of the upper circles…”

      Maro’s already shaking his head no. “Absolutely not. Lucifer is already on to us. Your mother…”

      “Don’t call her that!” I snap, not wanting to be reminded of that bitch who once gave birth to me and Tris. She’s dead to me, literally and figuratively.

      “I stand corrected,” Maro says, holding his hands up. “That demoness was our second warning after Anastasius and those bloody heretics. We go back, you bet your arse Lucifer will have some shit waiting for us… we go on, it’ll be the same, worse even...” He blows out a long breath.

      “So what? We’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t, is that it?” I say, frustration leaking from me.

      “Pretty much,” Ceb shrugs.

      “So what the hell do we do? Plutus needs help. Ceb needs time to heal...”

      “Maybe Maro should kiss him? Perhaps some of that glow of his will rub off on our furry were?” Ceb chuckles at his own joke.

      Maro raises an eyebrow, unimpressed. “Funny! Stop joking about and help me lift him.”

      “It’s not a bad idea,” I say.

      “WHAT?!” Ceb and Maro say simultaneously.

      “I mean maybe some of your glowiness will help him,” I muse.

      “I get my glowiness from you, Ciera. You’re the one to make me glow, so you kiss him.” Maro huffs, crossing his arms against his chest.

      “Spoilsport,” I mumble.

      “I think you should listen to Maro. I could use a kiss,” a croaky voice says.

      My head snaps down. Plutus is looking up at me through two very bloodshot, very swollen eyes.

      “Plutus!” I shout, falling to my knees. “You’re okay? Thank God!”

      He smiles up at me, then sucks in a sharp breath. “I’m still breathing, if that helps.”

      “It helps,” I laugh, tears springing from my eyes. “It bloody helps.”

      Leaning over I give Plutus that kiss he asked for. It’s no more than a brushing of lips, given his are split and bleeding, but it affects me just as much as Ceb’s and Maro’s did. Pulling back, I trail my fingers gently over the bruises blooming across his face. My hair covers us both in a shroud.

      “You scared me,” I whisper.

      “I aim to please,” he retorts, smiling ruefully.

      I punch him lightly on the arm.

      “Fuck,” he groans.

      “Oh, shit! Sorry!”

      He gives me a lopsided smile once more. “I owe you a spanking for that, Ciera.”

      “Is that a promise?” I respond, my cheeks flushing furiously.

      “Abso-fucking-lutely.”
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      No matter how often I kiss Plutus, there’s no glow and no change in his condition. He may be conscious but that doesn’t mean that he’s okay. He tries to hide his pain but whenever he moves, shades of agony wash over his expression. We won’t be able to move on while he’s injured, but at the same time, there’s no way to help him while we’re in this circle. The fire rains have started again but luckily, we’re protected from them. Somehow, they don’t land on the river and its banks. Whoever helped us knew that. I wish they’d left a first aid kit or some kind of magic tincture that would make Plutus healthy again. If such a thing exists. Probably not here in Hell. Sinners get hurt here, not healed.

      Wait.

      “The sinners here never die, right?” I ask and all three men look at me with confusion.

      “No, they don’t,” Ceb finally grumbles. “That’s not really the point of Hell.”

      “Which means that in between being tortured and burned by the rain, they heal,” I continue and understanding reflects on Maro’s beautiful face.

      “You think we can somehow access the same powers that make the sinners return to their original physical state?” he asks and I nod.

      “It’s worth a try,” I shrug, pushing away the helplessness that has settled deep within my heart. “If you think that’s possible. I’m not exactly an expert on infernal magic.”

      "I'm not sure," Ceb mutters. "But I don't see any other option we can try. He's injured and he won't heal fast enough for us to move on. I don't think the sinners in this circle will ignore us for much longer, especially now that their ruler has disappeared. It could all descend into madness soon."

      "Geryon!" Maro suddenly shouts, turning all eyes to him. His cheeks flush as he realises how he's startled all of us. "Sorry. But, Geryon! Maybe he knows what to do. He's not technically responsible for this circle so he might not see it as a bad thing that the demoness is gone. He might know either how to cure the wolf or know whether Ciera's idea could work."

      "Would anyone like to explain to me who Geryon is?" I ask as the men share glances.

      "A monster," Ceb replies hesitantly. "But not as good looking as us."

      "He's hideous," Plutus adds weakly. "He's the stuff of nightmares."

      Ceb actually shudders, which makes me believe that it's true. "Imagine a dragon, a lion, a wyvern, and a scorpion had a child with a man and somehow merged into a bloody, gory mess. That's what he looks like. Absolutely disgusting. I thought I'd never have to look at his ugly face again." He sighs. "But Maro is right. He might be able to help and he's not far. In fact, do you hear the roaring?"

      I strain my ears, but all I can hear is the sound of the fiery rain hitting the dusty ground. I shake my head.

      "There's a waterfall at the edge of this circle," Maro explains. "It leads down to the eighth circle and Geryon is its guardian. He lives behind the water, only showing himself when travellers come along. Which is almost never, obviously."

      "How far?" I ask, conscious that Plutus won't be able to travel far, if at all. His face has taken on a pallid colour that makes me want to scream at the world for its injustice. I can't let him die. The only reason he came along was to help me and now he's suffering for it. Dying.

      "Not more than half an hour's walk from here," Maro says, but then nods towards Ceb. "Less than ten minutes if we ride on him."

      "You are not going to ride on me," the hellhound snaps. "Ciera will and you'll stay here with Plutus. Maybe that will give the two of you the chance to make up. Or kill each other."

      I hiss and Ceb grins at me. "Okay, don't kill each other. Don't get killed by the sinners either. Be nice until we're back. Got it?"

      To my surprise, neither the angel nor the werewolf protest. That makes it easier for all of us, at least.

      Ceb shifts and Maro helps me up on the hellhound's broad back. Most of his injuries have healed by now, but I try to be as careful as possible, not wanting to hurt him. I don't think I'm ever going to get used to riding Ceb. He's so massive that my legs are wider than it's comfortable. I've never been able to do the splits and this is very close to it.

      "Stay safe," Maro mutters before letting go of my hand.

      "You too."

      It's hard to look away from the two of them. Plutus is still curled up on the ground and Maro stands by his side, the helplessness obvious from the way he peers down at the wolf, struggling to keep up his usual unfriendly way of acting towards Plutus.

      "Run," I tell Ceb and tighten my thighs. Not to command him like a horse but to stay on top of him. Falling into a river of blood is not on today's plan.

      Ceb moves as fast as he can without me losing my grip. One of his heads always keeps an eye on me, while another monitors our surroundings. It seems very handy to have three heads. Although a little confusing too. Do they ever fight? Do they all share the same brain and consciousness? With all that's been going on, I've never had a chance to ask and right now seems very inappropriate too. We're racing towards the edge of this circle to save Plutus, not to satisfy my own misplaced curiosity.

      "He'll make it," Ceb grunts, a little out of breath. "We'll find a way."

      Somehow, I think he's not just saying that to make me feel better. Maybe he needs the pep talk as well.

      "Yeah," I whisper. "He'll be back to normal in no time."

      We fall quiet for the rest of the ride, my thoughts circling around Plutus. I hope he's still alive by the time we get back.

      

      Finally, I hear the roar of the waterfall the guys mentioned. Their hearing must be a lot better than my human ears. The river is getting broader and wilder, with fiery spray showering the riverbanks. Ceb stays well clear of the water but the heat is getting worse the further we get.

      "Almost there!" Ceb shouts against the noise. "The drop is close."

      Already, the horizon has turned black, a strange absence of light and matter. That must be where this circle ends and the waterfall pours into the depths. Does the water hit the eighth circle beneath or does it turn into mist and clouds on the way? I have a feeling we'll find out soon.

      Ceb stops a few yards away from where the land suddenly ends as if a giant simply cut it with its axe, uncaring that he'd leave a hole behind. The darkness is strangely cold and fearsome. I avert my eyes from the drop and focus on Ceb's warm body underneath me.

      "Try not to react to how he looks," he warns me before all three of his heads shoot up and shout as one. "GERYON!"

      I clench my fists as we wait for the monster to arrive. I steel my mind for its ugliness - not something I'd ever thought I'd have to do. Sure, there are beautiful and not so beautiful things, but I've rarely seen something so ugly that I'd have to control my expression. Still, I've learned that the guys are usually right and that I better heed their warning. They know Hell inside and out, unlike me. For me, this is still like a dream, a nightmare that I want to wake up from.

      The flap of wings heralds Geryon's arrival seconds before he appears at the edge of the cliff.

      I almost want to cover my eyes when I see him. He truly is the most horrible thing I've ever seen. When the men told me that he was made up of several beasts and a human, they didn't mention that he didn't have skin and that some of his body parts looked like they were roughly stitched together, threatening to fall apart. His face is that of an old man, but his skin is scarred and full of scabs. His neck is stuck in the body of a scaly beast, but his front paws look like those of a lion. Like someone cut the legs off a lion and attached them to Geryon. Yuck. His back legs are like an eagle's talons but scaled like the rest of his body. The worst though is the scorpion's tail with a sharp, glistening stinger at the end. And did I mention he's red and bloody and missing parts of his skin and scales? He's absolutely revolting.

      "Who calls me?" he says in a surprisingly soft voice. Especially surprising because his tongue seems to have been cut out of his mouth, leaving behind a bloody hole. I shudder.

      "You know me, I'm Cerberus," my hellhound replies with a fake cheeriness. "How are you doing, old friend?"

      Geryon raises a scarred eyebrow. "I don't have friends. You are not my friend."

      Ceb sighs. "Acquaintance, then. Remember me? I've been here before."

      The monster nods. "Yes. You were nice to me. You didn't scream. You didn't laugh. Why are you here now?"

      He has a strange, abrupt way of speaking that makes my head spin.

      "We need your help," Ceb explains. "A friend got injured in the seventh circle and is close to death. Can you help?"
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