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The flickering neon light of the stylized sign illuminated Valeria’s porcelain white complexion with a vibrant green hue. She winced as the sign reading New Pandora’s light danced between the words New and Pandora. She was not entirely sold on the aesthetics of the club’s new design. Despite the marketing firms’ assurance that it matched the tone and vibe of the Techno themed night club, she held her reservations.

Valeria twirled a long strand of black hair around her finger as she studied the exterior of the newly rebranded night club while anxiously awaiting the arrival of the necromancer. She was thoroughly uncomfortable in the cool spring evening air. Adorned in a simple yet chic retro black pencil dress with matching black stiletto heels, she preferred the warmth within the club, but did not want to confront the powerful necromancer in such a private setting.

“Not your best work,” a male voice chimed in from behind, snapping her attention from the club. She turned to meet the familiar visage of Oxivius Soulforge, the Lamian necromancer, strolling casually down Exchange Street. He was well dressed, as usual, with a crimson red mandarin collar shirt under a black crushed velvet vest with matching black slacks. His cane tapped the cobblestones under his feet in a rhythmic unison with his footfalls as he approached. His long black hair hung about his shoulders, bouncing with each step. He was dapper, one might even say dashing, for a filthy human. Valeria’s lips curled into a seductive smile as she drank in the sight of the man approaching. 

“I prefer more enticing work,” she purred in response as Oxivius came to a stop before her. His piercing, ice-blue eyes fixed on hers as his brow furrowed and his normally pleasant demeanor faded.

“I assure you Val,” Oxivius answered in a low and firm tone, “I am not on the menu tonight, demon.”

“Why Ox,” Valeria purred once more, crossing her arms about her chest, and pouting in reply, “I thought we had moved past the unpleasantries between us.”

“Oh, of course,” Oxivius spread his arms and his voice dipped in a low warning growl, “I mean, it’s not like you hold dominion over my friend’s soul.”

Valeria raised an exquisitely manicured eyebrow in response as her pouty lips curled back into a devious smile. She enjoyed the necromancer, despite the threat he posed to her and her patron’s agenda. He represented a wildcard, uncontrollable, and perhaps that intrigued her the most about the enigmatic man. His loyalties were his alone to harbor, for better or worse. He had no love for humanity, nor did he hold any outward malice toward her kind. At least not inherently. He was, for the moment at least, averse to her marking the Baku pup Xlina. The awakened young girl he had grown so fond of, but the mark was merely good business for the demon. Overall, Oxivius was a neutral entity that just wanted to be left alone. Naturally, in the plotting and machinations of Valeria and her patron, there could be no benchwarmers. Sitting on the sidelines in the clash between her patron Malek and his rival Ertigan, simply was not an option.  

“You’re wrong about me, Oxivius,” Valeria teased, looking back at the newly restored club. “I have no interest in being nursemaid to Xlina. I was happy in Boston, feeding on souls. The mark on Xlina is my patron’s desire, you realize, not my own.”

“Semantics love,” Oxivius waved a hand in dismissal, matching his cadence with his derisive retort, “You have something I require.”

“You can’t have her soul,” Valeria snapped firmly, turning her back on the necromancer.

“Many have made the mistake of misjudging what I can and cannot do, Val,” Oxivius’ voice dropped low as his teeth clenched. 

“Are you threatening me, Ox?” Valeria looked back over her shoulder with a smirk. “I thought we were past all that, too?”

“Xlina’s freedom, Val.” Oxivius tapped his cane on the walk for emphasis, his tone cold. “That’s the extent of my dealings with your kind. Then we part ways and to the gates of hell I swear, if you threaten my friend again, I will make you suffer a fate worse than all the torment in the nine hells.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, love,” Valeria echoed back, mocking his usual verbal tone and cadence.  

Anger swirled in his eyes; a storm of emotion raged within those blue orbs. He carefully studied the demon. Her movements, her voice, all lingering reminders of what she was so long ago. Before she had fallen to hell. When she was mortal. When she still had a soul. 

“Val,” he continued, his voice a mix of emotion, “Please... I just want her freedom.”

“You wish to do for her,” Valeria spun back, raising her voice in a scathing tone. “What you failed to do for me? You want to keep her from falling. You want to stop her from becoming... me?”

“I am so very sorry I couldn’t save you Val,” Oxivius replied solemnly, “But if there is any part of you left in that demonic shell that remembers your human life, then help me.”

“Help you?” Valeria scoffed coldly. “I like who I am, Ox. Don’t you understand that? When my human form died, I suffered in hell, soulless and alone. I waited for you, but you never passed on, did you? Hundreds of years ebbed by, and I was alone. Instead, Ertigan tortured me... in ways you cannot even fathom. When my patron offered a chance to be reborn as a demon... I welcomed it. I embraced it. I was no longer the victim, Ox. I was the one holding the souls in my hands. I was the torturer. I was the powerful one, and I reveled in it.”

“I am so sorry, Val,” Oxivius whispered with a shake of his head in disbelief.

“You consume flesh, Ox,” she quipped cruelly. “You’re a Lamia, a Death Eater. Was I supposed to wait forever for you to get around to dying?”

“It wasn’t like that, Val,” Oxivius retorted. “When I lost you, I wandered alone, adrift in my failure. Madness took me. If not for the Burglecuts...”

“It’s so easy for you, isn’t it, Ox?” Valeria leaned forward, locking his eyes with her own icy stare. “You were saved, and now you wish to save Xlina. But just like before, you cannot. She belongs to my patron now, Ox. He will use her as a weapon, wielding her like a sword, for that is her value to us. Just a weapon to be used until broken.”

“No,” Oxivius answered back defiantly.

“Yes.” Valeria closed the remaining distance between them until she was mere inches from his face. “She will die eventually, of course, falling in battle for my patron. Her soul will descend to the nine hells, where it will be consumed. In the end, she will face years of torment and suffering. She will know... you couldn’t save her.”

“We’ll see about that.” Oxivius matched her intensity with a frosty glare of his own.

“Oh, we shall.” Valeria placed her hands on her hips smugly. “You and Xlina did such a bang-up job protecting Amber, after all. I wonder how she is faring as Ertigan’s new plaything? After his defeat at the Council of Magic, I am sure he is just a bastion of restraint.”

Her words twisted in his gut like a knife, cutting deep and shearing his innards. Valeria’s cold demonic glare showed no signs of humanity. Not a shred of her former self remained. He steeled his emotions, remembering the Val he loved had burned away in the pits of hell. This creature before him was just a demon wearing her face. 

“Our deal is complete, Val.” Oxivius’ eyes were stern and his expression flat. “I will save her. I will save Amber. If I have to storm through the very gates of hell myself.”

“How long will you survive out there, Oxivius?” Valeria responded, raising an impeccably trimmed eyebrow. “How many years will Oxivius Soulforge wander the Earthrealm before he finally meets his end? Centuries perhaps? Death surrounds you, necromancer, but its sweet release eludes you. You are cursed, Ox, to watch everything you hold dear, everyone you love, grow old and wither to dust around you. You will carry your failures in your heart and wallow in your despair. That is all the vengeance I require.”

“You’re not my Val, demon,” Oxivius spat. “Whatever good there was in you burnt away in the pits.”

“Finally, something we agree on.” Valeria smiled in return, but her smile lacked warmth. It was the ruthless smile of a predator. 

“My deal with you is complete,” Oxivius replied, returning to the matters at hand. “I fulfilled my end of the bargain; the tome belongs to me now.”

“Indeed,” Valeria agreed. “You played the part perfectly and put Xlina on a collision course with Ertigan.”

“I never would have made the deal if I had known.” His blue eyes were cold, like steel daggers boring into her. 

“You came back to earth realm looking for the tome,” Val cooed cruelly. “You were willing to do anything to get it and thus I put my vengeance in motion, dropping that lost Baku pup Xlina in your path.”

“I am done with you, Val,” Oxivius replied coldly.

“Hardly,” Valeria teased through her crimson lips. 

Oxivius gave her a fleeting look, then turned, walking away from the club. His cane tapping in sync with his steps as he went. A slow, macabre whistle erupted from his lips as he strolled casually down Exchange Street. Valeria watched him go, and her stomach roiled. She closed her eyes and for a moment she remembered his scent on the summer air by the creek where they had lived. The sound of the children playing as he held her in his arms. She remembered feeling... content. As quickly as the thoughts came, they fled, replaced by the torment and flames of hell. The hot embers of the abyss burning in her mouth filling her nostrils with sulfur and burning flesh. The memories of torment grounded her, and her eyes fluttered open once more, replaced by soulless, empty black pools.  

“He is going to be a problem,” the dominant voice of her patron Malek echoed in her head.

“No,” Valeria answered aloud. “The fool will protect your weapon. He’ll do anything to save her.”

“I will allow you your petty vengeance, Valeria,” Malek’s powerful voice rocked her body, “But see to it your vengeance doesn’t lead to a mistake. I guarantee you my retribution... will be far worse.”

She did not answer. She did not need to. Her patron had broken the telepathic link. She turned, cursing the gaudy neon sign once more as she returned to the warmth of New Pandora’s. Xlina would arrive soon, and she had preparations to make for the Baku pup.  
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The Road to Hell
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“Oxivius!” Xlina cried in protest as the hearse’s engine roared to life. The streets of the Old Port in downtown Portland, Maine, faded on the other side of the glass windows as the magic within the vehicle pulsed around them, transporting the vessel through the mist and into Otherworld. She reflexively braced herself, flinging both hands to slap hard on the red leather dash as her stomach dropped. The sensation reminded her of the rollercoaster at the amusement park in Massachusetts where her father had taken them on a family vacation when she was eight. The tumultuous twists and turns followed by the sudden drops and plunge of the coaster had left her stomach feeling like it was about to come up her throat. She closed her eyes against the welling feelings inside as her body adjusted to the sensation of traversing the planes of existence. Just as she seemed to collect her bearings and steel her resolve, the sensation ceased just as abruptly as it had begun. She chanced a peek, slowly opening her eyes to see the quaint streets of the old port replaced with a ravaged landscape of barren stone under a red hued sky. 

“Not quite what I was expecting,” Oxivius mused, letting loose a low whistle as he peered out the windshield of the hearse. 

“A little warning next time,” Xlina scolded quietly, in almost a muted whisper. She stared in awe at the barren wasteland before her, which seemed to stretch endlessly in all directions.

“If I had warned you,” Oxivius replied coolly with a sidelong glance in her direction, “You would have said no.”

“You’re damn right,” Xlina answered, looking back at the Lamian necromancer. His deep red shirt seemed to darken under the red hue of this strange sun in the sky. He looked back at her with a knowing grin that stung her heart. Those icy blue eyes peering out over red tinted sunglasses resting at the end of his nose begged for her to trust him. They longed for things to be like they were before. Before the vile demon Ertigan’s schemes, before the Council of Magic’s destruction, before she had been forced to kill her only human friend, Amber, in front of her demonic master, Valeria. They pleaded for her lost innocence to meet their gaze, for her to signal that everything would be okay. It was not okay. She was not okay and so she merely turned away, looking out the passenger side window. 

“It might be crazy, love,” Oxivius continued, his voice low and the pacing of his words slowed. “But we can do this. We can find Ertigan’s palace, steal Amber’s soul, and slip away before the lout even knows we were here.”

“Oxivius Soulstealer,” Xlina mused with a shake of her head in dismay, “That’s what they called you.”

“In my youth,” Oxivius answered, “Long has it been since I was last that feral savage Xlina.”

“Yet now you propose we just waltz into hell and steal her soul?” Xlina countered, looking back to see his devilish grin beneath his neatly trimmed black goatee. 

“Precisely.” Oxivius nodded as he motioned his index finger to the center of his tinted glasses and pushed them from the end of his nose up to conceal his eyes once more. 

“Is such a thing even possible?” Xlina protested, “Can’t Ertigan just take her back? Her soul is bound to him... isn’t she?”

“One step at a time,” Oxivius answered, “First we find her, then we whisk her away from this wretched place, then we worry about keeping her.”

“That’s a lot to risk,” Xlina countered. “With no guarantee Amber won’t just get dragged back to Hell the moment we leave.”

“Listen, Xlina,” Oxivius continued firmly, “We are going to free you from the mark, and we will bloody well free Amber too while we are at it. Even if just a temporary reprieve...”

“Even if we fail and she ends up back in Ertigan’s clutches?” Xlina finished with a sour expression. 

“It is not about eternal salvation,” Oxivius explained slowly, trying not to sound impatient. “That is beyond our abilities, love. It is about you coming for her. She will know you tried to save her. Even if we fail. Even if her soul is doomed to an eternity of torment in that vile bastard’s clutches... she will know you loved her enough to try. It is something you can give her; something that she can hold on to instead of regret and self-loathing. That means something, love, trust me.”

“You didn’t see her eyes, Ox,” Xlina turned back to the window, her voice cracking as she held back the emotions that had been fermenting under her gruff, detached exterior for months. “Hate, malice, jealousy, they consumed her...”

“That was the wraith’s despair, love,” Oxivius replied, his voice soothing. “I am sorry. I should have seen the signs of the Wraith’s chilling despair in her. I failed you. I failed Amber.”

“Don’t you dare,” Xlina turned back on him quickly, a tear rolling down her cheek as she balled her hands into fists. “Don’t you go there, Oxivius. You warned me not to drag her into our world. It was me. It was all on me. I can’t...”

“You will not,” Oxivius slapped the steering wheel roughly. “You wish to bear this albatross. Xlina, the martyr, but that is simply not the case, love. You were not alone, and the failure is not yours alone to bear.”

“She was my friend, Ox,” Xlina replied, shaking her head as if to deny his words as the tears flowed down her cheeks. “Gods be damned, Ox. She was my only friend, and I killed her. I blasted her heart from her chest.”

The emotions sprung forth as the dam of stoicism she had clung to since that dreadful day in the Council of Magic gave way. Her tears fell freely and the necromancer, the Death Eater who consumed the flesh of others, was helpless. His gaze sunk to the floor of the hearse, not quite knowing what to do. She wept openly, her sobs coming in fierce waves. She lifted her feet up so her heels were on the edge of the leather cushion as she wrapped her knees in a tight hug and buried her face against her legs, concealing her tears. 

“That is why we must do this,” Oxivius answered solemnly, as he placed his hand on her shoulder. He could feel the shudders of her sobs through her as the emotions pent up for so very long finally rushed out. She, Xlina Dar’Karrow, the Baku dream eater who had just a few short months ago charged the demon Ertigan head on with her blazing nightmare energy. She seemed so vulnerable now, in front of him. The tolls of the demons and their infernal games had inflicted on the girl were more than clear. Her long brown hair tied back in its usual ponytail. It hung about her shoulders and draped over the back of his hand as she lurched forward, rocking with her sobs. For the many times he had seen the woman’s fierceness, her warrior spirit, he always marveled at how human she was in moments such as these. 

“I don’t know.” Her muffled voice came through a sniffle. “I don’t know if I can keep going.”

“You can,” Oxivius encouraged. “Come now when the Wraith of Morticae had me frozen in Heart’s Hearth... what was it you said?”

“I don’t know,” she answered again, her voice muffled with her face pressed against her knees. 

“We aren’t done yet,” Oxivius said with a resounding boom. “We are not done yet, Xlina Dar’Karrow. Not while Amber is out there. Not while your friend burns in the pits!”

She stifled her tears with a sniffle and lifted her head from her knees, her black yoga pants damp from her tears. Her brown eyes were red and puffy, but they met his, and a flicker of hope crossed between them. Oxivius smiled. His pearly white teeth seemed to glow under the red hue of the infernal plane as he gave a slightly encouraging nod toward the passenger door. She took the cue, turning to the door and opening it. Rising slowly from the hearse and out into the infernal plane. 

It was hot and dry, like standing too near to a furnace in the winter, sucking the very moisture from the air. The air itself seemed coarse as she inhaled the scant breeze thick with ash, and a foul, burnt taste lingered on her tongue. Oxivius exited from the hearse and looked across the vehicle, seeing her standing defiantly, her ponytail draped halfway down her back as her well-toned physique shifted. Her hands came to rest on her hips as she looked out across the wasteland before them and he felt satisfied that, for now at least, the alpha wolf he met so many months ago in Holders Park had returned. A whirlwind of tangled emotions simmered deep within the woman. The Baku standing before him was ready to hunt. 

“How do we find her?” Xlina asked determinedly as she surveyed the near endless wasteland before them. In the distance, the rocky ground shot up into crag-like spires and mountains. The sky was a dull red, as if locked in a perpetual sunset. If it had not been for the ash and soot on the gentle breeze, it would have been beautiful. 

“We shall need some help,” Oxivius replied, reaching back into the hearse, and producing the leather-bound tome he had been carrying around for months. He placed it on the hood of the hearse and began flipping through earmarked pages.

“Help? In hell?” Xlina said, looking around skeptically, “I don’t see that happening, Ox.”

“Technically,” Oxivius corrected, turning the page, and running his fingers across the paper, silently mouthing words as he continued, “We are not yet in Hell, so to speak.”

“I thought you said?”

“The infernal plane, yes,” Oxivius nodded, raising a hand to ask for a moment of silence before stopping to peer intently into the tome. “I’ll be damned...”

“Ox?” Xlina asked again, coming around the front of the black hearse to his side. 

“Here somewhere,” Oxivius said, looking around the wasteland before returning his gaze to the page and scrunching his face, “I thought for sure we would arrive right in front of it.”

“Ox!” Xlina barked, snapping the necromancer’s focus up from the book.

“Yes, of course,” he smiled innocently. “One simply does not waltz into hell uninvited, love. We are in the infernal plane, at least the upper levels of it. Purgatory if you will.”

“Purgatory?” Xlina asked, her voice rising an octave.

“If you believe in such labels.” Oxivius shrugged once more, observing the red landscape before them. 

“Amber is in purgatory?” Xlina asked, clearly confused by the enigmatic necromancer. 

“No, do not be silly,” Oxivius turned to her more seriously in tone. “We are in purgatory. Amber is in hell, vis-a-vie. We are on our way to hell. Savvy?”

“Well, I see nothing but rocks,” Xlina simply shrugged, looking around helplessly. “What exactly was your plan?”

“Grillo,” Oxivius commented absently, studying the ground intently as if he were searching for a lost contact lens. 

“A Grillo?”

“Indeed.” Oxivius nodded, crouching down to trace a hand over the smooth stone. 

“Never heard of it,” Xlina answered flatly. 

“Few have,” Oxivius replied nonchalantly, as he studied the weathered stones before him. He moved about and sighed in frustration before standing up and turning to Xlina once more. 

“What?” she asked, peering at the ground and not seeing anything but rock and sand.

“I seem to have misplaced the road,” Oxivius answered, as if it were obvious. 

“I don’t think we can just stop and ask for directions, Ox,” Xlina quipped impatiently. 

“Indeed,” he agreed, returning to the hood of the hearse he resumed scanning the pages in his leather tome. 

“Okay, what gives?” Xlina asked, her voice growing louder and more demanding. “You have been scouring that thing for months. At least since before the Rose attacked at the Hearth...”

“Ah, and you wish to know?” Oxivius answered, looking up from the tome. He casually flipped the leather-bound tome closed and spun it around on the hood. With a delicate push, he slid the tome to face her and pushed it delicately forward. She had seen the tome before, knew she could not read whatever language it was written in, and had even touched its soft leather binding back at the Hearth. Here in purgatory, however, it appeared much differently. As if the leather were... damp. 

“What is it?” She reached out for the tome to touch the cover. The smooth leather seemed pliable under her touch as she ran her fingers over it. It no longer seemed like leather at all as she drew her hand back, looking at Oxivius with eyes wide. 

“Pseudomonarchia Daedonum,” Oxivius stated, “Not the redacted version circulated by the hack demonologist Johann Weyer in the 16th century mind you, that is the original work orated to the occultist Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa by a demon lord and scribed on papyrus made from the bones of the children of Gomorrah.”

“That’s not leather,” Xlina gasped, withdrawing a step in horror.

“Bound in human flesh,” Oxivius finished grimly, “And inked in Agrippa’s own blood. This tome holds the keys to the sixty-nine noble demons that form hell’s hierarchy.”

“How did you? Why?”

“I made a deal with Valeria,” Oxivius answered firmly. “I thought if we couldn’t find a demonologist to remove your mark...”

“Then you would become one yourself?” Xlina gasped, taken aback. 

“What choice did we have?” Oxivius shrugged.

“What was the deal?” Xlina demanded. 

“It’s not important,” Oxivius answered, placing his hand over the cover and turning the book back to face him. 

“What was it?” Xlina asked again, her voice dropping to a low growl. 

“I agreed to help her,” Oxivius admitted with a deep exhale. 

“Help her?” Xlina repeated, her voice remaining on the edge of threating. 

“Help her,” Oxivius nodded again, “To get you to... acquiesce. Look, you were on a collision course with the Fae and the Burnished Rose, anyway.”

“You...” she stammered in response.

“I simply agreed to meet her,” Oxivius explained, “When she needed it at a time and place of her choosing.”

“When?” Xlina asked coldly. 

“Now is not the time,” Oxivius replied, turning back to the flesh bound tome. “I did it for you.”

“Ox, I didn’t want that,” Xlina clarified. “I never would have asked that of you.”

“Precisely why I had to do it, love,” Oxivius explained, as if it were the most obvious conclusion. “You never would have. It simply is not in your nature, but tough choices need to be made.”

“So, you just met her,” Xlina stated slowly. “And just like that, she handed you... that?”

“Not exactly.” Oxivius shrugged. “I didn’t know when I made the deal that the meeting of her choosing would lead to our capture.”

“That’s how Puc and the Rose captured you!” Xlina exclaimed angrily as a sense of betrayal grew in her stomach, “Your capture then was her plan all along...”

“It spurred you into action against Puc,” Oxivius agreed with a nod of his head. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Xlina asked, her anger growing like a hot coal in her belly. 

“I tried,” Oxivius countered, “But when I told the tale, she made you go narcoleptic, remember?”

She thought back on the events at Pandora’s the night Amber and she had rescued Oxivius from Puc. Valeria, mortally wounded by Oxivius, pleaded for her life. How angry he had been. He was ready to kill the demon, but Valeria had convinced them that dealing with her patron would be far worse and instead Oxivius had placed the succubus’ spirit in Xlina so the demon’s mortal coil could mend. During that time, Valeria had only needed to say the command and the demon mark under Xlina’s right breast would flare to life, rendering her helpless to resist Valeria’s urgings. 

“You fulfilled your end of the deal,” Xlina stated soberly, trying to quell the anger in her belly.

“I did, and Valeria confirmed I kept the pact just this morning,” Oxivius continued with a nod, tapping the book. “This was the only answer I could find.”

“You risked your soul, risked gaining a mark of your own,” Xlina reasoned, looking at the enigmatic necromancer in wonder. “Why? What am I to you, Oxivius?”

“My dearest girl,” He answered, “You are the Alpha Wolf I met in Holder’s Park. The Hunter. The Baku. Most importantly, you are my friend. That, love, is a treasure indeed worth holding on to.”

“Seems like a lot of trouble for a friend,” Xlina concluded with half a grin. The anger welling inside faded as she stared at him. How could she be angry at such a selfless action?

“Well, if you can’t storm into hell with your friends,” Oxivius teased with a smile, “Then what good are they?”

“Fair enough.” Xlina chuckled, looking back at the fleshy tome. “So, what is a Grillo?”

“A Grillo is a creature of the Infernal Planes. Unlike demons, from what I can tell, it is native to the Infernal Realm,” Oxivius replied, opening the tome once more. 

“Okay, we need to unpack what you just said,” Xlina answered, shaking her head as she digested the information. “Demons are not native to the Infernal Planes?”

“No,” Oxivius replied, not bothering to look up from the tome. “They came much later from what I can tell, but that is not the issue at hand. Grillo should be around here.”

“Okay, what does this Grillo look like?” Xlina relented, looking around the barren landscape in dismay. 

“Not the foggiest,” Oxivius admitted sheepishly. “It barely mentioned Grillo except in passing, however, I believe it is the key to traverse from purgatory to hell.”

“What makes you think that?” Xlina looked back at the hearse, her eyes distant. 

“The road to hell,” Oxivius explained. “The path is mentioned several times. Enough so that I considered it might be a physical road, but more likely it is metaphorical.”

“Okay, so there should be a road to hell here,” Xlina sighed. Their quest had barely begun and already they were lost in purgatory. It certainly did not bode well for their odds of finding and rescuing Amber. 

“Indeed,” Oxivius answered, once more flipping through the pages of the tome. “But finding said road is proving harder than I thought.”

“You were expecting what?” Xlina quipped, “A giant sign like on the Turnpike, next exit Hell, two miles?”

“Not exactly,” Oxivius answered, “But the tome says the road is marked...”

“Never trust a demon, Ox,” Xlina retorted, “Especially one egotistical enough to dictate a book.”

“I am sure that was not the intent with Agrippa,” Oxivius answered sternly.

“Yeah, I’m sure the demon had nothing but good intentions, Ox. The road to hell is paved with them,” Xlina rebuffed with a scoff.

“Saint Bernard of Clairvaux,” Oxivius chimed with a smile. “Brilliant love.”

“Who now?” Xlina’s voice raised quizzically. “What does the dog have to do with this?”

“Saint Bernard,” Oxivius clarified, “Was a person... is the person who they attribute that tidbit of language to. In the year 1128, Bernard attended the Council of Troyes, at which he traced the outlines of the Rule of the Knights Templar.”

“Why do you even know this?” Xlina quipped, “Are you like the Otherworld Jeopardy champion or something?”

“The Knights Templar, also known as the Order of Solomon’s Temple, as in King Solomon, as in the Key of Solomon,” Oxivius explained, connecting imaginary dots in the air with his finger. 

“You lost me, Ox,” Xlina replied with a cold shake of her head. 

“The link,” Oxivius exclaimed excitedly, “The road to hell is paved with good intentions. It just so happens to originate from the patron of the Order Of Solomon’s Temple, the same Solomon referenced in the Key of Solomon, which preceded this tome, the Pseudomonarchia Daemonum.”

“Oh, boy?” Xlina shrugged, “And so...”

“Good intentions.” Oxivius threw his arms wide as if it were the answer. 

“Good intentions,” Xlina repeated warily. 

“Indeed.” Oxivius nodded. “State your good intentions aloud. Declare them.”

“Declare my intentions?” Xlina asked skeptically. 

“Listen to me, it is all linked.” Oxivius extended a finger and drew an imaginary line through the air, connecting the dots once more. “It is not just an adage carried down through your vernacular, it is an instruction. Too important not to be passed down from generation to generation. They wove it into your expressions.”

“It’s the key.” Xlina’s voice lifted, her eyes wide as the dots connected.

“The key,” Oxivius exclaimed in agreement, spreading his arms wide with a bounding laugh. 

“I am going to save my friend Amber,” Xlina stated firmly, as if pleading her case to purgatory itself. They stood for a moment in silence, exchanging hopeful stares. Oxivius glanced around and shrugged. 

“Not enough?” He asked. 

“I will liberate my friend from Ertigan,” Xlina repeated more forcefully than before. “She’ll not spend eternity in his clutches because of my mistake.”

A tremor in the ground shook them from their feet as rock and stone up heaved before them, sending debris cascading in all directions. Oxivius coughed on the exhumed dust in the air as the ground settled. Xlina rolled to her side to get her feet under her, but froze in shock to see a tunnel in the ground before them leading down into the darkness. At the mouth of the tunnel a wooden post stood erect, sprouting from the ground in a strange angle: it boasted a small placard that read Paradox.

“Impressive.” Oxivius chuckled, rising to his feet, and meticulously slapping the dust from his clothing. He adjusted his shirt and vest, pulling a red kerchief from a pocket and wiping down his sunglasses. 

“Looks like your Templars were right,” Xlina smiled, rising to her feet. “Perhaps we should find some of them. They might know the secret to removing the mark.”

“Not a simple task, love,” Oxivius replied factually. “They disbanded the Knights Templar in the thirteen hundreds.”

“Is that so?” Xlina mused, looking at the signpost now jutting out of the stone. “What for?”

“The usual for the time.” Oxivius shrugged. “At dawn on Friday the Thirteen, they were served with a warrant stating Dieu n’est pas’ content, nous avons des ennemis de la foi dans le Royaume.”

“Sounds bad?” Xlina shrugged.

“God is not pleased. We have enemies of the faith in the kingdom,” Oxivius translated sourly. “they made claims that during Templar admissions ceremonies, recruits were forced to spit on the Cross, deny Christ, and engage in indecent kissing; brethren were also accused of worshipping idols, and the order was even said to have encouraged homosexual practices.”

“Indecent kissing?” Xlina quipped, “Those bastards.”

“Indeed,” Oxivius chuckled, “It was highly political and resulted in many of the Templars being burned at the stake in Paris. Why did you think Friday the Thirteenth is bad luck?”

“That actually sounds terrible,” Xlina replied, letting their levity fade at the seriousness of it.

“Not the first and certainly not the last time those in power of a religious order would use such power to burn those they disagree with at the stake, my dear girl,” he replied.

“You make it sound like,” Xlina answered. “You were there.”

“Come now,” Oxivius smiled, “The Grillo awaits.”  
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The Paradox

––––––––
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The tunnel, despite its outward appearance as a gaping maw of darkness in the middle of the barren wasteland that was purgatory, remained well cobbled with steps of worked stone that descended into a spiral of darkness. As the red hued light of purgatory faded behind them, Xlina struggled to allow her eyes to adjust to the darkness. With a guiding hand running on the smooth and worked stone wall, she carefully worked to find each step in the darkness. 

“A light would be handy, Ox,” she muttered as they descended into a black void far from the red hue of purgatory. 

“Indeed,” the necromancer replied, holding his hand upright. He whispered something in Latin and a small wisp of light danced about his hand. It was dim, but enough to cast an eerie pale over the descent before them. 

“Nice trick,” Xlina replied with a faint smile. 

“Wil-o-wisp.” Oxivius nodded as he cast his hand forward and the light danced about before them, leading the way down into the depths of purgatory. 

As they rounded another bend, the stairs leveled to a flat path the cut deep and straight. Xlina glanced at Ox, seeing him simply shrug his shoulders as he continued forward into the dim darkness, following the eerie wisp as it danced back and forth before them, leading them further into the darkness. 

The path unfolded into a small antechamber of carved and polished stone. The walls rounded like a dome carved into solid rock, with an Iron Clad wooden door at the end. It resembled something from a fairy tale or an ancient castle, and Xlina felt a shiver down her spine. As if all her senses were screaming a warning of danger. 

“That’s not creepy at all.” Xlina scowled as she wrapped her arms around herself in a futile attempt to remove the chill from her spine. 

“You were expecting a red carpet?” Oxivius mused with a snicker. Walking to the door, he seemed to shoo the Wil-o-wisp to hover over an inscription. His brow furrowed, and he squinted as he read the infernal markings. “I’ll be damned.”

“What does it say?” Xlina inquired, leaning closer as if changing her viewpoint would help her decipher the ancient and unknown scrawling. She felt foolish and leaned back, allowing the necromancer his space. 

“Abandon hope all ye who enter here,” Oxivius replied, looking back at her seriously.

“Sounds familiar,” she answered, fighting another shiver in her spine. Despite the warm dry air of purgatory, she sensed a chill in her bones. 

“Indeed,” Oxivius whispered, “Dante’s Inferno... it claimed that the gates to hell were marked with that very phrase.”

“So, someone was here before,” Xlina asked curiously, “And they wrote a book about it.”

“Perhaps,” Oxivius replied with a nod, studying the door, “or perhaps a demon or some other magical entity conveyed details to the author in his writings to add some realism. Either way, it’s fascinating and likely a sign we are on the right path.”

“Yes, because purgatory is littered with magic caves,” Xlina quipped dryly. “That sounds like a warning, Oxivius. Are you sure about this?”

“Not in the slightest, love.” Oxivius turned with a roguish smile and a tap of his cane on the ironclad door. “But you’re already marked. Amber’s already in hell. What do we have to lose?”

“I don’t know,” Xlina shrugged. “Hope, our souls, everything...”

“Everything,” Oxivius smirked. “Sounds like a gamble worth taking. You cannot win big unless you are willing to wager it all.”

“I worry you’re enjoying this,” Xlina quipped back. 

“My fair lady,” Oxivius replied, feigning a hurt look. “For what is life, if not an adventure? Do we simply age? Playing it safe, prolonging a meager existence until we grow old? So that in our last moments, we lament years spent without ever living?”

“You know, skydiving and bungee jumping are things now, right?” Xlina chuckled in response, “There are other options for adventure between doing nothing and storming hell.”

“I would never be caught throwing myself out of a perfectly good airplane, love. That is just crazy,” Oxivius quipped with a devious smile. “Now let’s wade into hell and find a Grillo.”

Xlina shook her head in wonder, staring at the elusive and yet dashing necromancer. She could not tell if he was truly fearless or if he was truly and deeply scared stiff. Not that it mattered. All her senses screamed to turn away, to run from the danger before them, but her heart said to press on. That if even the slightest possibility of saving Amber existed, she had to take the chance. So, whether Oxivius was truly fearless or whether it was all bluff and bluster mattered not. He faced the dangers with her. To be her guide. She nodded affirmatively and pressed her hand to the cold iron door and pushed. The door creaked and groaned as if it had not opened in ages, and they were bathed in a warm yellow light that overwhelmed her senses. As the light dimmed, it opened to a small, yet cozy, living area. 

“Welcome,” a raspy voice called from beyond. Xlina stepped in and a pungent smell immediately assailed her senses. She recoiled and drew her hands over her face as she looked around the warmly lit space. A single room filled with clutter stood before her. It looked like a home, with chairs of wrapped and wound wood that seemed to spiral and grow from the very floor. Shelves and bookcases overflowed with papers, knickknacks, and tomes. In the corner, a hearth lit the room, and it boasted a roaring fire complete with an oversized cauldron bubbling away with an acrid smoke rising lazily. The entire scene appeared like something from a fairy tale. All that was missing was the monster waiting to eat the unsuspecting children who had unwittingly wandered into its domain.  

“Welcome guests!” a raspy voice called once more as a diminutive creature hobbled into view. He was three feet tall at most, wearing a tattered and worn purple pinstriped suit. His skin was green and covered with red warts and darker green liver spots. He rubbed his clawed hands together in excitement, his gnarled fingers long with yellowish hooked talons. He grinned a wide smile with yellow and brown stained teeth that wound and curved like rows of tiny daggers. 

“Well, hello,” Oxivius answered, looking cautiously at Xlina, then back to the diminutive fellow. 

“Ah guests,” the thing crooned again and hobbled with a limping gait to his cauldron, where he grabbed an iron ladle and stirred as he muttered to himself in an unknown language. 

“We come seeking passage,” Oxivius continued cautiously.

“Of course, of course.” The creature nodded as it stirred the cauldron. It turned back to face them, its yellow eyes probing as it looked them over. Scrutinizing them. 

“This is the entrance,” Oxivius continued casually. Xlina continued to hold her hand over her face as the pungent aroma of whatever the vile creature was cooking assaulted her.  

“What’s the matter with your mate?” The creature motioned to Xlina with a gnarled finger. 

“Nothing,” Xlina corrected herself, pulling her hand to her side and doing her best to stem her growing nausea.

“She isn’t my mate,” Oxivius corrected. 

“Oh, that’s good,” the creature replied with a gravel filled voice. “She is a rather ugly specimen.”

“Excuse me?” Xlina replied, shocked at the creature’s response. 

“Not really an excuse,” the creature answered plainly, “Nearly threw up in my soup at the sight of you. With your smooth skin and hairless face. That’s not to mention your foul stink.”

“Stink?” Xlina gasped in disbelief. 

“I apologize for our offense, good sir,” Oxivius chimed in politely. 

“Well,” the creature shifted from side to side in anxious thought before looking up at the pair. “I suppose it’s been long enough since I had visitors. I can overlook your poor hygiene and grooming.”

“That is most gracious,” Oxivius replied with a slight bow. 

“Indeed.” The creature nodded as a thick purple tongue wagged from his open maw. He scampered from the cauldron to a nearby chair and plopped down heavily. 

“We are seeking passage,” Oxivius continued. 

“Of course you are,” the creature retorted in a huff. “You followed the road to get here.”

“Yes,” Oxivius calmly agreed, “We don’t mean to be a bother if you could just point us on our way.”

“Leaving?” the goblinoid man asked in ire, “Already, but you have only just arrived.”

“We have business,” Xlina answered, not knowing what to make of the fellow. 

“That you do,” he grinned in reply, drawing a carved bone pipe from the inside of his purple shirt. 

“We must not delay,” Oxivius replied in an even tone. “We are in a bit of a hurry.”

“Always is the case,” the creature scoffed. “How can you be in a hurry in a place where time does not touch?”

“Excuse me?” Xlina asked skeptically. 

“In a hurry,” the creature replied, lighting its bone pipe with a strike of a match. “Everyone who comes is always in a hurry. Must get to where they are going or go back to where they are coming. Pointless. There is no time in the paradox. So, you’re never running out of your precious time.”

“Fascinating,” Oxivius replied, looking around. 

“Now what did you bring me?” the creature asked, taking a deep drag from the pipe. 

“Bring you?” Xlina questioned. 

“Yes, you come to my home, you barge in,” the creature replied with an irritated voice. “You surely brought a gift.”

“Well, no,” Xlina remarked, looking at Oxivius. 

“Are you a Grillo?” Oxivius asked cautiously. 

“I am THE Grillo,” the diminutive man replied, pounding his fist on the wooden end table beside him.

“My apologies,” Oxivius replied quickly. “I meant no offense.”

“Always they used to come,” the creature replied, taking another drag from his pipe. 

“They?” Oxivius questioned. 

“Aye they,” he continued with a nod, “Things from Otherworld, seeking passage to hell. This road was once well traveled. T’was the only way to interact with the infernal realm. It was.”

“What happened?” Xlina asked curiously. 

“The demons got out,” the creature answered plainly. 

“What do you mean they got out?” Xlina’s voice grew sour. 

“They got out,” he repeated, his voice rising in irritation. “The demons got loose. Hell’s gate opened, and they got out.”

“They invaded Earthrealm,” Xlina said soberly, remembering Valeria’s recounting of the angel and demon wars. “When Valeria first marked my soul, she said the Angels and Demons had fought over Earthrealm. That the demons had won. That there were no angels coming to save us. They had abandoned humanity.”

“Sounds like what a demon would say,” the creature replied, tapping its pipe on the table. “They are chaos, the demons, and they have been running loose for a very long time.”

“So, Valeria wasn’t lying,” Xlina replied somberly, “The demons won, they claimed the Earthrealm.”

“What?” the creature laughed. “The demons are mere fleas, my dear.”

“Fleas?” Xlina repeated in awe.

“Passengers,” the creature clarified, “They hold no dominion over your Earthrealm beyond what attention you humans allow them.”

“They didn’t defeat the angels?” Xlina asked hopefully. 

“You are as dumb as you are ugly,” the creature lamented with a shake of its head. “Your kind knows so little. It’s frightening.”

“Enlighten us,” Oxivius answered stoically. 

“Angels and Demons,” the creature replied sourly, “are just the pretty words you Humans coined. Flowery language to explain that which you do not understand. You put a name to something, your scholars and poets create myth and legend. In doing so, you think yourselves intelligent.”

“But demons are real,” Xlina answered. “I am marked by one.”

“Infernal creatures,” he answered firmly, leaning forward, “Are real, but this word demon, it conjures meaning does it not? Hellfire and brimstone. Fallen angels, God, the devil. Hogwash.”

“Hogwash?” Xlina answered in dismay.

“Steaming pile,” the creature giggled as if enjoyed pulling back the curtain. 

“What are they then?” Xlina demanded, leaning forward.

“They are chaos,” the creature growled in reply. “The celestials are order. Together they bring balance to the planes.”

“So, god and devils?” Xlina asked. 

“Oh, but this one wants the planes to make sense. She wants a benevolent divine being to assure her everything will be fine.” The creature mocked cruelly.

“It’s not that simple,” Oxivius replied, hand resting gently on Xlina’s shoulder. 

“It’s not that simple,” the creature agreed, taking another long drag from its pipe before settling back in its chair. 

“Then you’ll point us on our way,” Oxivius replied firmly, “So we may see for ourselves.”

“No,” the creature answered with a shake of its head. 

“Well, why not?” Xlina demanded. 

“No gift,” the Grillo answered plainly, looking up. 

“I’m sorry, Grillo,” Oxivius replied cautiously. “I was unaware of the custom of an exchange. I have plenty of trinkets and items to offer you.”

“Pfft!” the creature scoffed, waving its hand in dismissal. “Junk! All junk!”

“I assure you, some of it is precious,” Oxivius countered.

“Junk none the less,” Grillo replied dismissively. 

“Ox,” Xlina replied, turning to the necromancer with a look of concern. 

“Surely we can offer you something,” Oxivius replied calmly. “What would a Grillo want?”

“Freedom,” Grillo answered, leaning forward in his chair. 

“They bound you here?” Oxivius replied, looking around the dwelling. 

“I am bound here,” Grillo replied, “Stuck in the paradox for all eternity.” 

“How would one go about freeing you?” Oxivius questioned.

“They trapped me here,” Grillo answered, his gravelly voice dropping low, “Tricked by the demons to serve as gatekeeper and warden to hell.”

“Sounds terrible,” Xlina replied. “You have been here, stuck in this place for...”

“For... there is no time in the paradox,” Grillo retorted, his voice growing irate. “I have been here since the beginning. Since the paradox was created. A prison for the Grillo. To keep me contained here.”

“Then we shall set you free,” Xlina answered quickly. 

“Xlina,” Oxivius barked sternly. 

“Agreed,” Grillo smiled deviously. 

“Foolish girl,” Oxivius hissed, backing away cautiously and grabbing her hand.

“What?” Xlina protested as Oxivius pulled her away from the diminutive creature. She swooned momentarily as the room spun around her. She felt drunk. The room continued to spin as her knees buckled and she fell into Oxivius’ arms. 

“She knows little of dealing with the Fae necromancer.” Grillo’s voice rang in response. As the room swirled around her, Xlina could almost feel the voice in her head.

“She is learning,” Oxivius retorted through a grimace. The cozy room faded from her view as the illusion vanished. Xlina looked up at a pink pulsating ceiling of living tissue. It writhed and churned like a mass of living cells. A creature stood over her, bulbous and malformed from melted wax, its appendage extended, and tendrils wrapped tightly about her face, seething and probing they dug into her mouth and nose as she lay paralyzed on a soft and wet floor. She glanced to her side to see Oxivius in a similar state lying prone, with the creature’s appendages burrowing into his face. Only then did she realize that the sound of Oxivius and Grillo’s voice was not in the room rather in her head. 

“Come now human,” Grillo’s gravel like voice echoed in her mind, “An ancient creature untouched by humanity dwelling in the paradox at the gate of hell, and you thought I spoke your crude language how?”

Its thoughts assailed her mind as the room returned to the cozy hovel. Grillo once more sat in his wooden chair, pipe in hand, as she lay on the floor, looking up at Oxivius.

“Hold on,” Oxivius whispered, pulling her close as the tears streaked her cheeks. The feeling of nausea that had overwhelmed her before filled her once more as she thought of the bulbous creature’s appendages writhing and squirming in her face. 

“This isn’t real,” she replied, looking around in terror at the cozy dwelling.

“Real enough,” Grillo replied, drawing on his pipe on more and letting out a ring of smoke. 

“You... what are you?” Xlina stammered, looking at the creature in horror.

“I am not just a Grillo, I am The Grillo!” he cackled in a boisterous laugh. “I am the keeper of the paradox at your service, my dear. For we now have an accord.”

“You agreed to free it,” Oxivius said sourly. “That was very reckless, love.”

“Yes, you agreed,” Grillo replied happily, rubbing the tips of his fingers together as the bone pipe hung from his mouth. “Now, where is it you wish to go?”

“We seek Ertigan’s palace. We seek a soul he has claimed,” Oxivius replied. “How does she go about freeing you, Grillo?”

“Ah Ertigan,” Grillo chuckled, “A real up-and-coming demon. Tell me more... about this soul.”

“Amber,” Xlina stammered, trying to regain her composure as Oxivius helped her to her feet. The illusion of the room did little to comfort her, knowing the state and condition of her body lying on the floor. “She was my friend, claimed by the demon. I intend to set her free.”

“Very noble,” Grillo remarked with a cruel smile. “You make a habit of this, then? Freeing souls from hell?”

“Not on purpose,” Xlina answered, holding her throat wearily. 

“Relax girl,” Grillo replied reassuringly, “I mean you no ill will. You are going to free me, after all.”

“I fear the ramifications of our action here today, Xlina,” Oxivius chimed in. “We do not know what this creature will do with its new freedom.”

“What happened to big wagers and big rewards?” Xlina replied dryly, looking at Oxivius. 

“You are impetuous, love,” Oxivius retorted. 

“Touching,” Grillo interrupted, holding his gnarled hands over his heart, “Truly, I am inspired. Now Ertigan’s Palace, a fortress of obsidian, sitting on the burning fields. Ertigan is a cruel and wicked master of the flame. He keeps his souls in his bastion along with legions of his followers.”

“Well, that sounds ominous,” Xlina replied, feeling the weight of their foolishness. How could she think they stood a chance against the forces of Hell? 

“Indeed,” Grillo nodded, folding his hands and leaning forward, “Fortunate are you that the demons are warring.”

“Warring?” Xlina asked, looking at Oxivius to see the necromancer shrugging helplessly. 

“Ertigan’s recent failures on Earthrealm echo through the nine hells,” Grillo sneered in contempt. “Demons see failure as signs of weakness. They circle, like sharks, feeding on fresh chum. A host of other demonic suitors ready to rise and take Ertigan’s place. He battles his own kind to hold his rank among the infernal.”

“We wounded him,” Oxivius sneered in satisfaction.

“Now is the time to strike,” Grillo replied. “Your necromancer isn’t wrong. While Ertigan is distracted, you might have a chance. What you seek to do, however, is not without consequence.”

“What consequence?” Xlina asked, skeptic of the creature before them. She touched her face as if to feel the writhing appendages under her skin, but the illusion was complete, and her soft skin felt unmolested to her touch. 

“Bringing a soul back from hell,” Grillo continued, “It won’t just be Ertigan that comes looking for that soul.”

“How so?” Oxivius asked impatiently. 

“You’ll be violating the natural order,” Grillo answered with a toothy grin. 

“So... Angels,” Xlina replied, seeing Oxivius grinning like the Cheshire cat. 

“Celestials,” Grillo confirmed. “They will seek to return the natural order.”

“Perfect,” Oxivius answered, as if all the pieces of his plan were falling into place. 

“That doesn’t sound good, Oxivius,” Xlina remarked, turning to him. 

“No, it’s just what we need X,” Oxivius replied, turning on her. “Think about it... we still do not know how to remove your mark. We cannot know where to find an angel or if they even exist. Now with Amber’s soul free from hell...”

“The angel will come to us,” Xlina finished. 

“The angel will come to us,” Oxivius replied with a nod. 

“But it won’t be coming to remove my mark, Ox,” Xlina replied in frustration. “It’ll be coming to return Amber to Hell.”

“Regardless,” Oxivius replied coldly, “It will come and when it does, it will tell us how to remove your mark.”

“And if it doesn’t?” Xlina asked. 

“It will,” Oxivius said coldly, a low threat in his voice. 

“But if it doesn’t,” Xlina replied, “It’s a hell of a gamble, Ox.”

“Not so much, really,” Oxivius replied with a cold and distant voice. “If it won’t help us by choice, then it will help us by force.”

“Now we are going to fight angels,” Xlina protested, looking back to Grillo and then back at Oxivius. 

“If that is what we have to do, love,” Oxivius replied reassuringly, “I never said it would be easy.”

“So, we pull Amber from hell, free the Grillo, and wait to see who catches us first, Ertigan or the Angels.”

“Sounds about right,” Oxivius answered with his telltale grin and raised eyebrow.

“How do we free you, Grillo?” Xlina asked again, returning to the diminutive creature. 

“Oh, that’s simple,” Grillo replied with a smile. “All I ask is for you to take me with you when you leave.”

“Sounds too easy...,” Oxivius replied. 

“Not at all,” Grillo retorted, looking back at Xlina, “She is capable of carrying life, is she not?”

“You can’t be,” Xlina replied, a look of horror on her face. 

“Come now, I can’t just stroll out of the membrane between worlds,” Grillo replied in a matter-of-fact tone. “I need a ride. A vessel. Like the membrane here between the infernal planes and purgatory... I need a host. Despite your unattractive qualities... your womb looks most habitable.” 

“Oxivius?” Xlina questioned, her voice raising an octave.

“How long?” Oxivius barked fiercely. 

“Just until we are out of Purgatory,” Grillo replied with a sneer. “Then I’ll be free to move around as I please.”

“No,” Xlina replied in defiance, “I have played host before and there is no bloody way I am letting that thing inside me.”

“Come now,” Grillo purred. “It’s nothing more than having a traveler. You’ll barely know I am there.”

“More like a parasite,” Xlina replied flatly. 

“I don’t think we have much of a choice,” Oxivius answered. 

“Then you be the vessel,” Xlina replied. “My womb is not for rent.”

“Look, we need to survive hell first,” Oxivius replied calmly. “That’s the deal right Grillo, safe passage back from hell as well. For Xlina, Amber, and myself?”

“Passage for three,” Grillo affirmed, “and a ride for me.”

“Fine,” Oxivius declared. 

“No,” Xlina replied again firmly. 

“Trust me,” Oxivius replied, looking at her with his ice-blue eyes. 

“Fine,” she relented, clasping her arms about her.

“Of course, this way...” Grillo motioned, hobbling to the back of his dwelling. “Through this door to the fiery abyss.”

Oxivius took her hand in his and led the way to the door. With a passing look in her eyes, he pulled her through, and the world flashed a bright yellow light once more as her eyes rolled back and the illusion faded from view. 
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Fortress of Fire

––––––––
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Xlina coughed, feeling the remnants of the slimy appendages in her throat as she rolled to her side and heaved a mixture of stomach acid and slime. She was hot, unbearably so as she lay on the ground in a fetal position. Her face ached from where Grillo had dug in his tendrils. 

“That was rather unpleasant,” Oxivius’ voice came from above her. She looked up to see the necromancer wiping away bits of slime from his face. 

“Ox,” she replied, wiping her mouth in disgust. 

“I had no idea,” he replied.

“You promised my womb,” she answered coldly from the ground.

“Technically, love, you made the promise when you agreed to free it,” Oxivius replied, again offering her a hand. 

“I never agreed,” Xlina quipped, taking his hand gingerly. 

“Just like with Valeria,” Oxivius continued firmly, “You really must be more careful when dealing with otherworldly entities.”

“So I am learning,” Xlina lamented sourly. 

“It’s no matter,” Oxivius replied, pulling her to her feet and meticulously wiping her face with his handkerchief.

“It isn’t,” Xlina replied sourly. 

“No,” Oxivius affirmed, “We needed Grillo to dump us close to Ertigan’s Palace. That is all. I do not intend to return to purgatory through the paradox.”

“But our deal?” Xlina asked nervously. 

“Yes, our deal was safe passage back,” Oxivius answered, “Which is only good if we meant to return by the way we came.”

“You seem awful sure about that,” Xlina replied, looking around for the first time at her surroundings. 

“I am,” Oxivius replied, focusing on wiping away the last remnants of Grillo. “I have no intention of releasing that thing on the world. Besides the creature said the Demons escaped. They were freed.”

“So, there are other doors,” Xlina replied. 

“Precisely,” Oxivius nodded. 

“What about the book and the car?” Xlina replied. 

“It’s a magical construct attuned to me,” Oxivius answered plainly. “It’s a mere matter of summoning the hearse when we return to Earthrealm.”

“We are just going to leave it in purgatory,” Xlina replied. 

“It’s safe enough,” Oxivius shrugged, “No one has entered the paradox for ages. Without the book, I doubt any would even stumble on the road to Hell. Besides, I don’t mean to languish here for very long.”

Xlina looked out on the infernal realm. The sky was a roiling black mass with large tendrils that hung down like giant earthworms probing the ground below. There was no light source in the sky beyond the dark clouds, rather, the fires and molten rock illuminated the landscape from below. The air was thick with sulfur and her lungs burned with every breath. She felt as if the air itself had a weight, like moving through a dense fog. In the distance, an obsidian black citadel rose in a mass of spikes that looked more like a stack of needles than a palace. She shuddered as she looked at Ertigan’s Palace. The black obsidian, the foul smell of sulfur. She had seen it before. When Valeria had tormented her. When she had given her visions of hell. She had shown Xlina this place. She had seen Valeria’s memories of being tortured at the hands of Ertigan. It was profoundly wrong, and her very soul seemed to recoil at the memory. 

“This is where he tortured her,” Xlina mouthed softly. 

“Amber?” Oxivius asked quizzically.

“Not Amber,” Xlina replied. The demon barb Valeria had placed in her throat still preventing Xlina from saying her name. She instead conveyed her disgust for the demon in the tone and way she simply replied “Her.” 
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