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      I know she’s coming for me. My master shows me images of her every day. He does it to discourage me, to make me give up all hope, but it has the opposite effect. She’s not given up, so I won’t either.

      She has even found friends who’re helping her. An angel, a hellhound and a werewolf. I’m almost a bit jealous about that. No, make that very jealous. I don’t have a single friend here, even though my master likes to pretend that he is. In reality, he’s vile and rotten inside, nothing like the nice facade he’s built as his body. I’ve seen his true self many times and trust me, it’s not something anyone ever wants to see.

      But now she’s getting ever closer. She’s stuck in one of the circles and I think that’s my master’s doing. He’s been trying to delay her for years now. He’s not succeeding though. Ciera keeps coming and she will get here eventually. Into the centre of Hell, the place where flesh melts from bones and souls cry out in anguish. The place he’s holding me captive. The place I’ve grown up in.

      I don’t think she’s realised yet. The men haven’t told her. She’ll be in for a shock when she finds out. She’s expecting to find a toddler, but by the time she makes it here, I’ll be a grown woman. Even if she hurries, I’ll be older than her when she arrives.

      Thing is, the further you get into Hell, the faster time flows. While mere days might pass in the outer circles, here in the centre those days will be years.

      And they’ve not told her.

      I wonder what she’ll do to them when she finds out. I smile at the thought. They’re in for one hell of a beating. Ciera is able to travel through Hell because she burns as brightly as the fires devouring the souls. She’s a light in the darkness and she’ll save me.

      I just need to survive until she does.
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      “What do you mean, all Hell’s breaking loose?” I ask Ceb, whose face is getting that fiery glow indicating he’s about to morph into his other glorious form. Yes, I appear to have a soft spot for three headed hellhounds, so sue me.

      “I meant exactly what I said. The fucking tombs and graves in the city are opening and the occupants are escaping. The bastards appear to be making their way here,” he responds, his handsome face changing before my eyes. In a matter of seconds, his other form fills the room. The three-headed hellhound with fire flaring from his nostrils and flames licking beneath his skin, rapidly appears before us.

      “You could’ve waited until we were outside the damn room,” Plutus complains, pushing against the beast’s shoulder.

      The nearest head snarls at Plutus, whilst the one on the left pulls back its lips over its jagged teeth in a snigger. The middle head lets out a low rumble of laughter.

      Sometimes I forget Ceb’s a demon in charge of a whole circle of Hell. In fact, for the last hour or so I’ve managed to forget why I’ve come here. Getting pissed and kissing Maro has distracted me. I’m here to save Tris, not kiss a fallen angel, get drunk with a hellhound and ogle a sexy, naked, werewolf.

      ‘You kissed them too’, a tiny voice says inside my head. I ignore it.

      “How many are we talking here?” Maro asks, stepping up behind me.

      I try not to be distracted by his nearness or the heat that seems to pour from his chest into my back.

      “All of them,” Plutus responds, scraping a hand through his hair.

      “All of them? Fuck!” Maro exclaims. He places a firm hand on my hip and steers me towards the window, the heat of his palm burning my skin.

      “We leave now. Once outside you get on Ceb’s back. Maro and I will take up the rear,” Plutus says.

      Despite the imminent danger, Plutus’ comment seems to tickle Ceb and his whole body shakes with laughter. Even Maro finds it amusing.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you two? This isn’t a laughing matter. Lucifer must know we’re here. Why else would the heretics be set free from their burning graves? Get your shit together,” Plutus admonishes.

      Ceb snarls a little at that. He may be a fairly relaxed man in his human form, but he’s still a demon at his core. I don’t suppose he takes kindly to being called out on his behaviour, especially not by a snarky wolf shifter with attitude.

      “We haven’t ventured into the City of Dis for some time, Plutus. Maybe we’re overreacting. For all we know this is some regular shit that goes on. A heretic party perhaps?” Ceb says.

      Plutus rolls his eyes. “Don’t be a fool, Berus. No one gets entertained in Hell aside from Lucifer himself.”

      “Err, unless you’ve forgotten we’re standing in a pub. Isn’t this place entertainment for those who enter? Perhaps Ceb’s right?” I point out.

      “If they’d been strolling along having a chitchat, I might have agreed with him. As it is, the heretics are carrying weapons and looking murderous. Even the two old crones in the pub have cleared off. When demons as dark and as powerful as them leave, then it’s fair to say what’s coming ain’t friendly.”

      “Then we’d better get out of here before they turn up, hadn’t we?” Maro says, pushing me towards the window once more.

      “You really think they’re after me?”

      “Yes, I do. They’ve been confined to those graves for eternity. I’m betting Lucifer promised them freedom in exchange for your head.”

      “Look, I’m hardly a threat. I don’t want anything apart from taking my sister's place. I’m a nobody. Why go to all the bother?”

      “Number one, you’re not a nobody, you’ve made it this far into Hell for a start, and number two, he took your sister. Lucifer may take what he wants, but he rarely keeps what he doesn’t need,” Maro says, eliciting a raised eyebrow from Plutus. “She must be special to him, and therefore you’ve got a problem.”

      “Maybe so, but Lucifer is a liar and a cheat. He’ll say anything, do anything, to get what he wants. He’s the Devil for crying out loud, why would these heretics believe a word he says?”

      “You did, didn’t you?” Plutus points out.

      My lips purse together in a hard line. He’s right, of course, I did believe Lucifer. He has a way of twisting the truth and making you believe he’s a man of his word, or contract, should I say. The fact is, he’s no more a man than the three misfits standing before me. Lucifer is a fallen angel, the Devil himself, and the most feared being in all of history.

      “Okay, we get it. Time to leave,” Maro snaps, wrapping a protective arm around me.

      “I can look after myself,” I say, shrugging him off.

      A few minutes ago I’d been more than happy to have his arms wrapped around me and his lips pressed against mine. Now I’m just angry at myself for wasting precious time.

      My fingers reach for the bow that’s slung over my shoulder. Knowing it’s there makes me feel better. I’m not going to let a few heretics get the better of me. No one’s going to stop me from saving Tris.

      No one.

      “Let’s get you out of here, fair maiden,” Ceb says, nudging me out of the way. He glances over my head at Maro. “It’s going to get a bit hot in here. Best stand out of the way for a moment, okay?”

      I don’t have time to respond before I’m hauled backwards to the other side of the room. Just before Maro twists us around so that I’m enclosed in his arms with his wings wrapped around us both, I see Ceb blow out a stream of blue fire from his three mouths. Maro curls his body and wings around me blocking my view, and I hear the sound of glass shattering. Ten seconds later, he stands and yanks me upright with him. When I turn around, I see Ceb stepping through the space where the window once was. The frame has disintegrated from the heat, shattering the glass in the process.

      “Fuck that’s hot,” I mumble, still feeling the heat from the smouldering brick.

      “Let’s go,” Plutus says, keen to get away from the pub and the hoard of heretics apparently intent on taking my head and gaining their freedom.

      Maro lets me go, and I notice his wings aren’t damaged by the heat at all. So, not only are they sharp enough to draw blood, they’re also fireproof. It makes me wonder what the other parts of his anatomy are like. I mean, perhaps his cock grows three times its length and vibrates like one of those sex toys I see the prostitutes flaunt in the red light district back home? Imagine that! Better still, what if Maro’s manhood is multicoloured, glows and vibrates? Wouldn’t that be a sight for sore eyes. I can’t help but giggle at the thought. I think I may be a little hysterical. The threat on my life seems to be having a strange effect on me.

      “What’s so funny?” Maro asks, raising a blonde eyebrow.

      “Nothing, nothing at all,” I squeak, ignoring his glare and climbing out of the hole in the wall.

      Plutus and Maro follow me, joining Ceb and me on the rocky ground at the back of the pub. Now that we’re outside, I can smell the thick smoke and, in the distance, can see billowing black clouds rising into the air. Beneath the clouds is an army of frail-looking men and women stumbling half-dressed towards us. Every single one of them is holding a weapon.

      “Shit, what now?” I say.

      Maro draws his sword as I grab hold of my bow and arrow, readying myself to fight.

      “Up on my back…” Ceb starts only to be interrupted.

      “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Cerberus the puppy, Maro the birdy and Plutus the pussy!” A voice says from behind us.

      “Great, that’s all we need,” Plutus groans, muttering obscenities under his breath as we turn to face the voice.

      “Who are you?” I growl, immediately disliking the creature standing before me. And by creature I mean centaur. A half-horse, half-human beast with bright multicoloured hair and dark skin. What the everloving fuck is a centaur doing in Hell? I mean they’re mythical creatures, right? Then I remember who I’m travelling with and the centaur doesn’t seem so out of place after all.

      “I’m Oumy… and if you want to get to someplace safe before that lot descends, I suggest you follow me,” he says, nodding toward the oncoming swarm of people.

      “Oh me? That’s your name?” I ask, trying not to laugh.

      He cocks a perfectly sculptured eyebrow at me and laughs. “That’s right, pretty. Stick with me and you’ll be fine.”

      Plutus snarls. “If you think we’re going anywhere with you, you’re very much mistaken, Horsey.”

      “Who are you calling a horse?!” Oumy shouts.

      “I am. Now fuck off and let the big boys deal with the situation!” Plutus snaps, baring his teeth.

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Oumy retorts, rearing up on his hind legs.

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, for fuck sake! We haven’t got time for posturing. If you haven’t already noticed, guys, there’s a load of angry looking people about to attack us all. I say we follow Oumy here and get the hell out of dodge.”

      Horsey, I mean Oumy, smiles at that, but it soon fades when I hold up my bow and arrow, aiming it at his heart. “Just because I agree to go with you, doesn’t mean I trust you. You fuck up, you die.”

      “I’m only trying to help!” Oumy whinnies, then snorts.

      “Not a horse, eh?” Plutus says, laughing.

      “Well?” I insist, still pointing the arrow at his chest.

      Oumy shakes his long mane of hair, turns on his hooves and trots off in the opposite direction. We follow behind, my arrow still aimed at his heart.
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      He leads us through a narrow alleyway that has Ceb grumbling in annoyance. He's far too big for small spaces like this, but he's also refusing to shift. All three men are on high alert, as am I. I'm not taking my eyes off Oumy, while the others watch our surroundings. At the end of the alley, a high wall stops us in our tracks. A tiny door is cut into it to our left, so small that even I would have trouble squeezing through, and I'm the smallest of our group of misfits.

      "We can't fit through there," I remark when Oumy moves towards the door.

      "Wanna bet?" The centaur snickers. "Not everything is at it seems."

      Then he walks through the wall like it's air.

      "What the bloody fuck," I mutter and Ceb's three heads howl in laughter.

      "Not everything is at it seems, little human," the one closest to me repeats. I still haven't figured out if they're all the same Ceb or if his personality splits into three when he shifts. "Shall I give you a lift? Not sure you've got enough evil inside of you to pass through the wall."

      I huff. If only he knew all the things I've done. What I've had to do to survive, to keep my sister safe. One day, I know I'm going to return to Hell, if I ever make it out alive. Only I'll be dead then, condemned to stay here forever to pay for my sins.

      Maro lifts me onto Ceb's broad back. The hellhound's skin is so hot that I immediately break into a sweat. How does he survive being so warm in an already extremely warm and arid environment? Then I remember the swamp we met him in. Not so arid after all.

      Slowly, Ceb walks towards the wall, not hesitating when his first head touches it. We pass through it with a strange tingling sensation that reminds me of touching a charged balloon. It's not unpleasant, just weird. As soon as we're through the wall, I lift my bow again, ready to shoot whatever threat may present itself next. We're in a building, vast and dark, reminding me of a warehouse. Oumy is walking far ahead, prancing arrogantly.

      "Come on!" he shouts. "We don't have much time."

      Ceb breaks into a trot and I can hear the other two men follow us. Poor Maro, not being able to fly. Ceb and Plutus can shift to protect themselves, but Maro is stuck with just wings. Well, I guess that's more than most people have. Fireproof, super sharp wings that also look extremely sexy. Multipurpose.

      "Where are we going?" I ask Ceb.

      One of his heads turns around even while he's sprinting across the empty room.

      "I have no idea. Oumy is not exactly a friend, not even a nice person, but I don't think he'd betray us to the heretics. He doesn't like them either. Although I'm not sure he likes anyone. And I don't know anyone who likes him."

      "He sounds like a sad man... centaur," I say, meaning every word. Maybe that's why he seemed so arrogant. Sometimes, arrogance is just a shield people use to hide their own insecurities.

      "It's his own fault," Plutus grumbles to my right. "He's done some bad things."

      I never get a chance to ask what bad things he means, because that's when the ceiling collapses. Everything happens much faster than my brain can comprehend. One second, I'm on Ceb's back, the next, I'm underneath him, with a freshly shifted werewolf to my right and an angel to my left, both shielding me. There are stones all over the floor, bits of roof sprinkled among them. Maro has his wings fully extended, blocking my view of whatever else is happening.

      "Stay hidden," he hisses and I do as he says, cowering on the ground. I hope Ceb won't suddenly collapse or lie down. That would make a very flat, very dead Ciera. He must weigh at least a ton in his hellhound form.

      "Those are Anastasius's minions," Plutus warns. "Oumy led us into a trap."

      "Who's Anastasius?" I ask, trying to get a grip on my growing panic.

      "A pope," Maro explains. "He's the unofficial ruler of the heretics. Not a nice chap, neither in life nor in death. Now he serves Lucifer in an attempt to be let back into Heaven."

      "Does that mean he was in Heaven before he came here?"

      "Oh yes. But let's deal with these heretics first. They're almost upon us."

      I can hear that. Footsteps are all around us, the sound of people running, but none of them are saying anything. No battle cries, no shouts, not even the sound of breathing. Except for their feet hitting the ground, they're completely silent.

      I shift to my right, where Plutus is standing, his teeth bared, fur wild. There are dozens of them, men and women, dressed in little more than rags. They all have a slightly singed look to them, and some of their clothes are actually smoking as if they walked through a fire on their way here. Most of them have pale grey skin, looking mottled and dead. A few have lost their hair, leaving behind bare, ugly heads. All of them are thin, almost skeletal. I bet a bit of wind could throw them aside, but there are more of them crawling down the walls like spiders. The wall we've passed through must be blocked to them, but they've made a hole in the roof to get through.

      "Where's Oumy?" I ask. "Where's that traitor?"

      "I'm going to deal with him as soon as we get out of here," Ceb growls. "That treacherous little bastard is going to be pulled apart slowly and painfully."

      I finger my notched arrow. "Can I shoot him first?"

      "You can use him for target practice as much as you want," the hellhound says generously. "As long as I get to watch."

      That's when the first wave of heretics hits. Limbs fly through the air as Maro's sword parts them from their bodies. Even underneath Ceb's bulky figure, blood drops reach me, falling on my face. I wipe them off in disgust. The blood is thick and brown, not fresh at all.

      Even while they're killed, the heretics don't make a sound. They're like ghosts, waiting to be slain as they feebly try to attack us. One manages to sneak up on us from behind and suddenly grips my ankle, but I kick him and he lets go. Plutus picks him up with his large wolf jaws and rips him apart. More blood falls onto my skin. Yuck.

      I feel useless, lying underneath Ceb, not taking part in the battle. I've got my bow now, I can fight. I decide to stop playing the damsel in distress and crawl out, hoping that the guys won't notice. All of them have that overly increased protector instinct that I really need to help them get rid of. I've survived for quite a while without their help, and I'm not going to turn into a spoiled Princess just because I've found three men in shining armour. Make that shiny fur. Shiny wings. Whatever.

      I roll to my side and jump up behind Plutus. He roars and turns around, his jaws wide open, ready to bite me - he stops just in time, his teeth inches away from my belly.

      "What the fuck are you doing!" he shouts. "I could have killed you!"

      I shrug, pretending I'm not scared at all of his fearsome teeth. "You didn't. I want to help."

      "You can help by staying where you're safe," he complains as he strangles one of the heretics with his tail. "That will help me concentrate on the battle."

      As sweet as that is, I don't want to hide.

      I ignore him and draw my bowstring, letting an arrow fly into the nearest heretic’s heart. I'm not surprised when I hit exactly the spot I wanted to. The furies have gifted me with skills I could never have imagined.

      I notch another arrow and, this time, manage to hit two heretics at once, skewering them on the staff like a kebab.

      "Good one," Plutus admits grudgingly. "But stay close, don't move away from us. They're waiting for one of us to break ranks."

      I nod. That I can do. My arms hurt from the unfamiliar strain, but there are more heretics coming. It doesn't seem to stop. No matter how many of them we kill, even more climb through the open roof.

      "Can we go and hide somewhere?" Maro asks, sounding pained by having to admit that fighting may not be the answer. "Somewhere they can't go?"

      Ceb shakes all three of his heads. "There is one holy place in town, but I'm not sure even you could get in. Is there enough light left in you?"

      Maro's face darkens. Eventually, he mutters, "I'm not sure."

      "Ciera could hide there, but I think the heretics will keep attacking us even when she is safe,” Ceb says hesitantly. “Lucifer knows we're helping her, so eliminating us will make it easier for him to stop her."

      "I'm not going to stay somewhere without you," I protest before they can continue their discussion. Plutus nods. "We're going to stick together. Let's try and get out of this place and go somewhere less exposed."

      That's easier said than done. The heretics have closed in on us from all sides, trapping us in a circle of dead flesh and cut off limbs. The air stinks of decay, but after going through five circles of Hell before this one, I'm used to putrid smells.

      "I'm going to barbeque them," Ceb suggests with a smile in his voice. Only now do I realise that he's been holding back. He could have used his fire breath ages ago. These guys have been playing with the heretics. They're enjoying this!

      I take a closer look at Maro. He looks more energetic and powerful than I've ever seen him. Plutus is shaking his bloody fur in delight. And Ceb is staring at the next wave of heretics with something like hunger in his eyes.

      I'm surrounded by psychos. And I'm not talking about the sinners trying to kill us.
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