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Chapter 1: Obsession
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It all started with that damn book. The Morganomicon, she’d called it. With a name like that, I should have known to leave it alone.

I’ve never been a bookish type of girl. Nothing against it, but there are a dozen other things I’d rather waste my time on than reading just for the sake of the reading. So I couldn’t explain, then, what caught and held my attention so much about a dusty old tome falling apart at the spine on the shelf of a hole-in-the-wall consignment shop. The shop itself was sandwiched between a Lucky Dragon Chinese restaurant and Old Sound, the music store where I worked part time. It had shown up overnight; one evening leaving work, I glanced through the window to see a dark, empty room with a handful of dusty shelves and a few loose boards of plywood, and the next evening that same window displayed antique mahogany jewelry boxes and a gleaming suit of silver armor, among other things. The lights were on, and the shelves were full, though nobody could be seen inside. 

That first time, I passed it on by and didn’t think much about it. The next evening was payday, so with check in hand, I decided to stop in and browse. It was one of those rare months for me when the rent on my one-room apartment wasn’t overdue, so I could afford to act like I had money to burn on cheap used junk. The shopkeeper, a pale and willowy lady with dark black hair and a sharp, angular face, smiled at me as I walked in. Her eyes followed me as I wandered down the nearest aisle, passing over gauzy pastel dresses and ceramic castle miniatures. It was kind of off-putting having a stranger and the only other person in the room blatantly and unashamedly staring after me. I was about to turn around and walk out when my gaze landed on the bookshelves and I saw it. That damn book.

The cover was a faded and ratty gray-black without any words or pictures, and as I got closer, I could smell it even among the rest of the musty old books. It smelled like a moldy attic, like dust and moist wood; but when I picked it up, it was dry, though the cover did feel like some weird hybrid of leather and tree bark. It was also almost as thick as my hand, and the pages were ragged on the edges, some of them sticking out past the cover’s edge without any pattern. When I opened it up, a few fell out. I stuffed them back in hurriedly before the shopkeeper lady could see, and that’s when I realized that many of them were already missing, some even torn halfway down the middle. What was left looked like it was written in gibberish, in strange flowing letters that didn’t resemble any font or language I had ever seen.

I put it back down and walked out before I could do any more inadvertent damage, the lady behind the counter gazing at me the entire time. That book had definitely seen better days, but even in its prime, it seemed like something I wouldn’t be able to read or understand.

Which is why it surprised me so much when I went back in a second time just to see it again.

Not right away, of course. I walked to the bank first and cashed my paycheck, reviving my flat-lining account for another week. I caught the bus back to my rundown apartment and microwaved a frozen burrito for dinner. I managed to finish most of my homework before finally passing out on the futon and drooling into my statistics book. And I woke up just in time to catch another bus to the local community college only ten minutes after my first class had started. I had a very productive, very normal day. I even got to work with some time to spare.

But all day long, my mind kept drifting back to that damn book. Not longingly, like I wished I’d bought it or anything. It just kept edging its way into my thoughts. The ragged pages, the alien writing, the weird texture, even the loamy odor — it was partly curiosity and partly unbidden. I caught myself remembering it when nothing at all had happened to trigger the memory. It was confusing.

I stopped and looked in the window again that evening after work, debating whether I wanted to bother going in a second time. The lady behind the counter caught my gaze while I was window browsing and smiled at me again through the glass. I smiled back politely and didn’t realize that I was walking toward the door until I was already through it.

This time, I made a point of checking out the rest of the store first before heading to the bookshelves. I passed racks of frilled and ruffled shirts and dresses mixed in with t-shirts and leather jackets. A pair of blue jeans draped over what looked like deer antlers sitting on a table wrapped in newspaper. A shelf devoted entirely to jeweled music boxes, and several shelves of snow globes depicting everything from famous monuments to a ring of naked women dancing in a circle. At the end of this aisle was a long mirror in a gilded frame with a tribal design etched around the edges. The me that stared out of it had a confused look in her dark brown eyes, like she didn’t know what she was doing there. And over the faded denim shoulder of the other me’s jacket, I could see the shopkeeper lady watching me and smiling.

I turned and walked over to the bookshelf, then browsed the spines of every other title on it before picking up that damn book again.

I made an earnest effort to examine it this time and maybe figure out what about it was making it stick in my mind. The flowing symbols looked like they were trying to form words and sentences, but they didn’t look like an alphabet; they looked like someone had lazily drawn a pen in wispy curlicues over the pages, like they were trying to sketch smoke rather than write a book. A few of the pages had illustrations, but what they were illustrating, I couldn’t tell. There were diagrams, I think, that looked like rough drafts of fractal art. About the only thing I saw in those pages that I recognized was a drawing of the phases of the moon, but even that was off — there were too many phases, and they were in the wrong order.

Someone wrote this deliberately to confuse people, I thought. Still holding it, I turned to face the lady behind the counter. Still smiling and still staring, she tilted her head at me. Probably her, then. I put the book back down and smiled back at her as I headed out the door toward the bus stop, then sat in the cigarette smoke cloud of the balding man on the bench next to me until it arrived. When the door folded open, I fished my crumpled bus pass out of my pocket and punched it before taking an empty seat near the front, where I laid my head back against the cracked leather and relaxed.

And immediately started remembering that damn book.

By the time I got home, I was pissed and didn’t know why. The swirling nonsense words were floating around in my mind, bumping into other thoughts. I saw them in the scenery around me, in the darkening clouds outside, in the cracks on my ceiling, in the wrinkles of my textbook pages. I caught myself doodling the letters from memory in the margins of my notebook while I tried to read Beowulf for my world lit class, and after I threw my pencil across the room, I realized my empty fingers were still tracing the lines. I gave up on homework and put on my headphones, turned on my MP3 player, and lay on the futon listening to the Rolling Stones sing about sympathizing with the Devil. And all the while I kept trying, in my head, to match the flow of the lyrics with the contours of the strange writing in that damn book.

It was maddening. It was making me mad. If there were anything inside it that I could understand and that interested me, this unbidden obsession would make sense. If it were a nice-looking book and I secretly wanted it to display in my cheap apartment somewhere as decoration, that would also make sense. If I just got a kick out of trying to decipher coded languages, I could understand completely. But there wasn’t, and it wasn’t, and I didn’t. So it had no right to claim so much of my attention.

The next day was a Saturday, and as I had no weekend classes, I pulled an early shift at Old Sound. I had to walk by the thrift store on my way in, and it took a real physical effort to keep my head from craning around to look in the window. Steve, the manager and only other employee in the store most days, must have seen the irritation on my face as I punched the clock. “You alright, Morgan?” he asked, looking up from a brown cardboard box of empty jewel cases with a frown. “You look... scowlier than usual.”

Steve was in his late twenties, only a few years older than me, with a permanent but thin patch of curly black hairs growing out of his chin, his best attempt at growing a beard. He’d dropped out of the same college that I was currently making my way through with two years left on his business degree, and he seemed to be a permanent fixture at the shop. I always kind of assumed, back then, that I would end up right beside him in a couple years after my gen-eds were over with and I ran out of direction. I still wasn’t sure what I was going to college for, other than because my parents told me I had to, and assistant manager at a used music store seemed as good a place to end up as any.

“I’m fine,” I said, flinging my denim jacket over the green plastic table that served as our break room. “Just preoccupied.”

“Is that the same shirt you wore in yesterday?”

I glanced down at the men’s black band t-shirt I was wearing. Most of my wardrobe lately consisted of men’s black band t-shirts, with only the logo on the front to differentiate them. Pants alternated between leather and blue jeans, both usually with at least one rip somewhere. Shoes were always the same pair of black combat boots. I like familiarity in my clothes, what can I say?

I grabbed the hem of my shirt and tugged it out. “Did I wear Queen yesterday?”

“You wore Queen yesterday,” Steve said. “Day before that, too, come to think of it.” He picked up the box of empty cases and carried them over to me. “You got more than one, or you just quit doing laundry?”

“I’ve been busy,” I said, taking the box from him. “Or my brain has, anyway. What am I doing with these?”

“They’re for that box of loose discs beneath the cash register,” he said, taking a seat behind his desk. It was the only desk in this backroom and, besides our break table, also the only furniture. Everything else was boxes and milk crates. “School getting to ya?” he asked.

“Not quite,” I said, and took the box to the front counter. I wished it was school distracting me; at least then it would be responsible frustration, something I could understand. I pulled out the box of loose CDs and set it next to the box of empty CD cases, then set about putting the one into the other, trying to relax with menial, repetitive labor.

I had about twenty CDs cased away when I realized that I was setting them out in patterns across the counter when I was done. Patterns that looked kind of like one of the weird geometric diagrams I had seen on one of the pages in that damn book.

Steve hurried out of the back room to see what was wrong when he heard me growl and knock about twenty CD cases off the counter to the tiled floor. I muttered something unconvincing about tripping and trying to catch my balance, then, as he shook his head and went back to whatever it is he does back there, I resolved to get to the bottom of this book business if I had to shake down that staring shopkeeper for answers.

Luckily, it didn’t come to that. When I strode through the thrift store door for the third time, I marched straight to the back and yanked that damn book off the shelf, flashing a smile at the lady behind the counter along the way that I’m sure didn’t match the tone of my boots stomping across the floor. I’m fairly small — only about five-three or so — so I’m sure it wasn’t a very intimidating sounding stomp. But it looked impressive and purposeful to me, watching myself approach in the mirror at the end of the aisle. I wouldn’t have messed with me.

Which is one reason why I was so surprised when I heard a low, sultry voice right behind me say, “This book is calling to you.” I spun around in surprise to find the shopkeeper lady standing behind me, smiling down at me. She was taller up close than she looked behind the counter, her storm gray eyes more intense, her smile more... predatory. Something about her features or the light or the angle of view made it hard to tell how old she was. And something about her expression made it hard to look away.

“What do you mean?” I asked, holding the book up between us like a shield until I realized I was doing so and lowered my hands, embarrassed.

“This marks the third occasion you’ve come merely to examine it,” she said. There was no question to her voice. She knew what I had been doing on each of these visits.

“Oh,” I said. For a moment, it was all I said. Then her eyes dropped to the book, and I found mine did too. “Yeah, um. I guess it’s, uh, kind of a weird book, isn’t it?”

She laughed, and my first thought was that her laugh sounded like wind chimes in the rain. My second thought was, Why did I just think that? I don’t think in flowery words like that. “It is at that, I suppose,” she said. She reached down to run a finger over the cover, and I had a brief jolt of fear that she was going to touch me, though I didn’t know why. “It is a unique tome, that much is certain. The only one like it in this world.”

“Oh yeah?” I nodded and tried to look a polite level of interested, hoping she would go away. “It does look pretty, uh... different. I guess.”

She took the book from me then, holding the spine in one splayed hand while the other leafed through the pages. “You are curious,” she said in that matter-of-fact tone, “but you are hesitant to seem so. You don’t understand the hold these pages have over you, so you are trying to deny it while simultaneously investigating it in secret.” Her eyes caught mine over the edge of the book then. “Correct me if it is otherwise.”

Who talks like that? But I couldn’t deny it to her; if it was that obvious, there’d be no point. “Something like that, yeah,” I said hesitantly. “I’m, uh, not usually one for old books, normally. And I don’t even recognize the language, so...”

“It is lost,” she said. “Popularly, anyway. The alphabet was rarely shared outside of its niche even in the days of its flourishing.”

I nodded again. “That would explain it, then.”

“You want me to tell you what it is, but you do not want to ask.”

“Then why don’t you just tell me if you know that?” I snapped. Part of me felt bad about it afterward, but she was getting on my nerves.

She only smiled again. “Because you will not believe the answer.”

“Why not?” I demanded. “What’s the answer?”

She turned the book around to face the pages toward me. For a moment, it almost looked like the flowing letters were drifting across the paper. “It is written in Old Elven,” she said.

It took a moment for her words to sink in, and when they did, I gave her my best carefully-blank stare. “Elven? Like, elves? Like, Lord of the Rings elves?”

“Somewhat,” she said. “To be perfectly accurate, it is the Queen’s Tongue of the Daoine Sidhe, the fey creatures of the Seelie Court. But elves as they are imagined today can be traced back through the mortal consciousness to this same group.”

“Ah. All right, gotcha,” I said, inching forward and around her. “Thanks for that. Excuse me.” I made it around her and headed for the front door. One of those kinds of people, then. There had been a crazy old fairy lady across the street from where I grew up, too, who kept rusted metal junk and old clothes strewn across her front lawn and had bits of leaves and twig always sticking out of her hair. Once, when I was a kid, she accused me of being a changeling because I didn’t look like my parents. I tried to explain to her that the word she was looking for was “adopted,” but she just got mad and told me she’d find the real baby someday. After that, I decided that I wasn’t a fan of her particular brand of crazy.

I had the door halfway open when the lady behind me called out, “If you leave now, you will come back tomorrow to look at this tome for a fourth time, and you will be even angrier and more confused with yourself than you are now.” I stopped with my hand on the knob and, despite myself, waited for her to finish. “If you leave with this book in hand, however,” she continued, “then you will be able to be angry and confused in the comfort of your own space until you finally let it speak to you, and you will not have to suffer my presence while you do so.”

I could feel her smiling at the back of my head. I could just see her reflection in the glass of the front door, holding that damn book. After a few seconds’ deliberation, I sighed and turned back to her. “How much is it?” I asked.

She tilted her head. “How much can you sacrifice for it?”

I rummaged around in my jacket pocket and came back with a crumpled wad of bills and some coins, which I counted out in my hand. “I got two thirty-eight on me right now.”

“Then that will suffice.” She glided — and that really was the most accurate word for it — across the aisle and handed me the supposed elf book, taking my money in the same motion. “It is a grimoire without title,” she said, “though a previous owner once referred to it as the Morganomicon. Make of that what you will.”

“Sounds fancy,” I grumbled, turning it over in my hands. “Morganomicon, huh? That’s appropriate, then. My name’s Morgan.”

She laughed that very poetic laugh of hers again. “Is it? Perhaps that is why it likes you so much, then.”

I looked from her to the book and back before nodding my head goodbye and backing out the door, then turned on my heel and headed for the bus stop, the book under my arm, my eyes on the sidewalk in front of me, trying to clear my head of the strange encounter. This book and that lady had started to creep me out a little, but at least she’d had a point when she’d said I wouldn’t have to keep taking time out of my day to go into her store and get confused.

I went home that night with that damn book, intending to scrutinize the pages until I was sick of them, then drop it in a corner and forget about it once and for all. And I would have, except that was the night it started talking to me.
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Chapter 2: Impatience
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The book didn’t literally talk to me, of course; however strange it was, it couldn’t do that. At least I don’t think it could. It probably would have otherwise. Anyway, it did pretty much the next best thing.

After I broke down and bought the book from the crazy thrift store lady, I caught the bus and went straight home with it. It was only about three in the afternoon, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do, and I’m not a big fan of going out and meeting people. Once back in my cozy hermitage, I popped another frozen burrito from the mini-fridge into the microwave and, while it spun and nuked, plopped myself down in my leaky green beanbag chair — the only other seat I had at the moment besides my futon — with my new book. The Morganomicon, I guess. The title seems like a bad joke to me now, but back then, I didn’t know any better.

I flipped it open to the first page and stared at the squiggles, looking for some sort of meaning in them, willing them to make sense. And suddenly, for a moment, in a flash, they did.

I had to do a double take. One second they were a series of doodles, the next there were perfectly coherent phrases and ideas being fed into my mind, and on the third, doodles again. It was like the page had reached out and slapped me, quick enough that I couldn’t be sure it had even happened. I looked again, more carefully this time, concentrating on the contours of each letter. Nothing happened. But, when I sighed and made to look away, I saw it again.

It was like those 3D optical illusion pictures, the ones that look like chaotic blobs of colored static if you stare directly at them, but relax your eyes and look at the space just in front of them or past them and an image suddenly jumps out at you. The shapes on these pages looked like random, curvy lines when I looked at them as letters or words; and if I looked at them each in turn, all I saw was a series of nothing. But if I stared down the page as a whole without focusing on any one symbol and tried to coax the hidden images out with my eyes, suddenly everything just... slid into place. Suddenly messages and images were at the forefront of my mind, like seeing someone else’s thoughts on an internal slideshow.

Like reading, I realized. I was reading a language I had never encountered before in my life. Or it was reading itself to me. It felt like, somewhere between the pages and my eyes, something was translating it and dropping the translation straight into my brain. I got a chill and, nervously, looked over both my shoulders to make sure I was really alone in my own apartment before turning my attention back to the book, this time trying to focus on what I was reading and not just the unbelievable fact that I was reading it.

It’s hard to put into words ideas that didn’t come to me as words, but the very first page of the book, which seemed newer and in better condition than most, also seemed to be a greeting, which made me double check my solitude again. There was also a sort of introductory warning — what I was seeing, it said, were not words but thoughts transcribed, the purest form of language that the author knew, written in such a way to withstand the changes of time and space so that anyone, in any era, from anywhere in any of the worlds (and it used “worlds,” plural) would be able to eventually discern the contents therein.

I don’t talk like this if I can help it. That’s one way I knew that these messages were coming from the book and that I wasn’t having a sudden onset of crazy. Crazy me wouldn’t have had access to half the vocabulary I was suddenly thinking in. Hell, sane me, if I’m still in here, still doesn’t know what some of what I was thinking then meant.

My microwave beeped shrilly, impotently, and was promptly ignored, my plans for dinner growing cold again as I sat in the middle of my room, amazed and with my insides gurgling in neglected hunger, flipping through thick, musty page after thick, musty page of unexpectedly legible gobbledygook. Concepts flowed to me as easily as watching leaves blow in the wind, and I found myself caught up in reading for the first time that I can remember. The sun began to set outside my window, but I only noticed when it eventually became too dark to read by and I had to flip on the shade-less lamp next to my futon. The white glare from the naked bulb washing through the room helped break the spell somewhat, and it was then that a few thoughts of my own finally edged their way in to my attention, and I made a few realizations.

First, that I had forgotten all about dinner, I was starving, and my burrito was almost certainly a cold and mushy lump of soggy refried beans slowly oozing into a puddle in my microwave. Second, that I was already fifty or sixty pages into the book, and had breezed through several illustrated parts that had looked like otherworldly nonsense the first time I’d seen them with perfect understanding. And third, I had a very strong, very creeping suspicion that I somehow knew magic now. And not the “rabbit out of a hat” kind — the “rabbit out of thin air” kind.

I had to set the book down then, get away from it for a while and rethink recent events a bit. I threw myself out of the beanbag chair, punched a few buttons on my microwave to reheat dinner, and paced a circle around the perimeter of my room while it spun to life once more, going over everything I’d just read in my head a second time. It was hard to recall at first, vague as the messages were; but when I started thinking about the swirled letters again, letting them drift through my thoughts without stopping them like they’d been trying to do since I first saw them, I began to recall the same impressions I’d been reading. There was some background information, some theories and philosophy on the mechanics of reality alteration that I’m not even going to attempt to put into real words, dense and tangled as they were. Most of what I’d been reading, though, I realized were instructions: think in this mindset, picture this, breathe like that, move just so, and little details about the world can be... changed.

I stopped pacing. What, that’s it? It was like a room in my mind that I’d just never noticed before was suddenly being pointed out to me, the words hidden on the page saying, “There. That’s where you’re keeping it. Door’s not even locked.” I couldn’t believe it was so easy to grasp. But then, I hadn’t been able to believe most of what had happened to me in the past couple of days.

On a sudden whim, I ran back over to the microwave and punched the cancel button, stopping the light and humming from inside. I opened the door, pulled out my lukewarm pseudo-Mexican pile of mush sitting on its soggy little napkin, and plopped it on the table. It smelled like old bean paste and tomato sauce, and a quick touch test told me it was still cold inside, the shell around it barely warmer. With a deep breath and plenty of mental derision about how ridiculous this would look to anyone watching, I spread my hands in the air on either side of the burrito, closed my eyes, and focused.

I let the not-quite-words swirl around in my head, mumbled something incomprehensible under my breath, and imagined one of the tangled diagram-things floating just behind my eyes, mentally tracing the lines from the inside out. There was a small voice that accompanied all of this that was telling me that I was an idiot to believe in this stuff and that it was stupid to expect anything to happen, but with some convincing, I was finally able to shut her up.

That’s when I felt the heat on my palms, radiating outward like I were about to grab a hot stovetop. It started faint, but as I mentally completed the pattern in my head, nearing the edges of the image, it grew hotter and hotter, until I thought I’d plunged my hands beneath a bed of hot coals. I yelped, more in surprise than actual pain, as my eyes snapped open and the strange focus of my thoughts was cut off.

The burrito exploded, splashing red-brown goo over my outstretched hands and the table, as well as my shirt, my face, and my shoulder-length black hair. Spatters of three-bean glop even managed to reach the far walls on either side of my one-room apartment. Only my hands spread above the napkin had prevented it from hitting the ceiling.

Welp. There it was — I knew magic. I was Morgan Amell, Kamikaze Burrito Witch. Let the world tremble at my name.

Slowly, mind carefully blank, I got a wet sponge and mopped the glop from the walls and table, dropping all evidence into the white plastic trash can by the door. Then I grabbed a clean t-shirt, a pair of sweat pants, and a towel and headed down the hallway to the communal bathroom, where I took the most meditative shower I can remember. My landlord, a little hunchbacked old man with suspenders and balding white hair, saw me come out of my room, looking stunned and covered in bean sludge, like I’d just been run down by a taco truck. He stopped and blinked at me as I passed, then walked on, shaking his head. I didn’t have the wherewithal to think of a good excuse for him just then. Actually, I don’t think I ever offered him an explanation for that moment, come to think of it.

A million thoughts must have run through my mind while I stood under the shower, head bent, hair plastered to my face, watching rivulets of water run off of me to swirl over the cracked ceramic tile and down the drain. The water reminded me of the words in that damn book. Most things did lately, it seemed. 

Do I tell somebody about this? On the one hand, I couldn’t imagine who would believe me — I certainly wouldn’t have before today. On the other, though, making food self-destruct from across the room might convince a few people. And if it really was magic that I was doing, like real wizardy stuff and not just some elaborate and convincing prank that I still hadn’t figured out, then that could very well be a ticket to bigger and better things. Having real superpowers had to be worth something, right? I could drop out of school, if nothing else — no need to learn microbiology when I could light fires with my brain. No need to learn any science, come to that, if I could change the rules with a thought. I could be rich and famous if I wanted, move out of my rinky-dink apartment loft and get a real place, a big mansion all to myself. I wasn’t sure how I felt about famous yet, but rich I could definitely go for. Maybe even get my own island. That was something that most people in movies about superheroes or sudden fantastical crap never seemed to think about: just come right out with it and be an instant celebrity.

But then, I thought, I probably wouldn’t like the attention that would bring. I didn’t even really like what little attention I got from strangers now. And then I’d have to explain myself, and the government would probably take the book away and lock it up somewhere, deny it ever happened and start some big conspiracy. And lock me up somewhere too, maybe, and stick needles and stuff in me for the rest of my life trying to find out how I could do what I did. I’d be like E.T., only without a home planet to escape to.

I finally had to get out of the water once the heat had run out and the shower felt like ice splashing over my skin. I toyed, briefly, with the idea of using my new microwave hands to make the water warm again, but I realized I couldn’t pay to replace the plumbing if it also exploded, and I didn’t want to have to explain that to the rest of my neighbors. So, goose-bumped and shivering, I got out and toweled off, then slipped into my oversized PJs and went back to my room. I resolved not to make any decisions until I knew more about what I was getting into — for now, I’d keep reading the Morganomicon and see what happened, if it explained things any better, and if I could get a better grasp on what I was doing. If, by the end of it, I still felt like I had to demand an explanation or share my discovery with the world, I would. Until then, best not to make a big deal out of it. I mean, I was still freaking out in my head, of course, but no one else had to know.

My stomach was roaring at me when I got back to my room. I considered having the last frozen burrito for dinner and letting the microwave handle things this time, but decided against it. I’d had the same tubed slop for dinner three nights running, and even to my unrefined palate, it was getting old. If nothing else, I decided, I’d see if I could at least learn a summon pizza spell from this damn book so I wouldn’t have to choke down another frozen tortilla for a while. I ended up ordering a pizza instead from the delivery place a few blocks down, then sat and ate with one hand while flipping pages with the other, careful not to get grease on the ancient parchment. It would probably drip straight through to the back cover if I did.

That was Saturday night. I managed to stay up until 5 a.m. Sunday morning, then slept through ‘til one in the afternoon. When I woke up, I went straight back to the book, and had a quarter of it read by mid-evening when a thought occurred to me. Or, well, less of a thought, more of a plan. An experiment. It wasn’t really well thought out at all, come to think of it.

I stripped off my PJs and threw on some clothes that I wouldn’t mind being seen wearing in public — black leather pants, AC/DC t-shirt, bra — then grabbed my men’s-sized denim jacket and my keys and headed out, tugging on the jacket on the stairs and juggling the book in whatever hand I wasn’t shoving through a blue jean sleeve. I must have been excited to try out my idea, because I realized just as the bus was pulling up at the stop that I had my MP3 player on me, but not my phone. Ah well, I didn’t bother running back to get it, just climbed the bus steps and plopped into the first available seat; this would either work or not quick enough that I’d be right back here walking home again within an hour anyway. Best laid plans and all that.

My college’s campus was only a twenty-minute ride away. When I got there, I did a quick circuit of the quad, which at this late on a Sunday was very nearly empty. I needed fully empty, though, so I headed for the corner where the library butted up against the history building, leaving about fifty square feet of hidden grass between them tucked behind the library wall. My only audience here was the AC unit and a squirrel that got bored the moment I showed up and wandered off.

Satisfied that I was as alone as I could be while still having room to try this dumb stunt, I flipped the Morganomicon open to where the spell in question lay. After glancing through it again, I snapped the book shut, braced my feet, closed my eyes, and then took a deep breath, concentrating.

I’d always hated riding the bus. It was always either trundling off just as I ran up or else didn’t arrive until I’d already been waiting at least fifteen or twenty minutes. After three years of living in this city, I still didn’t quite know all of the bus routes; so if I missed my stop at school, at work, or at home, it meant either getting off several blocks out of the way and hurrying back or, if the weather or look of the area was especially bad, waiting until it made another circuit and potentially riding for hours. And every time, without fail, there was someone waiting at the bus stop with me blowing smoke in my face, and every time, without fail, the seat I finally got when the bus showed up was either sticky or else felt like its last occupant had snuggled up shirtless against the back rest and sweated for a few hours straight. It was terrible. There were a lot of things about my current living situation that I didn’t care for, but the bus was somewhere near the top of the list.

So when, that Sunday evening, I realized that the last several pages of the Morganomicon that I’d been poring over had segued from some airy explanation on the particulars of redirecting objective observations to the basic fundamentals of interplanar transportation — and also gave a handy, albeit complicated, recipe on the new subject, complete with a handy, complicated diagrammed illustration — the part of my mind that was trying to digest what I’d been feeding it piped up with a practical application. “Interplanar transportation,” my logical brain told me, sounded like a fancier way of saying “teleporting,” and “teleporting” was another phrase for “no more bus rides ever again.” Even taking this newfound discovery slow and skeptical like I had planned on doing, the prospect was enough to warrant an immediate field study. And since I had a class to get to the very next morning, it couldn’t come too soon.

Standing alone behind the library, I tried to recall the exact process I had read about in my head, along with the images. The diagrams seemed to work like a pattern in that tracing it mentally made the magic happen physically. It had been that way for the exploding food, anyway. It didn’t occur to me then that maybe I shouldn’t use the same method that had destroyed my dinner for trying to relocate my body.

I pictured the pages and, under my breath, began to mumble what I thought was the closest verbal representation I could think of, at the same time redrawing the images that came along with them in my head. There were a lot of steps to this one, and the visual was intense, even more complicated than the first one I’d tried. I didn’t think, at first, that I would be able to remember it all without stopping to read it again, but I suppose something about their nature helped me recall what I’d learned. If only my textbooks were written in Old Elven, I thought. I’d already put more hours into studying that damn book than I had ever put into any of my classes.

Nothing was happening. I forced my brain to shut up, then started over, putting all of the concentration that I could summon behind the task at hand.

I started to feel like I was slowly sinking, like I was underwater in a pool rather than standing on hard ground; then, just as I began to register the sensation, I felt myself bob slowly back upward. Was I floating? I didn’t want to open my eyes to find out and potentially mess up the spell. Instead, I doubled my focus, ignoring my sudden possible weightlessness and hurrying through the rest of the steps. My hands kneaded the air beside me as if pulling on some intangible rope, the book tucked under my arm. My breaths came slow but shallow, my brow unable to decide if it wanted to scrunch up or relax. My mumbling had died away to just rapid, silent lip syncing around my breathing. I felt minor chills run up my spine, followed instantly by minor hot flashes, back and forth from one to the other. Whatever it looked like, it certainly felt like I was making magic happen. Concentrating on all these little steps and details, it was something like mentally driving a car, only with no windshield, no seat, and no walls. And also the car was flying, and I was solving a connect-the-dots puzzle while I drove.

My plan, near as I had one, was to zap myself from one end of the hideaway lawn to the other. The book had said, somewhere in all the reading I’d done that day, that the destination was as much a mental factor as it was proper execution. I guess I figured that if I just went through all the motions correctly and thought really hard about where I wanted to go, I’d go there. And if I were casting the spell that I thought I was casting, maybe I would have.

I looked up “interplanar transportation” later, much later. I think I see where I first went wrong. Intra- was the prefix I was looking for; inter- means something else entirely. Something I had not intended to do.

The sudden, crushing pressure was my first sign I was doing something wrong. It hit me like a concrete wall from all sides, knocking the air out of me. I would have wrenched my eyes open in shock and pain if I could, but my eyelids wouldn’t move. I could see a succession of lights flash by behind them, bright bursts of blinding whites and reds followed by flickering black-green afterimages. I felt like I was spinning, tumbling, my limbs flailing on all sides of me but touching nothing. My skin was ice cold and stung all over, and I could feel the sweat running down my body. And up my body. And around my body. Despite all this, my lips wouldn’t stop mouthing their alien chant. I couldn’t tell if I was speaking the words aloud now or not because of the background noise, a deep, throbbing, constant hum that I felt in my bones as much as heard, overlaid with a shrill keening as of two knives being scraped across one another, unending, all of it growing louder and louder and louder. At some point I added my own terrified screams to the cacophony, though when or for how long, I can’t recall. I felt like I was being ripped apart from the inside out, dissolving cell by cell while I fell through a torturous expanse of nothing.

And then it all stopped, all at once: the heat, the cold, the throbbing and screaming, the falling and flailing, the light and the dark. I was laying completely still, my back pressed against some hard surface, be it ground or wall or ceiling. There was no sound but a low, moaning breeze, and all I could see behind my eyelids was black.

I fucked up. It was all I had the power to think before my consciousness left me in a rush and, mercifully, I blacked out.
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Chapter 3: Impertinence
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“What is this... creature?”

“S’a girl.”

“Yes, I can see that much, you simpleton. But a girl what?”

“Dunno.”

My head ached, my mind stuffed full of cotton and smoke that made thinking a chore. There were voices talking nearby, though muffled at first, like someone shouting through a towel on the other side of a large room. As I slowly came to, I realized they were actually just above me. Or below me; I assumed that the flat surface pressing against my side was the ground, but after that massively botched spell, I couldn’t be sure of anything just yet. Could be the ceiling. With everything that had happened lately, that wouldn’t have really fazed me much.

“Of course you don’t. You don’t actually inspect any of the refuse that you bring me, do you? You just drag anything you can carry to my door and let me deal with sorting the junk, don’t you?”

“Yep.”

“Tch. Typical.”

Whatever they were talking about, at the moment, I was just happy to hear any sound other than my own screaming and the chaotic din of bad magic. It seemed like a pretty good indicator that I was still alive, if nothing else, which was more than I could have hoped for.

“Hmm. She doesn’t look like any Sin I’ve ever seen. Where did you find her?”

“Outside.”

“‘Outside?’ Outside the city, you mean? Beyond the wall?”

“Uh-huh.”

I finally came to enough to try and open my eyes. It was difficult, though, like waking up after an all-nighter and only an hour of sleep. My eyelids actually hurt, like I’d pulled a muscle in them. I didn’t even know eyelids had muscles. After a few moments of effort, I finally got them cracked enough to make out vague shapes and blurs of color. I realized that I was lying on my side, and someone — one of the voices, I assumed — was standing in front of me. I could only make out the legs, and even those only barely. As I watched, they scrambled back away from me.

“You idiot! You don’t bring creatures from the plains into the city! Especially when you don’t know what they are! Who knows if this thing is dangerous or not? Are you trying to destroy my store?”

“No.”

“Where am I?” I managed to mumble. My voice sounded scratchy and weak even to myself, and my throat felt like I’d just swallowed a handful of glass shards. All the screaming, probably. Slowly, I rolled to my back and pushed myself up on my elbows, shaking my head to clear the fog. The world lurched and spun, but nowhere near as bad as it had been doing.

“It... can speak?” one of the voices behind me asked. The one who’d just been shouting, I realized, though now the voice sounded quiet and thoughtful. “It’s intelligent, then. Maybe it’s not feral...”

I tried to reach up and push my hair out of my eyes, but my hands wouldn’t move yet for some reason, so I settled with just shaking my head to fling the stray bangs away. They were stiff and grimy where they touched my forehead. All of me was, I realized — I could feel the patina of dirt and dried terror sweat clinging to my skin, holding my clothes to my body like failing glue. My arms were cold; I wasn’t wearing my jacket anymore, I realized. More curious than miserable now, I glanced up, risking a pounding headache to see a far wall covered by shelves of cluttered objects of all shapes and sizes. In the dim light, I couldn’t quite make out what any of them were, and I didn’t care to. Not that damn thrift store again, I thought with a mental groan, turning to look behind me toward the voices I’d heard.

I froze. And immediately wished, as hard as I’ve ever wished for anything in my life, that I was back in that damn thrift store again.

“It looks almost... like a human,” said the louder voice. Its confusion was understandable; the creature that spoke with it was definitely not human. It could maybe pass for one in dimmer light than this — it had a head on a torso, with two eyes, a nose, and a mouth. But its nose was wide and flat and slitted like a reptile, and its long, pointed blade of a chin jutted out from its jaw like a snow plow lined with short spikes. Between them sat a lipless mouth that stretched about twice as long as a mouth should, ending directly below long, pointed ears that curved outward from its head and dripped with rings and studs of gleaming gold. More gold lined its forehead where its eyebrows should be, and two rows of ivory-colored horns, each as long as my hand, ran down its skull in lieu of hair, all of them curving down like they’d been slicked back with hair gel. In lieu of skin, it was covered in a tight pattern of small scales of dark matte green, and the slitted pupils of its yellow-white eyes darted curiously over the length of me. It was inspecting me, I realized, though for what I didn’t know.

It took a step toward me, which instinctually sent me skittering backwards across the table I was sitting on. It raised a hand, as if unsure what to do with it, and each of its fingers, though viciously clawed, sported at least one ring, often two or more, and each glittering with a different colored gem. That’s when I noticed its outfit, which offset my fear somewhat; in stark contrast to its monstrous face, it wore several layers of immaculate robes in deep reds and blues and greens, with silver brocaded edges and a dark black sash tying them all together. Granted, there were spikes sticking out of its sleeves at regular intervals, but still.... They were nice. It’s a demon pimp, was my first thought. And I was half right, at least.

“Hello?” it said. “Can you understand me?” Its voice was a kind of guttural hiss around its words, like it was speaking entirely with its throat. And what it lacked in lips, it made up for in teeth. But its tone sounded nervous somehow.

I didn’t trust myself to open my mouth and not start screaming again, so instead I just bobbed my head rapidly up and down, not daring to take my eyes off the pimp demon thing staring at me. I wasn’t sure if the fact that I hadn’t pissed myself in fear yet was a sign that I was holding up better than I thought I was or that I had already done so back when the spell went awry.

The sharp-dressed monster stiffened, its eyes darting out to the side. “What is it doing?” it whispered loudly. “Did you see that? Its head just spasmed.”

“Means ‘yeah,’” drawled another voice just out of view. I recognized it as the other voice I’d been hearing, the one this demon pimp had been arguing with. With a deep breath and a steeling of my frayed and deteriorating nerves, I turned to look at this one as well, braced for another horror.

It wasn’t as bad as its partner, actually. In fact, if the first one was a demon pimp, this one was a demon hobo. Its body sagged visibly all over, its skin covered in short, dense, fur-like gray hair. It looked emaciated, and it stood as if the very practice of standing was somehow offensive to it, and it was only grudgingly going along with the idea. Its arms, long and thin, hung limply at its sides; its whole body was hunched forward so much that it was almost curled in on itself; and its short, squat legs were wide-set beneath it to support the spread weight of its bad posture, its knees bent at an angle that announced that it was ready and willing to sit down at a moment’s notice. Where the other monster was dressed like royalty, the only garment this one wore was a sort of half-toga, half-bath towel-looking thing of coarse brown fabric that draped over and around its waist.

I blinked finally, more stunned now than scared, as its small, drooping head slowly swiveled in my direction. Its face was hard to make out behind its bushy, tangled, gray-brown beard and beneath its bushy, tangled mop of gray-brown hair. I couldn’t see its mouth, and I didn’t think it even had a nose. Between its sagging brow on top and the massive bags on bottom, I wasn’t sure it had eyes either. It did have a pair of horns, but these were covered in knots and notches and hairline cracks, and the tips look like they’d been broken off long ago.

Collected now, I glanced between the two monsters, both of them also now looking at me. The first one was scary-fancy. The other one was scary-ugly. Neither of them looked like they knew what to do with me, which seemed like a small comfort.

I took a closer look at my surroundings now. The two walls to either side of me looked much the same as the one behind me, all racks and shelves holding an assortment of objects: books and statues and bottles and boxes and sharp, pointy-looking metal things. Some of them looked like they were glowing faintly. The far wall behind the demon-things was missing, a half-shut curtain in its place that blocked most of the light from outside. What did filter through was tinted red, and mixed with the flame lantern hanging from the ceiling to cast everything in a warm, surreal hue of yellow-orange. I was sitting on a rectangular table of dark gray wood in the center of everything — a human centerpiece in a demon’s junk shop.

The green one stepped up closer to me, apparently more emboldened now, and reached out a clawed hand toward my face. I wriggled frantically away from it on the table until the table ran out, stopping myself just shy of tumbling backward over the edge as it took my chin in its hand. I was worried what those claws might do to my skin, but it touched me like it would rather not have had to, gingerly turning my face around between its fingertips and examining it in the dull light. I swallowed audibly and held perfectly still, trying to control my panicked breathing. This close up, the creature’s well-dressed aesthetics were severely overshadowed by how much it resembled a cheesy horror movie monster.

It made a thoughtful sound in the back of its throat, then started lifting and pulling on strands of my grungy hair, frowning as it went. “If it is a human,” it said to the room in general, “then it’s kind of a gross one. It’s all... gritty. Reminds me of one of you lot,” it added over its shoulder to the hobo-looking monster. “Was it like this when you found it, or is this just what happens to everything you touch?”

The hobo-looking monster blinked once, slowly. And that seemed to be the extent of its response.

“Hmph,” grumped the demon pimp, then grabbed one of my ankles and dragged me back to the other end of the table. The sudden lurch tipped me onto my back, and as I landed on my hands behind me, I realized why they hadn’t moved earlier; my wrists had been tied together with a thin, scratchy rope. I couldn’t feel it through my boots, but the way my ankles wouldn’t come apart said there was another down there too.

Now that I knew they were there, I struggled against my restraints. I still wasn’t sure where I was or what I was doing there, but the fact that I’d been tied up in the process wasn’t exactly encouraging. The green demon-thing back-stepped when I started squirming, then grumped again and grabbed my legs mid-thigh, pushing them back down to the table. “Awful fidgety too,” it mumbled. “It might be feral after all.”

“I’m not an ‘it,’ asshole!” I yelled, and the strain of trying to use my voice at full volume again so soon sent me into a coughing fit. Losing my temper probably wouldn’t help my case any, but I was already edgy after waking up lost and disoriented, and the more this green thing inspected and manhandled me, the more my fear gave way to irritation. It let go of me in shock when I yelled at it, and I took the opportunity to throw a kick at it as best as I could with both legs stuck together, the tips of my boots clipping it in its fancily-robed arm and sending it skittering back into the corner.

The hobo-thing cracked a smile at that. The pimp-thing just stared at me in surprise until my coughing tapered off and I was able to glare back at it.

Without taking its eyes off of me, the green demon reached into one of its robes and pulled out a long, thin, black rectangular case, flipping it open to reveal a thick stack of thin white rods, each the size of a drinking straw but shiny and solid like some sort of crystal or jewel. Its eyes went to the rods then, and slowly, with an almost religious care, it counted out a handful of these, then snapped the box shut and returned it to its inside pocket. “Here,” it said, holding the rods out to the hobo-thing. “I’ll take it.”

The hairy gray demon took the crystal sticks, reluctant though the green one was to let go of them, and gazed down at them for a moment before frowning at its companion. “Worth more,” it grouched. This was a monetary transaction, then.

The pimp-demon’s head whipped around to glare with contempt at the squat ugly hobo-thing. “Don’t presume to argue with me on worth,” it spat. “What do you know? You never have an inkling of the value of the trash you keep dragging to my stall until I deign to inform you of it. Now suddenly you insult me by telling me I don’t know my own business?” He strode back over to me and, ignoring my glare, picked up another strand of my hair. “Look at it — it’s dirty, it’s ratty around the edges, and for all we know, it may be unhealthy. And it has violent fits. You saw so yourself.” He ducked away before I could perpetrate another fit of violence on him with my boots, his robes swirling as he rounded on the frowning hobo. “If it were in better condition, I could maybe see my way to paying you more for it. As it is, you’re lucky to get a single soul. I’m paying based purely on speculation of potential, you realize. This really is a gamble on my part.”

The squat gray demon frowned down at the softly shining sticks in his hand again, then stuffed them into a pocket of his toga-towel thing. “Be back later,” it said, then turned, slowly, and shuffled out through the curtain.

“Of course you will,” the pimp-thing said to the hobo-thing’s retreating back. “Pfah. Acediates. Lazy, leechy good-for-nothings...” It turned back to me, looking me up and down again. “Though I guess they do have their occasional use, despite themselves. Now... about you...”

It walked back over to my table, its hands floating in front of it as if it wanted to keep prodding at me but didn’t want to get kicked for it again. I would have been more disgusted by the prospect had I not just learned that it was interested in me purely as something to buy or sell, and not for... well, any other reason. That said, I still wasn’t going to let it manhandle me anymore without a fight. “What about me?” I snapped. “Where the hell am I? And what the hell are you supposed to be? The boogieman?”

“Ah. Right. I suppose you would be lost, wouldn’t you?” It tapped its pointed chin with a pointed finger, staring down its nearly nonexistent nose at me. “I know of only one human accounted for in all of Dis, and you are obviously not him. This has the potential to be very... profitable.” Its eyes glazed over on the last word, its freakishly long mouth quirking up at the far edges. That expression creeped me out more than any of its prodding so far. “I need to know who you are, female human.”

“And I need you to kiss my ass, male slimeball,” I said. I assumed it was a male whatever it was. “Let me go before I blow your little shop to little pieces! You are fucking with the Great Witch Morgan Amell, and I will magic you a new asshole if I have to!”

To my satisfaction, his eyes widened at that, and he rushed over to the curtain, drawing it quickly closed and blocking all light from outside before spinning back to me with a panicked look on his face. “Don’t say that, you fool!” he hissed at me. “Are you trying to get me executed?” His eyes narrowed then. “Hmph. You probably are. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, you feral little beast?”

I didn’t give him the satisfaction of an answer. Truth be told, I’d forgotten until just then that I still knew a few spells that might be useful. After the last one dropped me here, I was skittish of using any kind of magic, but I figured I had the exploding burrito spell down well enough to at least abracadabra the ropes from my wrists. So while I glared at the pimp-demon from my table, I spread my hands behind my back (palms pointed carefully away from the rest of me) and tried to concentrate on the spell. It would have been easier if I could have closed my eyes and mouthed along with the swirly language as I remembered it, but nevertheless, I still felt it inching its way toward completion. Only my second attempt, but I was already getting better at it.

The green monster sighed. “Very well, if it will quell these little fits of yours.” He spread his robed arms, splayed his ringed fingers, and did this little dip-bow gesture that jangled the rings in his ears. “I am Master Dramoc, of House Avaritia, purveyor of rare and quality merchandise. You are in my shop, in the Merchant Circle of Dis. There.” He took up scowling at me again. “Is that quite sufficient, human?”

My spell faltered as I listened, my concentration swarmed. I frowned at the pimp-thing — Dramoc, I suppose. “What the hell does any of that mean?”

He paced the length of his shop once, and I heard him grumbling under his breath. “You do know where Dis is, yes?” he asked me. “Every savage little holdout beyond the wall at least knows about the city, if only because they wish they were permitted within it.” He turned a look on me as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

I shook my head. Anything to keep him talking while I worked at my ropes. And also because I really didn’t know what he was on about just yet.

He blinked rapidly and said nothing for a moment. “Where did you come from, human?” he asked, and this time there was no condescension in his tone. He really didn’t know.

I didn’t answer; this thing didn’t need to know my address. Instead, I took advantage of the momentary silence to concentrate on the magic in my hands. They were warm — it was getting close.

He cleared his throat after a few seconds. “Yes, well, wherever you appeared from,” he said, “I’ve told you where you are in Hell. It’s no fault of mine that you cannot even recognize its most prominent city, you waste-roaming savage. I suppose I should be grateful you even comprehend which world you live in, should I?”

It took a moment for the full meaning of his words to seep in, but when they did, the spell went cold in my hands. I stared incredulously back at him. “Wait,” I said, and that was it for a second or two. “Wait,” I then elaborated, “what are you.... Are you serious?” Dramoc only raised a line of golden studs where his eyebrow should have been at me. “Are you.... Wait, Hell? We’re in the actual Hell? As in, Hell Hell?”

“This is some human custom of stating the obvious, is it?” he asked. “Do you have more than one Hell where you’re from?”

I didn’t answer that. I didn’t say anything. I only stared at the dark wood next to my face and tried to let that sink in. 

Hell. Hmm. It seemed my transportation spell had worked after all, then; just a bit too well, and completely in the one direction which I would have least cared to go.

Or maybe it really had killed me. And I’d died and gone to Hell.

Huh.

...Well, damn.

“You really are a demon,” I was finally able to accuse Dramoc. I’d been thinking it as a metaphor for his looks this whole time, but part of me was holding out for a rational explanation. I don’t know why; I should have known better by then. But if he was telling the truth, and this was Hell — the Hell, with the fire and pitchforks and death metal music — and he wasn’t just demonic looking but an honest to goodness actual demon, well... suddenly he got a whole lot more intimidating. I closed my eyes and renewed my attempts to free myself with double effort.

“Human custom it is, then,” I heard him say. “Very well — yes, I am a demon. An Avaritiate, to be exact, of House Avaritia; one of the seven governing courts that any civilized individual would already know about. Please, stop me once this gets to be too obvious for your weird little customs, because I am beginning to find it quite pedantic.”

I said nothing, only willed my palms hotter and waited for my body to catch up.

Dramoc sighed again. “If you really do use magic like some lawless savage, then I suppose it could be conceivable that you come from somewhere far enough into the wasteland to have not heard of Dis. I’d think the only beacon of civilization in the known world would, you know, be heard of at least, if only in awed rumor. But, then, I’m not a clueless and uncultured feral, so I suppose I won’t tell you your own business.”

Listening to his voice was starting to get me angry again. That was good, I told myself. Anger seemed a more useful mindset to have at the moment than fear. I tried to put the ramifications of what I’d done out of my mind and stoke my ire instead. My fingers were hot enough to have started to blister, had the magic not kept them from doing so.

“Oh, what else, what else,” Dramoc grumbled. I could hear him pacing again beside me. “Well, magic is outlawed on pain of death, of course. I suppose, as a half-feral human, that might actually not be obvious to you. But the law has been in effect for centuries now, so I doubt claiming ignorance would save you if you insist on blabbing on about it so openly.” 

The heat was spread all over my palms now, leaking down to my wrists, and growing hotter. 

“Let’s see.... No one alive today has ever seen a human outside the palace, hence your potential value if your brains aren’t entirely addled. All non-Sin demons are slavering beasts unfit for society. Is any of this getting through to you? Stop me when I finally touch on something you can comprehend.” 

I ignored him and finally got that familiar burning coals sensation spreading through my arms, pressing into my back like a hot brand. The magic was ready.

“Oh, for the love of.... The sky is red. Water runs downhill. I’m an immaculate dresser. You are trying my patience. Anything else? No, that’s enough. Now —”

I opened my eyes. Dramoc was leaning over me.

“— quit playing and explain yourself, human.”

I grabbed the ropes around my wrists and yanked. They seared away to ash under my touch, my hands springing suddenly free at my sides. So I balled one up into a fist and drove it into Dramoc’s hovering temple.

He yelled, crumpling sideways to the floor. I doubt a normal punch of mine would have fazed a full-grown man, much less a full-grown demon, but luckily, my fists were currently on fire. Literal fire. My knuckles felt bruised, but I’m pretty sure he got the worst of it.

I lurched up to a sitting position and grabbed the rope around my ankles, squeezing it to cinders and only slightly scorching the leather on my boots in the process. Dramoc was rolling on the floor next to me, either in pain or to extinguish the flames, I couldn’t tell. Without any further hesitation, I shoved myself off the table onto legs only slightly wobbly at this point and bolted through the curtain.

And straight into a half-naked purple lady who screamed as I appeared and scurried off in the other direction. I back-stepped to get my balance and cast a quick glance around to get my bearings.

Bad idea. Never mind, I’ll think about it later! Just go! So I ran, my still-burning hands held out to either side to keep from scorching the rest of my clothing.

The street was crowded, but I was an oddity and still partially on fire, and the stir I caused was enough to send most of the people creatures parting just before I reached them and bullied past. None of them were a recognizable human skin color — purposely unobservant as I was trying to be at the moment, I still felt like I was running through a crowd of evil Skittles. Sometimes I bumped into flesh in my mad dash, sometimes it felt more like scales, sometimes leather. At some point I jabbed my shoulder on someone’s — something’s — elbow horn, tearing a shallow gash through the sleeve of my t-shirt. I spun from the impact, but the pain mobilized me, as did seeing Dramoc floundering after me through the traffic not a hundred feet back. I turned and dashed.

Right into a wall of eight-foot blue demon man planted in the middle of the road.

The impact knocked me onto my ass, but before I could get up, a hand the size of my head grabbed my non-gashed shoulder and hauled me up until my toes were three feet off the ground. Pale white eyes with bright yellow irises stared at me, and two massive black horns blocked the view behind him. “What is this?” he asked, a deeper baritone than I had ever heard before, at least without the help of post-production audio tricks.

I yelled in what I hoped was a warlike fashion and shoved my palms against his face. This resulted in two ineffectual pats that jarred my wrists somewhat and made him glance down at my fingers just below his eyes. That was it. My hands had gone cold. 

“You got her,” a familiar voice panted behind me. Dramoc finally caught up, then bent his head at the blue demon holding me, either in a polite bow or to hide the fact that he was trying to catch his breath. Both, possibly. “My earnest thanks, Lord Ulfris. I thought I was out a hundred souls.”

The blue demon’s eyes flicked to Dramoc with the same unflustered contempt he had watched me smack him with. “This is your property, Dramoc?” he asked. “What is it?”

“Yes, mine,” said Dramoc, standing straight. I noticed the black mark on the side of his head with some satisfaction, partly bruise but mostly burn, his matte green skin shiny with the damage. One of his golden eyebrow studs had melted partially and tried to drip down his face. Not bad for my first assault. “Just came in about an hour ago,” Dramoc continued, glaring at me while he spoke. “She’s a human. Possibly from outside Dis.”

The blue demon regarded me again, and I got the impression that he was slightly impressed. “A human female? From Earth, perhaps?”

Dramoc frowned. “Hm. I suppose that’s possible, however unlikely. We do see the occasional flotsam from there, as your Lordship is no doubt aware.”

That sounded promising. I stored that away for future examination — Earth stuff other than me does occasionally wind up in Hell. Maybe that meant it worked the other way around, and I could get back home somehow. Looking up at the blue guy — Ulfris — I wasn’t sure how likely that was to happen anytime soon.

“How much?” he asked. It took Dramoc and me both a moment to realize what he meant.

“Oh, you’re interested?” Dramoc asked. I could hear that creepy smile in his voice somehow. “In that case, for you, m’lord, I can make a deal. Five hundred souls and she’s yours.”

Ulfris glared down at the smaller green demon. “You said you paid a hundred.”

“Ah. Yes, well.” Dramoc splayed his hands in front of him, showcasing his rings again. “A steal from an Acediate who didn’t recognize the value involved. But as you know, m’lord, Earthen items naturally carry a markup to counterbalance the difficulty in acquiring them.”

Ulfris added a frown to his glare. He didn’t emote much, from the looks of him, but every little bit was slightly more terrifying. “You said you didn’t believe she was from Earth.”

“Ah. Heh, yes, well...” Dramoc looked nervously from him to me, visibly weighing his greed against the possibility of angering this Lord Ulfris guy.

The blue guy turned his stare back on me, and I did my best to shrink away as much as I could while being held midair with no way to move. “One hundred fifty souls,” he said with finality. “And my recommendation.” It sounded like a threat when he said it.

Dramoc debated the offer for only a few seconds. “Sold,” he said with another bow. “Enjoy the rarity, m’lord.”

Ulfris smiled a faint, barely-there smile, but I noticed. I wouldn’t be going home anytime soon after all, it seemed.
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Chapter 4: Anxiety
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To his credit, Ulfris was a less aggravating host than Dramoc. He didn’t prod me and stare at me and call me a feral savage like that greedy green merchant did. No, he didn’t interact with me much at all except to drag me along to wherever he’d been heading when I plowed into him — which, while I was sure I didn’t want to go there, was marginally better than being tied down in a demon junk shop waiting for something else to happen. And hey, I reasoned, truth be told, I didn’t really want to go anywhere in Hell except the exit, but I had to start looking somewhere and getting a feel for my surroundings. At least this was forward motion, however reluctant I was to move forward.

That was the only upside I could find to trading Dramoc for Ulfris, because everything else about Ulfris was scary as... ahem... Hell.

I promise I’ll try and stop using that comparison so much in the future.

Thankfully, Ulfris didn’t have me tied up again like I thought he might. Instead, once Dramoc had disappeared into the crowd once more, counting his weird crystal stick money like he was caressing a lover and giving me that creepy vibe one last time, Ulfris set me back on my feet and spun me around, keeping one massive hand clamped firmly on my shoulder. “Walk,” he commanded from three feet above my head. “And do not try to escape. You won’t make it far.”

I gulped and decided to take his word for it. And so, for the next half hour or so, we walked. And I got a street-level view of Hell.

The first thing I noticed, when I felt brave enough to start noticing things, was the sky. Dramoc had said it was red, but I was too busy getting ready to kick his ass and run to pay the statement any attention. But sure enough, as far as I could see, the sky overhead was a uniform deep crimson, a few gray-black clouds scudding by in long, smoky tendrils. There was no sun I could see, no source of the strange color, but what shadows there were stretched back away from the direction we were heading. I wasn’t sure anymore if the things I was seeing were colored the way they were because of the red light or not. My own skin looked the same hue it always did, but my frame of reference was being seriously screwed over in this place.

The area we started out in — the plaza outside Dramoc’s shop, which he’d called the Merchant Circle — was the most crowded, with stone streets and a thousand tiny alleyways threading between squat stone and wood buildings, and every other patch of empty ground taken over by tents and booths. Every one we passed that I could see into had a demon like Dramoc inside, all points and gaudy finery, surrounded by a hoard of stuff that, at least in passing, seemed to have no discernible order to it. Baubles, books, chests, furniture, weapons, food, clothes: everyone had a bit of everything, though some had more than others. One shop might have had more of a certain item than the shops next to it, but there were no specialty stores, no one that sold just rugs or just chairs or just shiny spinning things hanging from the ceiling. They were like demon magpies.

The crowd was as varied as the selection here. I didn’t have to turn my gaze much to see demons of every shape and size thronging together, moving up and down the streets, ducking in and out of shops, standing around talking or staring. They all looked bizarre — some were terrifying at first glance, like Dramoc had been or Ulfris still was, and some just looked alien and strange, like the furry gray hobo demon whose name I never caught — but they were acting like any downtown mob of traffic I’d ever been stuck in back home, which was sort of comforting. Except for the way that everyone who got close to us stared at me like I was from another world. Which I was, but they didn’t have to make it so obvious.

There were red-hued demons that looked like they were made entirely out of long, knotted strings of muscle. There were more half-naked men and women in varying pinks and purples whose proportions resembled characters from over-sexualized comic books. There were a few more shaggy grayish ones all standing or sitting around on the sides of the streets and looking like they needed a bath. There were gaunt, long-limbed demons in oranges and yellows with hollowed out pits where their stomachs should be, thin lips pulled back over sharp teeth making each one look like it was grimacing at its surroundings. There were smaller creatures about my own size in a myriad of brownish shades, skulking through the crowd and eyeing everyone they passed suspiciously. There were a few scant giants like Ulfris behind me, mostly blue-green with gigantic horns and white hair, glaring out over the crowds and making the throng stand aside as they passed. And, of course, there were the pointy green merchants inside their shops, blinged out and grinning suspiciously at their customers, except for the ones that were fingering their weird stick money with glazed eyes.

I stared at all of them as I passed, not bothering to hide it since they were just as openly staring back, until Ulfris’s hand on my back shoved me forward. “Move more, gawk less,” he rumbled behind me. “I will not be late to court.”

Court? Like, with a judge, or like with a king and stuff? Hell had a government?

I froze in my tracks, despite Ulfris’s urging. Of course Hell had a government. It was a dictatorship, wasn’t it? I grew up on hard rock and old metal; I’d heard countless songs about the guy in charge.

We were on our way to meet him?

“Walk,” Ulfris commanded again, shoving me with more force. So with trembling legs and a mind once more numb with impending terror, I walked. It wasn’t like I had any other options.

The crowds thinned somewhat as we continued down the same road, leaving the bustling bazaar behind. I tried not to think about what was coming up, but the occasional thought floated through my head. Thoughts like, Will he know who I am somehow? Is there a list? and, Does he look like his picture in old books or like his picture on album covers? But mostly, Oh God oh God oh God someone get me out of here please! 

The city scenery changed as we walked, but now I was too stuck in my head and my anxiety to notice anymore of the places and people around me — at least until we came to a long, stone bridge that spanned what looked like half a mile over a massive, roiling black river, alternating between straight stretches and steep staircases that led down to the next level of the city, which was apparently built in rings heading downhill. I glanced over the side of the bridge as we came up to it, earning a growl from Ulfris but no more shoving; I was allowed to be curious so long as I kept walking, it seemed. I’d thought the water was maybe just dark because of the weird light the sky had here or because it was it was a hundred feet or so down in a chasm. But no, it really was black, and bubbled like it was boiling as it flowed. Short wisps of steam were rising off of it, so it’s entirely possible that it was. Not wanting to give myself any opportunity to slip in and find out, I backed away and looked up again.

That’s when I saw it — a gigantic cluster of walls and spires rising up over everything else with a kind of death metal opulence. A royal palace, but bigger than any one I’d ever seen in any pictures, reaching so high that it vanished into distant sky before I could see the top. If it even had a top. Pandemonium, I would later learn it was called. It sat in the distance at the bottom of the hill, ringed on all sides by more city. Not a hill, then, but a crater, or else a valley in a perfect ring of mountains. Dis, it seemed, was layered in concentric circles that shrank and focused down onto the massive, magnificent, ominous-looking palace. This is what I’d seen before looming above the buildings we’d passed, I realized; the obsidian cluster of huge spires in the background, veined in red highlights, which I hadn’t been able to place. It hadn’t occurred to me that it might be a single building — it hadn’t occurred to me that a single building could be so enormous.

From our vantage point on the bridge, I could make out the rest of our journey. The road we were on led straight through the next ring of the city, over another river, and right up to the door of the palace. Inside, I assumed, was this court that Ulfris was in such a hurry to get to, being held by the biggest and baddest villain in all of creation.

“Are you nervous?”

I slowed even further. The voice had come from behind me, and for a change, it sounded downright polite — the first voice since I’d woken up that wasn’t barking orders or insults at me. I turned my head halfway around and glanced back behind me, wondering what I might see.

Directly behind us, in a newly forming loose queue of demons that were all apparently headed in the same direction as us, stood a young woman about my own height, but with pinkish-purple skin and dark purple hair. She wore a gauzy dress of some white fabric that looked like half of the cloth was missing, and tiny, blunted horns sprouted from her temples to curve slightly back over her hair. When she saw me looking, she offered a shy smile. “This will be my first time in the palace too,” she said. “Exciting, isn’t it?”

I was definitely not in the right frame of mind for casual conversation, so I made no reply. I do remember thinking that “exciting” was entirely the wrong word for it, though.

It was at this point that Ulfris apparently grew tired of my stalling and grabbed me around the waist, hoisting me over his shoulder and carrying me the rest of the way like a sack. My face hanging over his back, I saw the pink-purple girl turn her sheepish smile away as an indigo-colored man next to her, wearing a sash and a codpiece and nothing else, laid a hand on her shoulder and murmured something into her ear with a frown. The two of them melted back into the marching crowd.

For the remainder of the journey, I got a good view of the road and the rest of the city as it slowly stretched on away from me, every foot of it that passed a foot closer to what I imagined to be the worst possible fate for anyone anywhere. My vision started to swim, and I felt my heart pounding a constant staccato against Ulfris’s rigid skin. Much as I would have liked to, I don’t think I actually passed out. The next thing I remember, though, was hearing the rush of water from the river below us suddenly muted as we passed through the palace gate, and Ulfris dropped me to my feet again. The crowds around us had thinned, but there was still a loose line of people in front of and behind us heading into the giant building. “You will be entering the presence of our prince,” my massive escort said, turning me around. “Carry yourself with dignity and show respect.” And we walked on.

The inside of the palace matched the outside, walls of some black, semitransparent crystalline material veined throughout in garnet red. Golden sconces held fire that illuminated the wide entry hall, and a massive golden chandelier hanging from the ceiling above added to the light. In front of us was a grand staircase much like any I’d seen in pictures of old palaces, carpeted in red velvet, intricately banistered, and wide enough to lead a parade down. The only big difference was that this one led down to a lower floor instead of up to a higher one; everything about this place was inverted from what I would have expected.

There were guards in the hall standing post by the door and the top of the stairway, demons of the red and sinewy variety, wearing thick armor of a deep red-brown, like the color of old leather — or, as a less cheery thought, dried blood. The way it hugged their bodies and showed no chinks or gaps, it looked almost like the armor was growing out of them. I couldn’t tell if the spikes on the edges were part of the uniform or poking through from the person beneath. They glared straight ahead but glanced at us as we passed and nodded at Ulfris. He came here often, I took it.

The stairs led down to a long, wide corridor, still richly carpeted and lit by sconces. A large tapestry hung on one side, a single piece of multicolored fabric stretching the length of the hallway. It started out with an empty field of gray, growing gradually more complicated as we walked the length of it — tall figures of shapely, winged people flying through the air, then diving down into a long spiral, an explosion of color, and a crowded procession of demonic beings that resembled the masses outside marching on to the end of the picture, the background behind them changing gradually from dark mountains against a red sky to squat buildings to what looked like a cityscape like the one outside, complete with the massive palace looming over everything at the end of the scene. The opposite wall held framed portraits of more demons, each one looking wickeder than the last, staring out of their canvases with expressions ranging from smugness to outright hatred. 

I didn’t know what was going on in the tapestry on the first wall, and I didn’t care who the people on the second wall were supposed to be. I was more absorbed by the massive double doors bound in gold at the end of the corridor and my quickly growing sense of doom. The line we were in was paused for the moment, with only a few people between us and the doors — a couple of the gaunt, stomachless type of demon, one orange and one more yellow, and a pointy green one between them. Two more guards stood at attention on either side of the doors, and the faint sounds of a milling crowd could be heard from the other side. 

After a minute, there was a deep clunk as the doors’ latch was thrown, and they swung inward, the orange and green demons quickly striding through before they closed once more, the guards flanking them unmoving as they glared out at the rest of us. I couldn’t see around the two long-limbed things in front of me before the door closed, though, so I didn’t see what was beyond. All I saw was the dark wood and gold binding of the doors staring back at me, unobscured. Which meant we were next in line.

I didn’t have long to dwell on it; all too soon, the clunk sounded again, and the doors opened. One guard glanced up and nodded at Ulfris behind me, who placed his massive hand on my shoulder once more. We entered.

My heart jackhammered in my chest. I really would have preferred to go anywhere else but across that threshold. But the only other direction I could go was back, where a wall of blue demon was waiting to shove me on through if I didn’t go myself. So instead, I did the next best thing; I shut my eyes tight and inched my way forward into the loose mass of bodies just beyond the doors, praying fervently to any force that might be listening to make me be somewhere else. I even seriously contemplated using that horrible interplanar spell again and taking my chances with being dropped on another plane of existence at random, and I probably would have if I could have remembered all the steps involved in time. Or if I thought I could get away with standing still long enough to pull it off.

“Presenting the honorable Lord Ulfris of House Superbia,” a voice rang out. The low murmur of the crowd died down, leaving an uncomfortable, rustling silence. I stopped, feeling as if all eyes were on me but not brave enough to look and see. Ulfris’s hand on my shoulder guided me down the carpet. Eyes still closed, I shuffled forward until he held me back, then suddenly felt myself being pushed down to my knees. I was having trouble breathing — if he was making me kneel, I could only assume that meant that I was standing directly in front of their leader. 

The literal Devil. Evil incarnate. The absolute most dangerous possible being in almost every version of cosmology.

I thought I might break down and finally piss myself then if I weren’t terrified of the theological implications.

“My prince,” Ulfris’s deep voice intoned behind me, “as tribute to your power and for your favor, I bring you a gift unlike any before — a live, authentic human woman from Earth itself.”

This was the third time I’d changed hands in one day, and I was starting to feel like one of the items on that mysterious thrift store lady’s shelves. I was also severely missing that sleaze Dramoc. As much and as quickly as I’d taken to hating him, at least he was someone I could handle. And he wasn’t Satan. That was a big plus.

But as I knelt and waited and thought these things, I realized no one else was talking. A long moment of silence was spreading throughout the room, broken finally by a quiet voice asking, “Where did you find her?”

From what I had heard so far of demon voices, this didn’t sound like one. It had a hard undertone of authority, a bit of awe, but beyond that it just sounded like a regular man’s voice. Young, even, maybe close to my own age. But it spoke from right in front of me, and the only person in front of me at that point should have been...

“An Avaritiate in the Merchant Circle, who acquired her from an Acediate scavenger,” Ulfris answered. “From the story he told, she is a new arrival who washed up in our plane just outside the city limits, beyond the wall. That she seems not to know where she is and marvels at commonplace occurrences speak for her validity as an Earthling.”

There was another stretch of silence, and I found my curiosity growing. Hesitantly, I opened my eyes, keeping my gaze on the carpet below me. I could almost hear the heavy thinking going on around me.

“Is it true?” the voice in front of me asked, the wonder in its question not entirely hidden. “Are you really a human... from Earth?”

He was talking to me directly, and this was not a menacing voice. Terror faltered for a moment, and before it could overwhelm me again, I made myself look up. Into the face of the Devil himself, evil incarnate, lord of Hell.

And I could not stop myself from recoiling in utter disbelief.

I wasn’t actually anticipating any particular sight; just something with most of the expected elements. Horns and wings and cloven hooves, I guess. Something massive and terrifying and awe inspiring, maybe with multiple faces or arms or something, sitting on a throne of human skulls bleeding out their eye sockets. Anything from any metal album, really.

What I saw instead was... a guy. Just some guy. He didn’t just sound close to my age, he also looked like he was only a few years older than me, late twenties at the oldest. And he looked human: white, kind of pale, only a few inches taller than me, with gray-green eyes and short, choppy hair almost as black as mine. The closest thing to odd about him was that he wore what looked like a Renaissance Fair knight outfit: shin-high leather boots, dark gray trousers, and a shirt of polished, silvery mail, but with a faded denim jacket overtop that threw off the whole image. No horns, no skulls, not even a crown.

This was the terrible prince of demons? He didn’t look like any of those things.

Whoever he was, he was staring at me expectantly, leaning forward in his throne (a throne of boring gray stone, at that; it didn’t even match the red-black walls around us) with a hand on his chin. Where the jacket sleeve slid back, I could see more armor on his wrists, silver bracers that —

Wait a minute. “That’s my jacket,” I blurted out. The incongruity of the observation bypassed my ability to reason through the situation and popped out of my mouth before I could think to stop it. The prince raised his eyebrows at me, and then I felt Ulfris’s hand on the back of my head, shoving it down to make me look at the floor again.

“I apologize for her lack of respect, Sire,” Ulfris said hastily. “As I said, she is only recently arrived, and I did not have the opportunity to instruct her on proper etiquette myself before presenting her to you. I believe, if she can be taught manners, you might find her a welcome addition to your collection.” 

“Collection?” I asked aloud, still staring at the floor. “You collect other humans?” I couldn’t be held responsible for the wiring in my brain at the moment.

Ulfris’s grip increased painfully on the back of my head. “Silence, insolent girl,” he growled. “You will show the prince respect,”

“Stop, Ulfris,” the prince said. Not angrily, but in a voice that sounded like it was used to not needing to give instructions a second time. Ulfris’s hold disappeared, and I looked up again.

The prince was standing now at the top of the few stairs that led up the dais to his throne, still gazing down at me. He held out a hand and made a gesture, lifting it palm-up a few times. It took a moment before I realized he wanted me to stand up. With a nervous glance around me at the crowd, I did.

He kept staring at me. With no other clues about what I was supposed to be doing, I stared back. This went on for several moments, until the silence started to feel oppressive.

“Are you really from Earth?” he asked again. Right, I’d forgotten I was supposed to be answering a question. His voice was slow, even, emotionless, but his gaze bore right through me. Hell, as intense as his stare was, it probably bore through the rest of the crowd and straight out through the walls, too. This was a big thing happening, apparently.

I cleared my throat, composing myself as best as I could. “Yes,” I answered. A low murmur started up in the people assembled. The prince only kept staring. It was getting kind of hard to take.

“Your name?” he asked finally, and the murmur died down again.

“Uh... Morgan,” I answered. I thought I saw his eyes widen at the name, but I didn’t know why, if I hadn’t answered appropriately or something. The silence continued, so I tried to fill it. “Amell,” I added. “Morgan Amell. Um, Morgan Samantha Amell, in full, I guess, but I don’t, uh... like Samantha, so I... just use Morgan...” I petered out. The crowd began whispering again.

The prince slowly took his seat after a moment, lounging back in it like a recliner and steepling his fingers. I’d never seen anyone actually use that gesture outside of a movie before. “Morgan Samantha Amell,” he repeated, and the room went silent once more. Everyone here was hanging on his every word, it seemed. “I am Prince Vambrace of Caerleon, sovereign ruler of the city-state of Dis, Lord of the Seven Houses, Archfiend of Hell. I welcome you to my world, to my palace, and to my retinue. While I am sure you have many questions, know that they will be answered shortly. Is there anything else you would care to say in my presence?”

If his appearance didn’t belie his authority, his speech sure did. I think I almost bowed. I probably should have. “Uh... sorry about the jacket comment?” I glanced back at Ulfris behind me. “I, uh, wasn’t trying to be rude or anything...”

He smiled slightly, which seemed like a good sign. “You are forgiven,” he said, then gestured at a nearby red guard demon. “Take the Lady Morgan to a private parlor. See that she is comfortable and contained for now. She is not permitted to leave, and neither is anyone else permitted to enter.” He turned back to face the crowd as the guard bowed and headed toward me. “A fine tribute indeed, Lord Ulfris. You have earned my favor.”

I was a lady now? Like the capital L royalty kind? Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ulfris bow his head slightly. Very slightly. “Sire,” he said simply, and that was the end of it.

The guard demon stopped at my side. “This way,” it said quietly. Its voice was female, which surprised me a little, but not as much as the apparent anger she spoke with. Was she angry at me? I couldn’t see why. I looked up at the prince again, but he was looking out at the crowd now. Almost pointedly so. 

When I looked back to the guard, I found her only a few inches from my face and glaring down at me like I’d just insulted her mother. “This. Way,” she repeated. I glared back, an instinct I’d picked up back in high school whenever someone was looking at me too hard, but I nodded. She turned and headed toward a side door in the far wall away from the multicolored crowd, and I followed her, thinking mean words at her back.

The corridors we passed through looked much like the one I’d walked through on my way to the throne room, only this time, I was in a better frame of mind to observe them — knowing that the Satanic overlord I had been expecting to meet was just some guy wearing my jacket cut down on my fear, but really amped up my suspicion. After all, I was human, and all of my experiences so far told me that, here, that fact meant I was some sort of rare collector’s item up for grabs; meanwhile this punk gets to sit on the throne and boss around a city full of demons like he owns the place. Which he did, I guess. It didn’t make sense to me yet, like I was being set up for some huge and elaborate candid camera moment with a massive special effects budget.

Anyway, these halls matched the first, but without any portraits or tapestries: red velvet carpet, golden sconces keeping everything surprisingly well-lit despite the black walls. We passed doors of dark gray wood at irregular intervals, as well as the occasional open archway that showed only more hallways branching off. I briefly entertained the idea of slipping away from my escort and making a run for it, but even if I knew how to find my way out of the palace, I couldn’t think of any better destination. Besides, the only other human I’d seen so far — possibly the only other one in all of Hell, from the sound of it — was inside these walls with me. Whoever else he might be, that fact alone made him seem like preferable company to any of the spectrum of demons I’d been seeing.

That got me thinking — why weren’t there any more humans around? Why wasn’t the place packed with them? Wasn’t this where the bad ones all ended up eventually? Come to that, where were the molten lava pits and the torture chambers and the fields of broken glass and salt that you had to walk barefoot across to get to the bathroom? The one river I’d seen so far didn’t look exactly like a pleasant swim, but was that it? Everything else about the city looked almost normal save for the color scheme and clientele. Was all that horrible stuff somewhere else? Did I just happen to land in the swanky part of Hell, where all the demons hung out and lived their lives in between bouts of chewing on sinners? Was everybody off work at the moment? Not a single one of them so far even carried a pitchfork, though this red woman in front of me did have a sword dangling from her hip.

The guard I followed led me down some more stairs, another batch of corridors, and then even more stairs one final time before finally stopping in front of a pair of dark wooden doors that looked much the same as any of the dozens of other doors we’d passed, save for the carving on the front — seven concentric circles all inside one another, with another one banding them in an oval around the middle like a belt. It resembled, to me, one of those cutaway pictures of Earth showing all of the inner layers, plus the Equator. But with too many layers.

Actually...

I stepped around my escort and took a closer look at it. I recognized this symbol — it was on one of the pages of the Morganomicon, somewhere around the section that had the long and complex spell that sent me here. It was one of the simplest looking illustrations I’d seen in the book so far, though the actual diagram I’d been focusing on when I’d used that magic had about a dozen other symbols layered on top of it.

The Morganomicon. That damn book. What I wouldn’t have given to have had it with me right about then. I remembered holding it when I cast the spell, but with all the flailing and falling I did afterward, who knew where or in what dimension it had ended up.

The guard sidestepped between me and the door, glaring at me as she reached out and opened it. “Inside,” she demanded. “Wait for the prince.”

I sidled around her through the door, then spun back around with a glare of my own. “Stop growling at me, demon,” I snapped. “Just cuz we’re in Hell is no reason to be such a bitch.”

She looked taken aback, which surprised me as much as I apparently surprised her. The last I saw of her before she closed the door on me was the confusion that sprang to her face. Interesting, I thought, and filed that observation away for later in case it came in handy. There’s no way I could have intimidated her; she was bigger than me and had a sword and armor, whereas I had a dirty cotton t-shirt and thin leather pants singed at the ankles. But something about my reply was unexpected, at least.

I sat down in the nearest chair, a leather-backed lounger of the same dark wood as the doors, and waited, holding on to that annoyance I’d felt. If it worked on armed demons, maybe it would work on the prince as well. Maybe I could trick everybody here into thinking I was more threatening than I felt and get them to send me home that way. And if that didn’t work, I still had a sparse bit of magic up my sleeves: the heat spell I’d used twice now, and a few other tricks I remembered reading but hadn’t tried out yet.

Suddenly, I didn’t feel as hopeless and defenseless as I had been feeling since I first woke up. Sure, I was stranded and alone in a strange world, surrounded by demons who apparently saw me as some rare zoo animal that could be owned and bullied around. But I was also Morgan Amell, Street-Smart Magic Newb, with an encyclopedia of classic rock knowledge and a prince of demons who owed me a jacket.

It’s cool, I thought. I got this. Bring it on, Hell!

But I thought it very quietly to myself in my head, just in case Hell was listening.
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Chapter 5: Uncertainty
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I was about half an hour in that little office-looking room by myself before the prince showed up. I think. I didn’t have a watch or anything, so timeframes were mostly guesswork.

During my wait, I investigated the study, just in case it had any secret advantages to offer me. I scooted the furniture around and looked under all of the rugs; I lifted the few tapestries and ran my hands over the wall beneath; I pulled a bunch of the heavy books off of the thickly packed bookshelves and flipped through them. No trap doors, no hidden switches, no secret passageways that I could uncover. There were no windows to look out — I was in an interior room, it seemed, and probably even underground if I had the geography right in my head. Not that there was much of Hell that I was dying to get a look at. 

All of the books that I pulled out were written in strange, jagged symbols that I couldn’t recognize. I tried that weird sort of unfocused concentration way of reading that worked on the Morganomicon, but it didn’t work here — this language was going to stay foreign, and no amount of really wanting to understand it was going to make it cooperate, it seemed. There was the occasional illustration that I could make sense of, but these mostly involved woodcuts of groups of demons like I’d already seen on the tapestries, all of them thronging or fighting or sexing it up in equal measure. I got the feeling that, if I could read these books, they wouldn’t be boring.

I was flipping through one of these when the door opened and the prince stepped in alone, shutting the door behind him. I was standing at the time, leaning against the massive ebony-colored desk on the far wall from the door with one of the older, heavier books in my hands. I looked up as he came in to find his eyes already on me, and we both froze as our gazes locked. Inwardly, I was wavering on whether or not I should bow or something. Part of me thought it was the respectful thing to do, since he was royalty and had been the least of a jerk to me out of everyone I’d met here so far. Another part of me told me that I didn’t owe him anything, and in fact he might even owe me an apology for the way I’d been treated by his subjects. I settled on watching him expectantly and waiting for him to say something, neither outright confrontational nor subservient.

He only stood and stared back at me. Intensely. I couldn’t read the expression on his face, but it looked like a few emotions were warring for the space there. I considered myself pretty good at reading faces after a lifetime of watching people while trying mostly to avoid them, but I was coming up blank here. He was definitely thinking hard, though, whatever his thoughts were. I closed the book in front of me and kept waiting, watching him watch me, neither of us taking our eyes off of the other. This would be the perfect opportunity to quizzically lift just one eyebrow, I thought to myself. If only I’d had that muscle ability.

Finally, he took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, then crooked his neck toward the door he’d been standing in front of all this time. “Come,” he said, and motioned for me to join him.

I straightened up and set the book down on the desk but didn’t move. “What happened to answering my questions?” I asked.

“Another time,” he said in that flat, I-am-never-argued-with tone. “Soon, I think. But there are other matters I have already lined up to which I must first attend.”

I frowned, but only because I couldn’t do that eyebrow thing. “And why do you need me to come along for them?”

There was a brief moment of silence during which his expression, eyes, and voice changed absolutely not at all. “The correct answer to a royal order,” he said slowly, “is not ‘why.’”

That threw me. It was easy, just looking at the guy, to forget that he was supposed to be a prince. Hell, I’d just learned it not half an hour ago and was wondering about it not five minutes ago. It was literally the only thing that I knew about him so far, and I’d forgotten just by looking at him. “Alright,” I mumbled, stepping toward him. I wondered if he got that a lot.

He stared at me some more, either curious or suspicious, I still couldn’t tell. This guy hid his feelings better than most. He opened the door and stepped through it, then waited just outside the room as I followed, all the while watching me with his piercing but unreadable expression.

I was used to weird looks like this from strangers. Having Japanese heritage but without the ability to speak the language or any particular insight into the culture had required repeated explanation in the small rural town where I grew up, as did having two red-headed parents of Irish descent who look nothing like me. Adopted, unsociable, and standing out from everyone around me in both looks and interests while growing up, never quite what anyone expects me to be at first — I’ve always felt like an anamoly in my own life, a piece that doesn’t fit right in any puzzle I’ve ever found myself in. I supposed being a weirdo in Hell, especially this so-far very un-torturous version of Hell, was no worse than being a weirdo on Earth. Better, maybe — at least now I had an excuse.

Once we were both in the hallway, he turned and started down it in the direction the guard had brought me. He didn’t once turn back to see if I followed, just assumed that I would. I did; it seemed the smart thing to do, and arguing for the sake of asserting my independent will didn’t seem like a good idea when I had maybe one card to play at most and he had the rest of the deck. Still, he didn’t have to act like I was just gonna tag along without incident like a lost puppy. I definitely felt like one right now, but that was no excuse for him to go around realizing it.

We went down more corridors and more stairs, passing more doors and the occasional painting that I didn’t pay attention to. My eyes were stuck, for most of the trip, on the prince’s back, where there hung a long, gleaming sword without a scabbard, swaying gently with each step he took. When I first glimpsed it as he turned his back on me, I thought I’d seen it glowing, and I still had that impression as I watched it walking away from me. The blade was a pure silver color, simple and unetched, but it caught every stray particle of light in the hallway and seemed to keep some for itself, softly illuminating the back of my jacket over which it was strapped. The hilt and pommel, in contrast, were a dull brass-gold-looking metal, the actual grip wrapped in smooth but fading brown leather that bore deeply grooved finger marks. The handle looked old and long-used, but the blade itself was like a sliver of moonlight made solid. 

I was never one to coo over swords and weapons like my dad, who got a catalog in the mail once a month. Some of the stuff in there looked kinda cool, admittedly, but also expensive and bulky, and I knew I didn’t need any of it. This thing on the prince’s back, however, woke up my inner weapons nerd and made me want to swing it around my room when no one was looking. The fact that an edged weapon might actually come in handy for a change in my current circumstances may have influenced that feeling a bit.

The spell was broken somewhat when we passed through a pair of larger double doors flanked by two more of the red, angry looking demons, both in tight, compact, dark armor and holding spears taller than any of us. They somehow glared respectfully at the prince as he passed, then glared at me with a look of irritated surprise as I followed. I made a note to myself that the red ones seemed to be super pissed all the time for no immediately obvious reason.

Then we were in what looked like a large locker room/backstage area, the firelight of the lamps brighter than the muted passageways we’d come from, the floor and walls a red-brown-gray like you’d see in normal stone instead of the red-veined onyx of the rest of the palace I’d seen so far. There were no lockers, but there were cubbies along two of the walls stuffed with balls of coarse fabrics in browns and grays, shoved into the shelves in unceremonious wads. The rest of the wall space was lined with crude wooden mannequins draped in the same red-brown armor as I’d seen on every one of the angry red demons I’d passed so far. The rest of the floor space was mostly empty, with a line of benches taking up the middle.

And more of those red demons were back here, men and women both, milling around in what would almost look like a conversational group were it not for all the scowling and glaring going on. An angry conversational group, maybe. Only one of them, one of the men, had his armor on; the rest were half-naked knots of spiky limbs and shiny, straining muscle, even the women, who didn’t seem at all uncomfortable or even aware of their bare chests. Come to that, no one else but me seemed to think it odd either. They all looked up at our approach, the unarmored group bowing their heads, while the armored demon stepped forward. 

The prince stopped to look up at him. “You are my opponent tonight, then?” he asked.

The red man bowed his head. “Mersio, m’lord,” he said, his voice a raw grumble. “It is an honor.”

“Let us not keep our jury waiting any longer, then, Mersio” the prince said, clapping a hand to the armored demon’s shoulder. The demon was only a bit taller than the prince but much broader, with a barrel chest and thick, sinewy arms that hung almost to his knees. Like every other demon I’d seen so far, Mersio had horns jutting from atop his head. His were long and black and shiny, curving to razor points above a shock of wild black hair, looking like something worthy of being pointed at in admiration by mall-going weapons enthusiasts. At his hips hung two curved swords, each as wide as his arms and almost as long. As stylish as the prince’s sword was, it looked like a kitchen knife compared to what Mersio was packing.

If there was to be a fight between these two as they made it seem, I worried for the prince. Or rather, I worried for myself should the one person with whom I had even the briefest and most tenuous familiarity in this place suddenly get killed and leave me the last remaining human soul in a room full of angry monsters made entirely from spikes and muscle.

But I didn’t have time to dwell on my apprehension; the prince turned and marched away to the other side of the room, the armored demon following suit, the rest of the group behind him and sweeping me up in the process. The far wall held a single door of thick, heavy-looking iron, which the prince calmly kicked in. The whole door swung back with a reverberating gong as it bounced off the other side of the wall, the prince and his opponent striding out amidst a sea of cheers from the other side.

The half-naked group, though, headed down a narrow corridor along the same wall, half of them hanging back to herd me along with them. We went up a flight of stone steps, turned, went up another, and then two more before finally emerging into the cheering crowd I’d heard a minute ago. It was an indoor arena, the seats laid out in concentric rings around a wide circle of packed dirt. Like in the marketplace, demons of every shape and color congregated together, those closest to me taking a moment to stare in interest or shock as I passed with my entourage toward the center, the majority not even noticing that I was there. Almost all of them were on their feet and cheering while, down in the earthen pit over the edge of the stands, the prince and the armored demon stood on opposite sides of the circle. The barrel-chested, man-shaped pile of sinew that was Mersio had both of his curved swords in his hand, casually slicing the air in front of him as he waited, and even up here with the noise of the crowd, I could faintly hear the quiet whistle of their passing, edges sharp enough to cut the air. In contrast, the prince held his perpetually-moonlit sword in a loose grip at his side, slowly rolling his shoulders but otherwise still. The bracers on his wrists gleamed beneath the sleeves of my jacket, which he still wore. 

He was gonna ruin my jacket with this fight, I just knew it. And I didn’t have anything with me to patch it with. Ridiculous thought for the moment, I know, but the whole situation still seemed ludicrous to me.

Then one of the women from my escort pushed her way to the edge of the stands next to me and, in a moment, the whole theater fell silent. “Lords and ladies,” she called to the crowd in a voice like tempered steel. “Mersio of House Iria will now face our revered Prince Vambrace in single combat for the first time. Bear witness.” She turned toward the demon Mersio and held up a hand. “Challenger, what have you to say?”

Mersio bowed his head briefly, then crossed his swords over his chest and addressed the crowd. “I, Mersio Iria, in concord with the forces of Commander Enkida, have lent my wrath to the aid of Dis for the span of an eon, driving back the nuckelavee and mearcstapa, the harpy and gorgon, and all beasts of damnation that plague our vale beyond the wall. I have with my own hands ripped the head from a kelpie as it sought to drown me in the rushing waters of the River Acheron, and carried its limp and bleeding husk back to camp to feed my brothers and sisters in arms.” He clanged the hilts of his swords together and spread them wide in a gesture of proud satisfaction as the crowd cheered their approval for his boasts.

The red woman turned to the prince and raised her other hand, bringing the blanket of silence back down on the crowd. “My liege?” she asked.

Prince Vambrace nodded across the field to Mersio. “This is acceptable,” was all he said. Nowhere near as showy as Mersio’s display of his own honors, but if anything, the crowd roared even louder.

“Then as always, may the worthiest combatant take his rightful victory,” the demon woman said, raising a hand to the arena at large before slicing it down in front of her. “Begin!”

There’s an expression I’ve heard before, usually on TV or in action movies, to describe the particularly badass: “He fought like a demon.” As far as metaphors go, it’s fairly colorful and packs a nice little punch, but I’d never given the phrase any real thought before.

I was giving it real thought now.

The woman’s hand hadn’t even finished dropping before Mersio launched himself across the pit with a shout of rage that shook dust from the ceiling and almost knocked me back off my feet by sheer volume. He cleared the entire space between himself and the prince in that leap, dug his heel into the dirt a few feet in front of his ruler, spun in a tight circle like a murderous top, and laid into the prince with both swords at once, hacking away like a vengeful lumberjack chopping down the tree that murdered his parents. 

The mad roar that announced his attack thundered on as he put the full force of his volcanic muscles into each slash and stab. It was like watching a cannonball with arms explode again and again with every swing. It was the single most impressive display of pure violence I had ever seen up to that moment.

And in the next moment it became the second most impressive, because Prince Vambrace fought even better than a demon.

He took only one step back as Mersio landed in front of him, slipped his own sword up between his opponent’s two in a two-handed grip, and simply stayed there, eyes locked on the enraged demon in front of him as he carefully blocked each and every blow. He didn’t roar or scream or even open his mouth, just whipped those three feet of shiny metal around Mersio’s blades and wove a midair cage between the demon’s swords and himself. I couldn’t even see his arms in those moments between one blow and the next, just caught fleeting glimpses of silver light flashing from his blade and wrist guards. 

The staccato clash of metal on metal from one blade hammering on another grew deafening; between that and Mersio’s unending battle cry, I had to raise my hands and cover my ears, each time thinking that one of those weapons had to be close to snapping in two just from the sheer force of it. With each blow, the prince shook a little in his stance, but it was like watching the wind howl at a skyscraper; it seemed fearsome, but you knew it wasn’t going anywhere.

Until suddenly it did. 

I didn’t even see it, but Mersio must have slowed just a little bit, or swung just a little bit too widely in one of his blows, or else the prince was simply finished defending himself. Whatever the reason, one second we were all watching the red typhoon in man shape wail ineffectually at the prince, and in the next, Vambrace took a sudden step in and swung his own sword out beyond the space between them. One of Mersio’s swords sped through the air, whirling blade over handle like a frisbee of death before stabbing into one of the stone walls of the pit halfway to the hilt, ringing and quivering with the leftover energy of the action as if complaining that it was out of the game. While it was still in the air, though, the Prince whipped his own sword up and battered it against the remaining blade in the red demon’s clawed hand. This one Mersio managed to hold on to as he leapt backward across the packed dirt, disengaging from the prince, who stood his ground. 

For several long seconds the entire crowd held its breath, myself included, as the two simply stared at one another. Mersio’s face was contorted in fury, his pupils mere pinpricks that glared out from under his furrowed brow, his lips parted in a snarl to show his teeth grinding together. 

Across from him, Prince Vambrace took up the same loose, relaxed pose he’d had at the fight’s beginning, his own expression still blank and unreadable as ever. “You’re good,” he said, loud enough that everyone could hear him. “Try again.”

Either that pissed the demon off, or else Mersio was just really obedient, because once more he launched himself toward the prince like an arrow loosed from a bow. This time, when he touched the ground again in front of Vambrace, he spun to the right and quickly circled around behind him, his last remaining sword drawn back. He dug his heel into the dirt, then whipped the blade toward the prince’s lower back in a vicious underhand swing.

The prince didn’t turn to follow his opponent, but his sword did. Without looking back at Mersio, he brought his blade around behind him and stabbed down past his own shoulder blade, catching the demon’s swing with the tip of his own. 

Basic physics said it should have slid off or knocked the prince’s sword out of the way, the full force of that swing catching just the tiny edge of Vambrace’s casual defense; but it didn’t. Instead, Mersio’s blade rang out like it had just smacked against a steel wall, the impact momentarily fucking up the demon’s momentum. 

In that same moment, the prince turned and ducked under his own arm, coming face to face with his opponent once more. A look of shock passed through the perpetual mask of rage on Mersio’s face before Vambrace stepped in and stomped down hard on the demon’s blade. It didn’t break, but the prince drove it down into the ground under his heel, whipping his own sword up in the same moment and jabbing it toward Mersio’s throat. The demon backed away, but could not get out of the blade’s reach without releasing his captured sword, which he seemed unwilling to do.

There was another pregnant pause as the two stared one another down wordlessly, the audience silent and rapt around them. Then a particularly hateful grimace passed across Mersio’s face, and he released the hilt of his stuck sword as if it suddenly disgusted him. “I yield,” he muttered, the sound halfway between a growl and a bark.

Nevertheless, we all heard it, for the cheering and applause went up once more. The prince bowed his head slightly to his opponent, then stepped back and lifted his sword, sliding it into the holster harness thing on his back. 

“All hail Prince Vambrace,” the red announcer woman called over the din, making the cheer sound more like a command. All across the arena, the crowd began chanting his name — “Vambrace! Vambrace! Vambrace!” — while Mersio yanked his other sword from the wall and sheathed them both at his hips. The prince raised his arms to the crowd, bowed his head again, then strode back through the doors through which he’d first entered.

I didn’t have the chance to wonder what I was supposed to do this time, as the demon lady who’d been MC-ing the fight cut through the crowd to my side. I forced my eyes away from her bare chest, which was exactly at my eye level, and made myself meet her gaze.

It wasn’t pissed or hateful, which was a surprising change of pace. Merely intensely cold. “Come with me,” she said in her hard steel voice, making herself heard even through the shouting crowd around us. “His majesty desires your presence.”

I wasn’t even gonna try and be snarky again, not after what I’d just seen. I followed close behind her as she led me back out of the arena, squeezing through the mass of bodies around us. It was easier with her in front, as she seemed to part the crowd before her like a wedge, somehow without needing to physically shove anyone out of her way.

We descended the stairs back down to the locker room-esque area, where the prince already sat alone waiting for us. I could see his chest heaving beneath his mail as he looked up, but he wasn’t panting or anywhere near as out of breath as he should have been after an event like that. “Thank you, Enkida,” he said, standing at our approach.

The red woman beside me pressed a fist over her chest and bowed her head. “Sire,” she said simply, then stepped past him to one of the mannequins along the wall and began pulling off armor pieces.

His gaze followed her a moment, then he turned and looked at me again with that same blank, unreadable expression he’d been giving me so far. “What did you think?” he asked.

My brow furrowed, and my eyes shifted around the room as I considered. “Of?” I asked.

He jerked his chin toward the nearby doors to the arena grounds, now closed. “Of what you saw,” he said.

“Oh,” I replied, looking toward the doors. It was easier than looking at him looking at me and wondering what was going on between us. “Um... yeah, it was pretty cool,” I said in what I hoped was a casually airy voice. “Kinda like something out of a movie, y’know?”

I risked another glance at him and saw that same curiously blank look again before his head tilted slightly. “No,” he said after a moment, “I confess, I do not know. What is a movie?”

I blinked. That one caught me off guard. How old was this guy? How long had he been here? “I, uh... don’t really know how to answer that,” I said. “Like... a play, maybe, but with better special effects?”

“Special effects,” he repeated, as if the phrase was familiar but he couldn’t quite place it. I thought I saw a momentary glimpse of excitement in his eyes; but then he turned to look at the red demon woman behind him, now almost fully dressed in her armor, and his blank mask came back. “We must speak more of these things,” he said as he turned back to me. “But not now. First, I will show you to your room.”

“I have a room?” I asked, only realizing after the fact that I’d asked it aloud. “Uh, thanks,” I added just for good measure. “Uh...”

He cocked an eyebrow at me. Damn, I wished I could do that. “You have concerns?” he asked.

“I was, uh, just wondering... am I like a prisoner now, or...?” I trailed off, but he looked at me as if expecting me to continue, so I did. “A guest? A... collectible? What?”

For another long moment, he only stared at me until it got uncomfortable again. Then, surprisingly, he smiled slightly. “That is a good question,” he said, then turned toward the demon woman again. “Enkida?”

“At your command, sire,” she answered, stepping up behind him. She was decked out in her full armor now, including shoulder pads with wicked-looking spikes coming off of them like some sort of demon samurai. The full ensemble fit her body snugly, but you could tell just by looking at it that it was thick and dense, and no part of her bright red skin showed through except for her fingers, neck, and face. Long, black, pointed horns curved back over her head from her temples, and her feathery white hair was caught in a tight knot at the nape of her neck, all of it pulled back out of her eyes. 

I only just then realized, looking at her, that her eyes and the eyes of all of the other red demons like her were white rather than the strange colors I had seen in most other demons so far; although her irises were an angry red like her skin, her pupils smaller than normal. Or what was normal in humans, anyway.

Between the long-ish hair, the sharp angles of her face, the snug fit of her armor, and the lean muscle of the body underneath, she looked oddly feminine for one of the red demons. A strong, sharp, not-to-be-fucked with sort of femininity, granted, like an elegantly serrated dagger. But still.

I realized then that I was staring; but she was staring right back and not saying anything or making any show that it bothered her, so I rolled with it.

“I’m going to show the Lady Morgan to her room in my quarters,” the prince said to her. “We will attend dinner afterwards. Let the guests and staff know that they may start without us.”

Enkida’s gaze flickered very calmly from him to me and back. “Sire,” she said simply, then bowed her head quickly and left the room.

The prince watched her leave, then turned back to me. “Come,” he said, then stepped toward the door himself.

This time, I hesitated. “You still haven’t answered my question,” I pointed out.

He stopped with his hand on the door, then turned and looked at me over his shoulder. “No, I haven’t,” he said, then opened the door and stepped through. “Come.”

Once again, I had to remind myself that he was royalty, somehow, and this was just how royalty talked to people. He most likely didn’t mean to speak to me like I was a dog he was training. And even if he did, I couldn’t afford to get angry about it right now. With a deep breath, I swallowed what pride I had and followed him once again.

This time, as we walked the halls of the palace together, I made myself pay closer attention to where we were going. It would be an understatement to say that I’d never been good at directions before — before moving into the city for school, I’d spent most of my life in a tiny town that took about five minutes to drive through from one end to the other, and after eighteen-plus years there I’d still never been able to get anywhere in it without written directions or a map. Now, though, I hoped that greater need might be the key to unlocking that hitherto useless part of my brain that knew where I was going. And if I was going to escape from here at some point, as I got the feeling I would need to do, then it would be useful to know which direction was the right one to run in.

Unfortunately, so much of the palace that I was seeing looked the same, and it was so damned big. It felt like we had walked half a dozen city blocks before the prince turned again and we set off down a different hall. Most of the corridors had a slight curve to them, I noticed, as if we were walking part of a giant circle. 

Along the way, we passed the occasional demon going about their business, including plenty of the angry red kind in their pointy armor. There were also a few of the pink and purple kind that I had noticed before, the ones with the comic book character anatomy — chiseled jaws and washboard abs on the men, narrow waists and luscious curves on the women. 

Even more than them, though, I noticed a lot of smaller, squatter demons scurrying about in outfits that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a medieval period movie or TV show — tunics and breeches, thick skirts, sashes, the odd robe, and things of that sort that nobody wore these days outside of a Renaissance Fair, albeit much shabbier and more weathered on average than your typical nerdy costume. These demons seemed to come mostly in shades of greens and browns, like different colors of dirt and grime, and none that we passed stood more than three feet tall. Each had a stocky body, slightly hunched, that put me in mind of a beetle, and their gangly, spindly arms and legs only further emphasized the comparison. Their heads were bulbous in comparison, with each one sporting small, squat horns on top and small fangs jutting from a slight underbite. None of them had ears, just small holes where they should have been. 

But what stood out most were their eyes — each of the them had massive eyes, especially compared to the smallness of the rest of their bodies. Each eye was compounded like the tiling on a soccer ball, and each section of eye had its own pupil moving independently of the rest. The effect was like watching a bunch of small black bugs crawling around on a couple of those fancy dice that you use in tabletop games like Dungeons & Dragons, both dice stuck into the round head of a malignant-looking little imp straight out of a fairytale.

Maybe it sounds rude to say that, but I swear, every one that I remembered passing at the time was malignant looking. They all ducked their heads in quick deference to the prince, but even then, I got the sense that all of their dozen or so pupils were glaring at the both of us. By then, I’d gotten used to most demons that I passed looking at me in surprise or curiosity. Either these guys had already heard the news about me, or else they just didn’t care, because the only vibe I got from them was resentment.

It was a creepy walk.

Then the prince led me down a large staircase deep into the next level of the palace, and after only half a block of walking this time, down yet another. At that point, my thoughts about the little drudgery beetle demons turned to thoughts at how deep down these palace levels went. I remembered seeing spires and towers on the palace when I was reluctantly approaching it with Ulfris, but so far, we hadn’t climbed any of them, only gone down. How much of this building was underground? I imagined an upside down skyscraper, buried in the earth with just a few bits sticking up into the air, like a dart or missile that had embedded itself into the ground.

Finally, just when my legs were starting to get tired, we came to a large set of double doors made of the same shiny black rock as the walls, emblazoned in milky white crystal inlay with that same belted concentric circles diagram thing that was on the door of the first room I’d been left in. The doors were flanked by two of the angry red types of demon, each clutching a spear and with a sword hanging from their hip. They clenched their hands not holding spears into fists over their chests and bowed overtop of them to the prince, who nodded back and pushed the doors open. 

After we stepped through, the demon guards closed them behind us, and the prince stopped and turned back to me. “We are now in my private, personal suite here inside of Pandemonium,” he said to me. “Only myself, those servants and attendants handpicked by me, and those few to whom I have granted special access may freely come and go from these halls.”

He seemed to want some kind of reaction as he stood there and looked at me. Maybe I was supposed to be flattered? I couldn’t tell. “Okay,” I said after a moment. It seemed the safest response.

Apparently satisfied with it, he turned back and gestured down the hallway. “Your room is just a bit further in,” he explained. “Come.”

Like I even had a choice. I went.

The area behind the prince’s special door didn’t look any different from what I could see, and it wasn’t any smaller than the space we’d just left, because we kept walking and walking and walking. I’ve walked the blocks around school, work, and my apartment plenty before, and my college campus is big enough that I’ve usually got a few minutes’ walk at least between my classes; and still, holy shit, this was a big house. What all did he keep here that he needed this much room and these many miles of hallways? He oughtta get a tram installed in here or something.

Finally, right when I thought I’d need to stop and rest before we went any further, we turned a corner into more open bit of corridor that looked like a hotel lobby. There was only one door in the middle of the inset wall, this one a plate of riveted metal that looked like pure silver, with a rounded top edge and an engraving in gold filigree of that familiar symbol again, seven circles inside an eighth. Another lithe red demon stood before it, this one a tall, lanky man with no sword or spear, but wearing what looked like spiked brass knuckles across his hands. He bowed to the prince as we approached, then opened the door behind him and stepped aside. The prince nodded back and the two of us entered, the demon man following close behind.

The room inside was nicer than the study from before; in fact, it was the nicest room I could remember ever being in, akin to a five-star hotel suite. A massive four-poster bed dominated the right side of the room, the mattress thick and plump and larger by far than a king-size, with shimmery satin sheets of dark purple and at least a dozen pillows of every shape and size in differing hues of red. It even had a canopy with dark blue curtains hanging all around, each drawn back and held to the posts by thin golden ropes. 

In the center of the room, a plush lounge and two matching plush armchairs were arranged around a large, thick rug sporting the same concentric circle design again, all of it sitting in front of a large white marble fireplace, currently empty, on the far wall from the door. To my left, in the corner of the room, a large desk of dark red wood sat next to a tall bookshelf that was half full with the same thick, ponderous looking books that I hadn’t been able to decipher back in the study, which probably meant I wouldn’t have any more luck with these. Beside the bookshelf, another silvery door like the one we’d just passed through led away into what I assumed was a side room and what I hoped was a bathroom. I hadn’t seen one since I’d gotten here, and if it turned out that demons didn’t need them, then we were all going to be in trouble here before long.

The prince stopped in the center of the room and turned back to me, one hand held out at his side. “These will be your quarters for now,” he said. “I trust they will suffice. Stay here and rest until I come for you again. In the interim, is there aught you would request to aid in your comfort?”

The more he talked, the more I got the feeling we probably didn’t both come here from the same time period. Just how old was this guy? “I don’t suppose you have TV or a radio, do you?” I asked, because you never know. The pause that followed and the blank look on his face answered me about like I expected. “Yeah, didn’t think so,” I said before he spoke again. “Then, uh, I think I’m...” I glanced around the room, then trailed off as I saw the bookshelf again. “Actually,” I said, pointing at the shelves, “do you have anything to read in English?”

His eyes widened at that, and he took a small step backward, which sent the red demon behind him tensing and glaring at me. 

Oh shit, what did I do wrong? “I mean, it’s fine if you don’t,” I added hurriedly, hands raised between us. Whether I meant the gesture to soothe him or protect me, I don’t know, because either possibility seemed equally dumb. “I just, uh, I figured I’d get bored, and I can’t read the alphabet here, so... uh, Old Elven would work too, I guess, if you, uh... have any of that lying around...”

“No,” he said slowly, eyes narrowing again. A bit too much for my taste. “But I do have a few scant tomes writ in English. Great rarities, of course, but I can see fit to loan you one or two, if you take extreme care with them.”

“Yeah, of course,” I said, not taking my eyes off him. “No worries. Uh, thanks.” I probably looked as startled as he had a moment ago. What the hell had I said that could spook someone who bosses demons around for a living? Was asking for reading material a taboo here? Did he only have old Playboys or something?

Whatever I did, it seemed to have passed, because he only nodded and turned halfway to the guard behind him. “This is Rezavix,” he said, motioning to the demon, who was still glaring at me. “He will be assigned to your guard just outside. If you have urgent need of anything else, let him know.”

“Yeah, cool,” I said, raising a hand at the demon. “Uh, nice to meet you?”

Rezavix snorted and kept glaring. Awesome.

“Then if there is nothing else,” said the prince, turning and heading back through the door. “Do try and rest up, Lady Amell,” he added over his shoulder at me. Rezavix followed him out, closing the door behind them with a soft click. I didn’t hear the prince walking away back down the hall, nor did I hear any voices through the closed door. This room was likely soundproof, then, between the weird black walls and whatever that door was made from. Maybe that was a useful detail, maybe not; either way, I added it to my mental notes.

Before I did anything else, I went to the side door on the left-hand wall and opened it. Sure enough, the room beyond looked like a bathroom, albeit one the size of my entire apartment back home. A massive tub filled the center of the room, roughly the size of a kiddy pool but about four feet deep. It was inset somewhat into the floor, with a couple of marble stairs leading up to the rim, and the bowl inside looked to be either gold plated or just pure gold. (Or golden colored, anyway. Who knew if Hell had the same metals and minerals Earth did?) A small hole opened in the ceiling above the basin, a chain with an ivory handle hanging down next to it. I gave it a quick, experimental tug, and a steady stream of steaming hot water poured out of the ceiling and into the tub until I let the chain go again.

Hell had indoor plumbing and hot bathwater? So much for eternal torment. Thus far, anyway, Hell was at least way nicer than my place.

Other than the ginormous tub, the bathroom also had a shelf built into the black and red-veined wall on one side, with a golden basin sitting on top in front of a polished silver mirror. Another built-in shelf nearby held an assortment of glass bottles of varying shapes, sizes, and colors, some opaque, some transparent and filled with various shimmery liquids and creams. The other side of the room was mostly hidden behind a gossamer screen; when I looked behind it, I found what looked like a marble armchair with a sliver of cushion running across the edge where the knees would go and a hole cut into the actual seat, disappearing down into darkness.

It took me a minute to realize what I was looking at. Talk about a throne. Well... could be weirder.

No time like the present, my bladder chimed in as I regarded the, uh, special chair. Strange as it seemed, I’d seen and used way more intimidating before. Any port in a storm. There was no paper, but there were little stacks of what looked like silken handkerchiefs on a cubby shelf built into the wall next to the seat, a covered silver bucket on the floor nearby. I could put two and two together. 

Afterward, I nosed around the different bottles and bowls of multicolored pastes and gels by the sink until I found one that I thought had the greatest chance of being soap, in that it was a slick, milky cream of pastel blue that smelled faintly of chemically processed flowers. At the very least, my skin didn’t melt using it.

Investigation concluded, I went back into the main room. 

Though the prince had said to rest, I had every intention of being more proactive than that, somehow. But then I sat down on the edge of the massive bed, and it was like the mattress was sucking me down. Before I knew it, I was lying back on the bed, staring up at the curtained canopy, willing my eyes to stay open and failing. My thoughts were still spinning in circles even as I drifted off to sleep.
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Chapter 6: Apprehension
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I woke to someone pounding on the door, and my first thought was that I’d forgotten to pay my rent somehow and the landlord was pissed. My next thought was to wonder what the heck I’d eaten to give myself such a weird and lifelike dream.

And my third thought, after I sat up and looked at the room, was, Son of a bitch, I’m still here.

Whoever was hammering on the door was still here too, unfortunately. “What?” I shouted groggily, which turned into a yawn.

“Wake up and make yourself presentable,” a man’s voice called out. Since it sounded even more annoyed than I felt, I assumed this was my new guard. Rexazef or whatever.

I’d slept in the clothes I’d shown up here in, which admittedly felt pretty stiff and grimy now after everything they’d been through; but since I didn’t have any other options, this was about as presentable as I was gonna be. So, running a hand quickly through my hair to get the worst of the sleep tangles out of it, I went to the door and yanked it open.

My guard was standing right next to it, and he spun toward me with his spike-knuckled fists raised as the door opened. I gasped in surprise and stumbled backward, tripping over my own boots and landing on my butt on the large rug. The two of us stared at one another for the moment, and when I was sure he wasn’t about to attack after all, I bridled. “What the shit, man?” I said, standing again with as much dignity as I could muster. “You trying to kill me? What’d I do?”

Uncertainty clouded the look of anger on his face, just like it had the last time I’d snapped at one of these red people. “You are not to leave this room without proper escort,” he said.

“I wasn’t trying to leave!” I said, stepping forward. “I was gonna ask you a question. You’re the only one here, right?”

He stared at me a moment longer before finally lowering his fists. “Ask.”

I held my arms out at my sides. “Do I look alright?”

His eyes narrowed, his brow furrowed, and then he finally said, “What?” as if I’d spoken a different language.

This guy was not my favorite guy so far. “Do I look okay?” I repeated. “You said to make myself presentable. I assume that means the prince is coming back, but I’m new to all this royal deference stuff. This presentable enough?”

His eyes narrowed again as he looked me up and down, from my singed boots to my hair made lank with dried sweat. “You look unclean,” he said. 

I sighed. “Well, I got time for a bath, then?”

He turned and craned his neck back, gazing down the corridor outside. “I cannot say,” he said. “But no, most likely not.”

“This is gonna hafta do, then,” I said, dropping my arms to my side. “Well, it was good enough yesterday. This morning.” I paused. “What time is it, anyway?”

“Nearing the dinner gathering for archdemons and other assembled courtiers,” he said. 

I wasn’t a fan of the way he dropped “archdemons” so casually, but my worst fears had been subverted so far, so I tried not to dwell on it. “But what time specifically?” I asked. “Afternoon, evening?”

Again, I got his perplexed stare. “What?”

“Right,” I said with another sigh. “Nevermind. Thanks, Rexazef.”

His scowling and glaring returned instantly at that. “Rezavix,” he said.

“Rezavix,” I repeated, “right, sorry. I’m Morgan.” I held out my hand to him.

He stared at it a moment, then pulled the door closed. Dick.

I may not have had time for a bath, but I went to the bathroom anyway. The washbasin on its shelf against the wall seemed the closest thing to a sink, and there was a small spigot coming out of the wall just above it with a short chain dangling just beside. I pulled it and watched more steaming water pour out into the basin, filling it halfway before I let go. At least the water here didn’t look like that black, boiling stuff in the river I’d crossed over with Ulfris to get here. Not sure yet what I did if I wanted it colder than steaming, though.

I didn’t see any towels, so I washed my face and wetted my hair with my hands, then peeled my t-shirt and bra off and rinsed as best I could. Some of these bottles next to me were probably demony cleaning things, soap or scale conditioner or horn polish or something, but I wasn’t going to experiment. 

Once I was at least a little bit fresher than I had been, I pulled my clothes back on, pausing to chuckle without any real humor when I realized I’d been wearing my Highway to Hell shirt. I mean, when I stopped to think about it, a lot of my music shirts had some sort of demonic reference on them, so it probably wasn’t that much of a coincidence. And it probably wasn’t my shirt’s fault that I ended up here after that botched spell.

Probably not.

When I walked back out of the bathroom, Prince Vambrace was already standing in the center of the bedroom, gazing idly at the sheets on the massive bed I’d ruffled with my nap. I stepped back with a start as he turned to me. “Hey, whoa!” I said out of reflex. “I, uh, didn’t hear you knock.”

“I didn’t,” he said, blank as ever. “This is my palace.”

“Yeah, but still,” I said, hovering in the bathroom door. “What if I’d been naked or something?”

He shrugged. “I would have waited for you to dress,” was his only answer, and then he looked me up and down the same as Rezavix had done earlier. “You are ready, I assume?”

“Ready for what?” I asked, deciding for the moment to ignore the creep vibes he’d just been sending.

“A feast,” he said, then turned and added, “This way,” before heading through the door.

My stomach answered for me, rumbling as if on cue. I hadn’t eaten since that pizza I’d ordered who knows how long ago back in my apartment with the book. So once more, I followed the prince, this time a bit more eagerly. Rezavix stayed behind by the doorway as we headed back up the long and winding corridor.

I’ll skip the riveting tale of the blocks and blocks of long hallway we walked down again. Seriously, I’d walked through airports that didn’t take this long to cross. I will say, though, that we passed more people the further we went: the grumbling little brown bug-looking things, the way too skinny orange things, hulking blue things like Ulfris, the occasional slutted-up purple thing or a scaly green grinning thing like Dramoc, and of course, the leathery red ones that seemed to be guarding and patrolling everything. Every one of them stopped what they were doing as we approached, bowing to the passing prince and casting surprised and/or curious glances my way. The only exceptions were the dirty, scruffy gray things that we walked by two or three times, slumped against the wall or sitting in the corner of where two or more corridors intersected. These ones didn’t move even to look up at our passing, much less bow. If the prince noticed or cared, he didn’t show it.

Once again, we were about to the point where my legs were getting tired when we finally reached a pair of massive doors flanked by two red demons with a tall light-blue one in the middle, this one a woman in a flowing purple dress and elaborately plaited purple hair to match, but with two long, thick horns sprouting from amidst the delicate braids and curling down around her face like a ram’s, the points ending next to the sparkling teardrop earrings she wore in her ears.  She smiled as we approached and, most noticeably, didn’t bow or curtsy or even nod. “Sire,” she said to the prince, then glanced at me behind him. “You’ve brought your new novelty to dine with us, I see. Interesting. I’d heard you’d gotten one, but I wasn’t sure until now.”

Well damn, I wasn’t gonna like this one either. I leveled my best glare at the giant woman and wondered if I was ever going to meet someone around here who wasn’t an asshole. Where were all the nice people in Hell?

“Duchess Sidona,” said the prince, stopping just before her. She had to be at least seven feet tall, and this close together, she made the human prince look almost like a twerp. Still, he didn’t seem intimidated at all, and however dismissive she’d been with me, none of it showed toward Vambrace. In fact, she even dipped her head a very little bit as he said her name. “Yes,” he continued, “I knew rumor would be swirling soon. Best to let everyone know at once and spread the word. One more human to get used to around Pandemonium.” He turned and looked at me over his shoulder, expression unreadable as ever. “Novelty, however, is likely not the right word. I am still deciding.”

Fuck you too, prince, I thought. Out loud, I said, “Am I gonna get a say in any of this stuff you’re deciding? Uh, sire?” I added at the last second, just to be safe.

Sidona chuckled, bringing a long-nailed finger to her lips as she regarded me with a twinkle in her eyes. The prince just said, “Perhaps. I am still deciding that, too.” Then he turned back to the seven-foot blue lady. “Shall we?”

“Of course,” she said, still smiling, then turned and flung the doors open to a cacophony of voices beyond that suddenly quieted down. “All rise for his highness, Prince Vambrace,” she called through the doors, then stepped inside.

The roar that followed her words nearly deafened me, and when I stepped through the doors after the prince, I saw why. To call the space beyond a room was wrong, because it was roughly the size of a football field and absolutely full of demons, even more so than the indoor coliseum where the prince had fought the red demon Mersio for reasons I still hadn’t figured out. Stretching away into the distance all around us (I couldn’t see any of the far walls for all the people in the way) were multicolored crowds all on their feet and cheering like a concert audience when the band finally shows up. 

What space wasn’t taken up by demons was filled in with massive tables draped with rich tablecloths, each one with at least one small fountain on it flowing with liquids that varied in color as much as the people around them. In the center of the room, though, leading from the doorway into the depths of the giant space, was an aisle of dark red carpet that looked more like a silk tapestry than a rug. The prince strode down this aisle and past the cheering masses without so much as a glance in either direction. I tried to mimic that detachment somewhat as I followed, Sidona right behind me. As soon as I let myself be overwhelmed by this place, I was afraid I’d never get back to whelmed again.

The roar of the crowd died down as we went but didn’t quiet entirely until we reached a set of stairs on the far side of the room, which I ascended behind the prince, keeping my eyes on the sword at his back the whole while. It was a tall set of steps, and at the top was one final table, smaller than the others and without any little fountains. Seven demons stood around it, one of each of the different varieties I’d seen so far, each one looking expectantly at us. 

Prince Vambrace walked around all of them to the far end of the table, and I followed out of habit to where what looked like a throne draped in soft black fur waited for him. I stopped when he did, wondering if maybe I was supposed to have gone somewhere else; but then he caught my eye and gestured at the empty chair at his left, across from a giant blue-green man and next to a half-naked purple guy who I realized was staring at my ass. Sidona had disappeared somewhere along the way. When I looked back over the stairs, I couldn’t see her, but I did see the enormous crowds of the feast hall stretching away in all directions. Tall lanterns like inverted chandeliers dotted the rainbow masses at regular intervals, lighting up the cavernous room. I realized why when I looked up and couldn’t see the ceiling, only smoky darkness that stretched away higher than I could see.

Then the prince sat down, and everyone else around the table also sat down. I followed a moment later into my own seat, and the massive shuffling of chairs as the hordes below us also took their seats echoed off the walls a bit before thousands of conversations picked back up once more.

There was no talk at our table yet, though, and I took the opportunity to glance around at my dining partners. 

Other than the prince at my right at the head of the table, there was the giant blue-green guy across from me, nearly eight feet tall and broad enough to fill out his height. He had a clean-cut, square jaw set tight as he eyed the prince. Pure white hair swept back over his scalp from a high widow’s peak and hung halfway down his neck, while giant black horns, the biggest pair I’d seen so far on any demon, curved forward out of his temples like a bull’s, the points almost touching in front of his trimmed and arched eyebrows. And while I’d thought Dramoc’s fancy clothes had been a bit much, this guy had him easily beat, looking more like a member of royalty than the plain prince between us — ruffled red silk shirt under a silver vest embroidered with small gemstones, sapphires and emeralds alternating in a tight diamond pattern, with a heavy cape of midnight blue overtop all of it. Basically, if I’d looked up in the throne room to see this guy sitting in front of me, I wouldn’t have been so surprised.
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