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​“For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?”—Matthew 16:26

Alex Stein had never liked driving in the fall-time darkness of the northwest. It always felt darker than even the midnight hours of short summer nights, and it always seemed harder to see what would be coming out of that darkness as well. That made this night all the more irritating for him as he found himself nearing his parents’ home, driving through the dark mountain roads that comprised his childhood neighborhood. 

He had originally set aside this whole day as a vacation day to get to his folks’ place for the holidays, planned it months ahead of time in fact. Of course, when the central network collapses in the business you work at, that tends to change plans, especially if you’re the resident main tech guy of the branch. With the critical situation that the collapsed network caused, he was lucky he got to leave today at all. By the time the clock reached noon, Alex had become quite determined to resolve the issue as fast as possible. He had no intention of being forced to drive to the family home on Thanksgiving Day itself. No way in hell. 

He’d only just barely made it out the door in time to even make the drive worth it, and he’d had to skip lunch in the process.

It was the attitude that came from this that had Alex grumbling and decidedly goal-oriented on his drive. Having just refilled on gas within the last hour of the drive, Alex had only just now gotten off the jacket he’d rushed into the car with at the beginning and relieved himself from the pressure in his bladder. 

Driving solidly now in his gas-filled black truck and just starting to relax as the home stretch came into view, Alex was only able to groan as the sight of blinking lights and smoke coming from a crashed car on the right side of the road came into view. Someone after him would be able to contact the hospital and authorities, right? Surely? On a mountain road nearing 9 p.m. when people barely came onto the road in the first place, right.

With a growl of frustration, Alex forced himself to pull to the side of the road right behind the smoking and blinking car. He hadn’t seen another car in nearly half an hour by this point, and considering just how late it was becoming on the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, it’d be lucky in the extreme if anybody else besides him even saw the wreck before the end of Thanksgiving itself. If Alex wanted a clean conscience by the time he made it to the family gathering, he’d have to be the one who took responsibility for the tragedy he was seeing in front of him.

Fully stopping his truck on the side of the road with a sigh of what he knew was irrational irritation, Alex shut off his vehicle and forced himself into the cold fall air with a shove off his seat. As he leaned back into the vehicle to grab his long, hooded red winter jacket, Alex could only utter another sigh as he saw the steam coming out with his breath in the frigid darkness around him. He shut the car door behind him with one hand while the other reached into his coat pocket for the phone he’d kept on his person for years. Hopefully with a call to the proper authorities he would be able to get back to his already off-the-rails plans for the day, or at least make it to his parents’ house before the time hit midnight. At least, that was the hope he felt as he stepped towards the smoking white Honda, bringing the lit phone screen before his face. 

Instead of the hoped-for quick fix of simply calling to make the situation someone else’s problem, Alex found his phone had no reception. The SOS image he found on his phone’s screen was such a startling sight, it actually made him pause in place with a frown etching itself across his face.

He had driven these roads for years, had grown up in the area, had even taken calls going to and fro on these paths before. The fact that he wasn’t getting any reception here was odd in the extreme. Maybe a reception tower was down? 

It took the sound of a low groan coming from ahead of him to draw Alex away from the niggling prods his mind was trying to give him. Come to think of it, the night around him was silent beyond the blinking of the Honda’s lights. He couldn’t even hear the clicking of a cooling engine despite the smoke still making its way up into the night air. What was going on? Focusing himself back into the present with a shake of his head, he started approaching the broken-down vehicle once more, putting the apparently useless phone back into his jacket pocket.

The annoyance he had initially been feeling suddenly turned into something alarming. The oddities that were starting to add up were enough to get him away from the attitude he’d had getting out of his truck as he came alongside the driver door of the wrecked Honda. “Hello, miss? Are you alright?” The question was stupid considering the circumstances, he knew, but it was the standard question one asked in this situation. At least Alex could tell from the tone of the groan he’d heard that the person he was intending to help was, in fact, a woman.

Reaching the point where he could actually see the darkened figure of the person inside through the surprisingly intact front window, Alex tried to open the driver’s side door. “Don’t worry, miss, I’ll get you out in a second,” he called through the window. He found the door locked. Of course the door was locked; why wouldn’t it be locked? The darkness of the fall night made it hard for Alex to really see anything of the person he was helping beyond her semi-slumped pose. Still, it wasn’t like it would be too hard to assess her injuries once he was able to get her into a brighter lit area.

The figure in the car suddenly twisted towards him with open, glowing eyes. The light coming from her eyes was enough for Alex to even see the smirk growing across the surprisingly young woman’s face. 

Sadly, that was the only real warning Alex had for the hit coming from behind him. Staring in incomprehension at the oddity of glowing human eyes, Alex didn’t see the club that hit him—he just felt the impact. An intense, disorienting pain that radiated from the right back area of his neck, then he was literally falling into the darkness of unconsciousness.
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Alex awoke with a gasp and a groan of pain. Agony came in waves through his skull in rhythm with his pounding heart, centering on the back right portion where he had been hit. Even as he opened his eyes in his new environment, the world almost seemed to refuse to come into focus, blurring back and forth like he was looking through drunk eyes. The loud chanting of nonsensical words around him didn’t help matters. The noise just sent more waves of pain bouncing around his ears and into the migraine he already had. It felt like the most intense hangover he’d ever had, only somehow worse.

“Oh, look, our guest’s awake.” The mocking lilt to the words registered even as Alex tried to shift towards where the voice had come from. He was only partially successful, as he found himself unable to move his hands or feet freely. Turning his head brought the mocking woman’s wavering form into his side view as rope bindings he hadn’t noticed before (because of the more relevant migraine) stopped him from fully turning towards her. 

Taking stock as best he could of his body, Alex found that his red winter jacket had been taken off of him and his hands and feet had been bound in some type of coarse, light brown rope. For reasons he couldn’t even begin to guess, the jacket had been the only thing taken away. It left him lying on what looked to be the cold stone ground with his worn denim blue jeans, black AC/DC T-shirt, and orange and gray rubber-soled tennis shoes. Maybe they hadn’t wanted to try to tie up his limbs through the jacket? Not like Alex would be able to run outside with the current bindings they had put on him anyway.

“Just a little more and this all would’ve been perfectly set up,” the woman whined quietly as Alex’s pained breaths came in more forcible gasps of air. It was the only thing he could do to push the pain aside as best he could. The shifting blurs he was seeing of the room were starting to come into focus as the seconds passed, and as he had already begun to suspect, he did not like what he was seeing. 

All the formerly blurry figures in the dimly lit, cave-like room were dressed in black robes with some weird coin emblem stitched onto their chests and backs. In his formerly blurred vision, the black cloaks had looked like they covered their whole forms, making them look like living shadows. As it was, the actual view wasn’t much better. Some of the chanting figures wore their hoods up to seemingly hide their features under the shadow the hood provided, while others in the circle didn’t bother. Beyond the woman in front of him, however, all of the figures in the cave Alex was able to see around him were chanting words that sent pain pounding through his skull. Great, he was being sacrificed by a satanist cult.

“Oh, don’t look so down.” Alex had been turning his attention away from the woman that had spoken earlier, but her approaching nearly silent steps towards his prone form drew his gaze back to her. “Your sacrifice here will make the world a better place.” 

The cultist before him gestured with her hands upwards. Squinting his eyes towards her as he looked up at her figure from his prone position, Alex was able to match what he saw to the figure of the woman in the wrecked car. Her eyes weren’t glowing anymore, but what he had been able to see of the face through that glow matched what he saw now. He could easily guess by this point that the entire car wreck setup had been fake. He should’ve listened more when his mother warned him of the traps satanic cults liked to pull on drivers on the road.

The woman was dressed in the same robes as the rest. She looked to be in her mid-twenties at most, which made any trap she was part of more likely to succeed, he was sure. Her dirty blonde hair was long enough to be drawn into a ponytail behind her head, and as he looked up, he could see an extra emblem of a demonic-looking figure next to the one of a golden coin on her prominent chest. Man, he really had no chance back there, did he? 

“We’re sending you to a better place,” she continued in what Alex could only call a fake sweet, cooing tone. “One filled with rainbows and unicorns and—” The woman fell into a burst of laughter midway through her lie, bending over as the falsely pious expression she’d pasted on her face fell into a cruel, smiling mockery.

Alex could only glare and grit his teeth; he refused to beg these people for his life when he knew all he’d get was laughter in return. Without knowing the exact layout of what was going on, that was all he’d be getting—well, that and the following knife to the throat. Alex would have called this whole setup a LARPing group, considering the uniform black robes that seemed almost like a movie set rendition of what cultists wore, but the pain he still felt pounding through his skull from the club he’d taken to the back was evidence enough that these people at least believed in what they were doing. Oh, Alex still didn’t think they were actually doing magic, no matter the painful and weird nonsense words they were chanting, but a knife stuck into him after they finished their weird chant would still kill him just as dead. In the end, all he could do in this situation was remain silent until he actually knew what he might be able to say to change the outcome he foresaw. He was left staring grimly at the laughing woman as a result until she finished, forced to wait out the mockery.

“Hoo, couldn’t even keep a straight face there. Sorry about that.” The cultist woman said as she wiped away a tear from the edge of her right eye with the back of her hand. “You’re a silent one, I see,” she continued after she took a moment to catch her breath and put her hands to her hips while she looked down at him. The woman wasn’t bothering to hide the smirk of mocking amusement that etched its way onto her face. “We don’t see many of those. Not that it’ll matter for you in the end here.” The mocking certainty of her tone echoed her expression.

She kept her eyes steadily on him as she walked a few steps in her expensive looking pink tennis shoes towards the circle of red paint Alex had just noticed was splayed out beneath and around him. Feeling a bit of morbid curiosity, he started looking around at the red sigils he could see even as the woman now standing almost right above him continued to speak. 

“See, I wasn’t lying about making the world a better place; it’ll just be a better place for us. We’re sending you off to hell in exchange for some gold.” Her mocking voice stopped as she started snapping with her fingers to bring Alex’s wandering attention back to her. “Hey, hey, do you really think you should be ignoring me here?” She projected annoyance, but as Alex turned back to see her expression, he noted a slight nervousness in her gaze.

“What are you guys?” Alex spoke for the first time since he’d woken up, with a rough voice from his ordeals. Nervousness meant there was something he could do, something he was missing. His searching gaze as she was speaking before had revealed that he was near the center of some red painted pentagram with complex nonsense symbols in its midst. The whole pentagram was surrounded by a circle of what looked to be red paint but could realistically be blood for all he knew. Around that circle, more nonsensical symbols and glyphs were painted steadily in place. 

“No upside-down cross, no Jesus imagery for mocking, no dead pig’s blood pooling the ground randomly... this doesn’t look to be the average satanist cult?” Alex asked deceitfully. It honestly looked exactly like what he’d expect a satanist cult to look like, but people loved to talk about themselves, and his question should invite that. With the nerves he had seen, and with the pounding pain in his head quickly fading into a manageable background noise, Alex decided that distraction was the way to go. The more time he had to think and analyze his surroundings, the more likely he’d be able to find a way out of this.

“Oh, you noticed that?” The woman’s smirk hadn’t left her face since the end of her laughter, and it fit as the chanting in the background grew higher in pitch. “Yeah, we serve the demon lord Cupiditas.” 

Alright, so these delusional idiots didn’t serve Satan? The woman’s hands rose to both sides of her face to give a jazz hands impression as if mocking his earlier deduction. The name Cupiditas was stupid; Alex bet it was fake. 

“We give him souls and he gives us gold.” Her hands went back to her sides as she tilted her head to the side, focusing on something else in the room, though Alex couldn’t make out what. The chants the other figures in the circle were nearly shouting were seemingly reaching their apex. “We’ve had this little arrangement set with Cupiditas for a few years.” Her eyes flicked up towards the other members of the cult as Alex desperately tried to think how to use this conversation to his advantage. He just needed to keep her talking; this whole diatribe of information would be gold somehow, he was sure.

“And that’s all the distraction we needed.” Alex blinked in bemusement for a second as the woman cultist stepped back while the mocking smile she had been sporting somehow grew even wider. Woman-Alex hadn’t even been able to get her name. “I’d say have fun with your afterlife, but that would be too obvious a lie.” Her had grown almost deranged as Alex glanced about to the other cultists still chanting in those maddeningly still painful words. 

Wait a second, why were the words the other cultists were chanting still painful to his ears when the conversation he’d been having with the woman even now backing away from him hadn’t been? Beyond the first few seconds of wakefulness, her words hadn’t pounded through his ears as those chants still did.

“What are yo-” Alex didn’t even get to finish his next question before he found himself falling, tumbling through a completely black void. It was like between one second and the next he’d gone from being bound to the solid earth to sky-diving, still bound, through a moonless and cloudy night sky. He couldn’t help the shriek of panic that came out of his throat. The realization that the cult’s magic was real was the most horrifying thing Alex had ever learned in what was looking like a very short remaining lifespan.
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Chapter 2
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It turns out that the movies were right in more regards than one today for Alex. Magic was indeed real, somehow, and falling by itself could actually become boring if it is done long enough with no real change. As near as Alex could tell, he had been falling somewhere in the ballpark of a quarter hour or so, and the only thing that had changed in all that time was an orange hue starting to appear in the direction he was going. Despite the total blackness and lack of wind, he’d found no issue with breathing at all. He felt like he was falling through space, just without the blowing-up blood vessels and cold. 

By this point the adrenaline had stopped pounding in his veins. All he was left with in the burgeoning orange void was the dread of his apparently farther-than-expected destination. That and the horrible feeling of weightlessness he’d never appreciated on roller coaster rides as he tumbled ever downward in a manner he couldn’t control. At least he could be thankful he hadn’t eaten anything since an early breakfast; he’d have puked long ago if he had.

If magic was real, and him falling through nothing when he’d just been on solid stone ground implied that-or else he was on a drug trip to end all drug trips-then what that cultist woman had told him was likely real too. Hell (hah), if he had woken up simply falling as he was, Alex would have thought he was already dead and was going to hell. Because he had woken up, he now knew he was alive while going to hell. He didn’t know if that was somehow better or worse. He knew he had a still living body to house his apparent soul, which he now knew for sure was a thing. He would have to take what he could get at this point.

As the time to the spreading dark orange and red below ticked down and Alex continued to be dragged along in his fall, what he could see down below became more and more distinct: wide open plains of fire and hot volcanic-looking ground surrounded by seas of lava. To this point as he’d been falling through a space-like void, he’d been twisting and spinning in the air uncontrollably with no resistance to speak of. It was as he started to feel a stronger and stronger pull downward that the flashes of orange he’d been seeing became a straight view and his body started to simply fall straight down. Alex started to feel heated wind on his body that he could feel and see coming from below, and as the prospect of the oncoming hell became more apparent found him praying desperately for anything to save him from what he’d been condemned to. Condemned all because he felt a responsibility to help those he saw in need.

Somehow, in the face of falling to literal hell, Alex’s situation then became even worse.

The void he had been falling through had been a place of absolute silence beyond his own beating heart and screaming voice. It had honestly made the whole falling thing even worse. Now a new sound resounded through the air around him as the winds of the lava planet below started beating against his body and ears- a deep, guttural laughter that sent shivering chills down his spine. 

“Oh, human, there’s no one out there that can hear your plea.” The deep, guttural voice that followed wasn’t any better than the laugh. It was a grating, phlegm-filled thing that seemed to scrape against his eardrums. 

“Your soul is mine, bought and paid for,” the guttural voice continued as Alex looked frantically about to see its origin, finding nothing. As far as he could see and know, the voice was coming from the lava hell that was below him itself. “Mine to take, mine to torment, mine to consume.” Its tone took a mocking edge, like it was declaring a fate for Alex that was already delivered and done. With the situation looking as bleak as it was, it might as well be. 

For some reason, Alex couldn’t for the life of him figure out why, the fear and terror that should have followed this realization were absent. No, instead of a terror, Alex started to feel a deep rage welling up from his heart and chest, filling his still-bound body.

“My soul is my own!” Alex found himself roaring into the void and sky around him. The sound did not last long outside of his own mouth, despite the effort he put into his defiance.

The reply was quick in coming, and all the more mocking for it. “In a world of might makes right, you have no strength to oppose me.” The deep, grating laughter that followed was enraging in its arrogance as Alex was forced to helplessly listen with gritted teeth.

“He may not, but I do.” A robotic and cold-sounding voice broke off the demonic laughter, coming from behind Alex’s falling form. The pause afterwards lasted for a few brief seconds as the atmosphere seemed to be filled with mutual confusion between demon and man. “Boy, give your soul to me and I will save you from this fate,” the robotic voice continued, now directed at Alex instead of the demonic thing it had been speaking to before.

The enraged growl that followed that statement from the first voice grated against Alex’s ears as he took in what the offer meant, what it implied. The hot lava-filled ground below him was getting ever closer, and as he was still bound hand and foot, the hopelessness of the situation was even worse than just simply dying on impact. By all measures of the situation, Alex should’ve been jumping on board for the rescue that the robotic voice offered. Despite that, despite the critical nature of his situation, he couldn’t help but find himself stuck. To offer his soul willingly? No. Now that he knew he had one, Alex couldn’t help but refuse.

“No, I won’t give up my soul to either of you!” Alex yelled his response into the now screaming hot air around him, the remnants of the void he had been falling through behind him as he fully entered the atmosphere of the hell below him. The response surprised the demonic voice into silence. “Any service you require, any task you need, I’ll do it for you to save me from this place!” Alex continued before his refusal could become final. “But my soul is my own, and it will remain my own!” When he had yelled out that last sentence, he was left gasping for air to recover from his efforts. All the while as he waited for his response he was left looking with fear as the fiery ground grew ever closer. He had laid out his offer, as pathetic as it might be, as hopeless as he was right then. All he could do now was hope beyond hope it was taken before the fall itself sealed his fate.

The demonic voice seemed to think the entire situation was hilarious. Its grating, mocking laughter started up mere seconds after Alex’s shouted proposal. It was quite obvious what the demonic being thought the outcome would be, and as Alex started to feel the heat becoming unbearable and the ground taking up more and more of his vision from below, he was forced to start to agree.

That made the response from the cold, robotic voice all the more relieving to hear, even as it cut the demonic laughter off with a choke of surprise. “Very well, mortal.” 

Alex felt something attach to his back and a pain beyond description start to spread throughout his body. “For-” pain “-I will have you-” pain “-force-” pain “-lands.” 

Despite the importance of the words, which Alex could feel in the back of his mind, the pain radiating out from the attachment of whatever the being had done to his back drowned out the words. There was a brief dulling of the pain, only just slight enough for Alex to hear “-deal is accepted,” before the pain turned from a lava-like heat spreading through his veins into what felt like lightning shooting like a stream through everything that he was. 

Jerking to a stop in mid-air only a few hundred feet about the hellish grounds below, Alex could only shout in agony as whatever the being was doing to save him took hold. The bonds that had been holding his feet and hands were literally burned off of him, bursting into flaming bits around him as his hands and legs spread outstretched from his hovering form above the lava-like ground. Through his darkening vision, Alex saw light seeming to surge off his form in a bright white and black burst. It was something he could only catch a glimpse of for a moment before, with a sensation like being sucked through a tube, the world once more went dark. 

The last thing he hear as he was thrown through the boundaries of reality once more was “You will pay for this-” before even the demonic voice that had laid claim to his soul was ripped away from his ears.
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The next moment that light came to Alex’s eyes, he was staggering in the middle of a red painted circle he recognized from the cave of the cultists. Giving a quick glance about the room, Alex stumbled a step forward with a grunt of residual pain from the force of the landing and the faint shaking sensations of lightning-like pain. He found he knew many of the features of the room, though not all. Despite the differences he could see in the lighting of the room, he was forced to conclude he was back where he had started, it seemed. At least nob-

“Mage!” A loud hiss of a word startled Alex into a stumbling spin towards where he had heard the voice, only to lurch to the left in a failed attempt to jump away from the incoming dagger being swung by a madman dressed in the black robes of the cultists that had sent him to hell in the first place.

“What ar-” Alex began to shout out an outraged question as he somehow successfully dodged the first stab, only to have to jump backwards once more as the mad cultist swung the sharp but worn looking knife in his hands at Alex once again. The black cloak the man wore was splattered with dirt and unidentifiable stains. The attacks didn’t seem to have any anger behind them. If anything, the man seemed almost panicked in his motions as he lunged wildly with his dagger in his right hand. The incoming swing had begun the instant Alex had opened his mouth to shout his question.

“Hang on-” Alex’s attempt to talk to the man once again was broken off as Alex swung his right arm towards the cultist’s own swinging hand. The reaction sent the incoming attack to the right of Alex. The edge of the knife still scored a line down his right hip despite the alteration in its course. Alex grimaced through the pain, but as he had almost expected the attack this time, he had been able to react in time. 

For some reason he couldn’t discern, the cultist didn’t want him to speak; twice he had tried and twice the man had panicked. Despite not understanding the why of it, perhaps Alex could take advantage of the predictable reactions? 
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