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      This book has surprised me at every turn. First, in getting as far as I did on it while working on my primary projects, then by taking twists and turns I didn’t anticipate. Heaven’s Fallen was spawned from several older story ideas I’d shelved, but which had some plot seeds which I wanted to use in the future. It appears that the future is coming sooner than I expected, though.

      To be clear up front, Heaven’s Fallen isn’t completely self-contained. It’s going to be part of a trilogy, and there are going to be many unanswered questions at the end of it. The story is also dark in some ways, which shouldn’t be surprising when demons are major characters and it’s set in the hells.

      I hope any of you who choose to read this enjoy the book. I certainly enjoyed writing it!

      
        
        Benjamin Medrano
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      Agony seared through Isalla as the wind whipped by her face in a dull roar that suppressed all other sound. Pain radiated from the numerous wounds she’d received, most notably from her back, but also from a half-dozen other wounds and the virulent poison that seeped through her body like dull flames. Worst of all was the collar around her neck, its spikes buried in her flesh as it slowly pumped more of the poison into her.

      If Isalla still had her wings, she might be able to redirect her course somewhat, or even get help, but Haral had taken pleasure in severing them with a flaming sword that cauterized the wounds. The poison steadily weakened Isalla as well, and with the tendons severed in her arms and legs, her limbs were worse than useless for trying to change her course as Isalla fell from the clouds.

      The fall was long, and if she could have, Isalla would have cursed the traitors who’d ambushed her. As she fell through the towering clouds, the light abruptly shifted, growing duller and more muted as the clouds changed. She’d left the heavens, Isalla realized, trying and failing to swallow her saliva. The traitors obviously didn’t want her dying in the heavens, as they’d dropped her in a location that connected to the mortal world. Anger rushed through her in waves, but the anger was threaded with fear. Fear of what Haral might be planning.

      Yet there was nothing Isalla could do as she watched the clouds of the mortal world around her pass by, until they opened before her to reveal the approaching vistas of the ground below, from towering, green-swathed mountains to rolling plains with the glittering ocean in the distance. It was as she looked directly below her that Isalla’s fear grew yet again, for there wasn’t ground beneath her.

      Directly below her was the heart of the mountain range, and the vast, cavernous cone of a volcano yawned open before her… yet one without lava within. The smoke rising from it came through yet another portal, and at last Isalla realized what Haral’s plan for her truly was. She’d fall through the gateway into the lower planes, into the very hells themselves, and there was nothing Isalla could do to stop it. If anyone used magic to look for her, it would appear as though she’d gone on a foolish crusade into the lands of their enemies.

      Isalla struggled, trying to change her course, but her arms simply flapped uselessly at her sides as panic grew within her. She plunged into the sulfurous smoke, and she began to cough, agony spiking through her with every breath that passed. Unconsciousness would almost be a blessing, but it eluded her.

      She fell into the volcano, helplessly watching as she closed on the portal, seeing the winding paths and roads which demons took into the mortal world pass by. She braced herself as best she could as she plunged through the ink-black portal, and into the sulfurous clouds of the hells.

      The skies here were different than those of the heavens or the mortal world. The world was darker, with the skies a deeper crimson, while the clouds were nearly black. Below her, she could see the expanse of one of dozens of immense, magical mountains that pierced the sky of the hells and gave the demons access to most of the portals into the mortal world.

      A magical gust of superheated air hit Isalla, and she grunted in pain as it caused her wounds to flare with agony again, her eyes watering as she was magically shunted away from the mountain and sent spiraling outward over the dark landscape.

      At last, Isalla’s fall was nearing its end, and she felt her stomach tightening as she descended toward the ground like a falling star. At least the end would be quick, she hoped, though the sheer length of the fall had almost been worse than being killed by a demon. As she descended toward a huge forest, Isalla closed her eyes and braced herself for the end, anguish rushing through her at the thought that she’d never have the chance to stop the psychotic zealots who were in the heavens.

      The impact of a branch against her shoulder sent Isalla spinning, and she tried to scream in pain, only to have it cut short by the collar. Isalla’s mind was swimming, the poison even hotter in her veins as she braced herself… then stopped.

      “Now, just what do we have here?” a woman’s sultry voice asked curiously.

      Isalla opened her eyes, barely retaining consciousness, and found herself hanging motionless in the air just a few feet from the rocky ground, streamers of purple light wrapped around her. She was in the middle of a forest of black trees, and she looked up at the speaker… and if anything, her terror grew even greater. And with it, something inside her snapped.

      A woman stood nearby, the purple light extending from her fingers. She was beautiful, with pale skin and deep violet eyes, but it was the narrow purple horns extending from her brow and the swaying tail behind her that truly terrified Isalla. The robes the woman was wearing were black and shrouded much of her figure, but her hair shimmered almost like obsidian in the light as she looked at Isalla curiously, her purple lips pursed.

      And then, as despair overtook her, Isalla lost consciousness at last.
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      It was almost a surprise to wake up. Even more surprising to Isalla was that the pain which had been afflicting her had receded, and she couldn’t feel the venom at all. She was laying on something soft, and as she twitched a leg, she felt something silky over her. The somewhat rougher material around her neck and on her back concerned her, though, and she could smell something odd. It might be soup, but that seemed strange to her, so she opened her eyes just a crack.

      The room she was in was small, so small that just opening her eyes she could see where each of the dark planks of wood on the ceiling reached the walls. Despite her natural ability to see in far less light than most people, Isalla had trouble making out the room, and she winced, opening her eyes fully as she shifted onto her side slowly, more surprised that she wasn’t tied down or otherwise restrained. She felt incredibly weak, which worried Isalla, but she frowned as she looked at the rest of the room.

      There was a small wooden stool next to the bed, along with an end table, while the bed itself was barely wide enough for a single person. Between the table and the bed, the room was almost completely full, and Isalla’s gaze drifted to the door, and to the brass knob holding the door shut. The hinges were on the outside, and she couldn’t see a keyhole, which concerned her. She vaguely remembered seeing a demon just before she lost consciousness.

      Just as she was debating whether to try standing up, the door suddenly opened, and the warm light from outside the room caused her to flinch back. Standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the light, was the same demoness. The woman’s eyes were hard to see, and she was holding a steaming bowl in one hand and a basket in the other. The woman looked at Isalla and smiled, not showing her teeth. The demon was terrifying, especially considering Isalla’s situation.

      “I thought I sensed you waking. You’re a most unusual guest, and I must say that you made quite the entrance. If I’d been a moment later, it would have been too late for you,” the woman said, her voice oddly smooth and seductive as she set the basket on the table, along with the bowl. “I’ve never had an angel as a patient before, either.”

      “G-get away from me!” Isalla exclaimed, her voice breaking slightly as her throat barely cooperated, sending a spike of both pain and fear through her as she tried to force herself up and back against the wall. “If you don’t, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what? Drool on me?” the demoness asked mildly, folding her arms in front of her, an eyebrow arching curiously as she looked at Isalla, who flushed in embarrassment. “You’re so weak I believe most children could overpower you, but even so, if you keep straining yourself, you’re going to snap your ligaments again. With as difficult as it was to put them back together the first time, I might just leave them that way.”

      “W-what?” Isalla asked, feeling distinctly off-balance, then she glanced down to see obvious bandages on her arms and wrists. With trembling fingers, she slid one aside to see the swollen flesh below it, along with the angry red line where the blade Haral had wielded cut through her skin. It was partially closed, and she looked up at the demoness in disbelief as she asked. “You… you healed me?”

      “Angels,” the demoness muttered under her breath, shaking her head as she snagged the stool with her tail, pulling it into a better position, then sat down. “Yes, I healed you. I also kept you from making an enormous mess in the forest nearby when you landed. Now, lay down, hm? I need to see how your back is healing. Those were the worst of your injuries, and there’s nothing I could do to repair that much damage.”

      “B-but… but you’re a demon. Why would you…” Isalla floundered, and her eyes widened as she thought of another possible motive. “You’re just going to sell me to some demon that’ll sacrifice me, won’t you?!”

      “You angels are just so bigoted, aren’t you?” the woman replied, glowering at Isalla for a moment, then gestured at the door. “Fine. If you really want to accuse me of something like that, you can leave. I won’t stop you, though I doubt you’ll make it more than a few dozen feet or so in your condition. Never mind saving your life when I kept you from splattering across the forest floor, I also neutralized the toxin which was going to liquefy your muscles and heart before it could kill you, but I suppose this is the gratitude that I should expect from an angel.”

      Isalla stared at the woman for a long moment, disbelieving, and yet at the same time she felt herself begin to calm down. Finally, she asked hesitantly. “Then you… you aren’t going to hurt me, or sell me? Why not? Isn’t that what demons do?”

      “No, demons don’t do that. If we did, there wouldn’t be any of us left. Those who go to war, maybe, but not the common demons who live here from day to day. Do your people do nothing but perform work for others selflessly?” The demoness demanded, her voice almost cracking like a whip and causing Isalla to flinch. “As for doing anything to you? I could do anything I wanted to you right now, and you couldn’t stop me. You aren’t strong enough, and you’ve been laying in that bed for three days. I could’ve done anything I wanted to you or drugged you so that you wouldn’t be able to wake for as long as I liked. I chose to save your life because I’m the local healer, nothing more.”

      Looking into the woman’s violet eyes, slowly Isalla began to realize the woman seemed to be telling the truth. The idea of a demon not wanting to hurt her or enslave her was… unbelievable. After the decades she’d spent fighting against demons, it was preposterous, and yet here she was, with one having rescued her from certain death and healed her. As much as Isalla’s instincts screamed that she should take the offer to run, she also knew the woman was right. Isalla’s muscles were trembling even after the threadbare effort she’d made to press against the wall. It was doubtful that she’d make it more than a few dozen paces out the door. Between that, her reactions, and everything else, Isalla’s cheeks flushed as shame began to overwhelm her.

      “I’m… I’m not entirely certain I can trust you. Everything I’ve experienced says that I shouldn’t… but you’re right. I am weak,” Isalla admitted nervously, and slowly took a deep breath, then laid down carefully, her arms almost giving out beneath her. “It… you scare me. I’m sorry.”

      “As nervous as the angels who cut the wings from your back?” the demoness asked, not touching Isalla yet, her eyebrows raised as she sat back, tapping the table with a single, violet fingernail.

      “W-what? Why do you think angels cut… cut my wings?” Isalla gasped, her eyes widening and a thread of pain going through her as she instinctively tried to flex her wings, prompting the injuries to throb and anguish to rip through her.

      “Oh, please. Your wings were perfectly severed right where they joined your back, cauterized such that they left no stumps. Furthermore, most demons have claws or fangs,” the demoness replied derisively, baring her teeth to reveal two sharp canines, though they weren’t that prominent, and continued as Isalla winced at her biting tone. “None of your injuries were from either, and considering the number of injuries you sustained, that beggars belief. I know most demons would be curious about how you’d taste, especially a young, beautiful angelic woman. Now, the poison… that is of demonic origin, but the method of administering it was foolish. The poison weakens in contact with iron, and they used iron spikes in the collar. No demon would use it that way. No, that means that whoever did this to you was either an angel or a mortal. The precision indicates angel.”

      “You know a lot about this sort of thing,” Isalla replied, swallowing hard. She did consider trying to conceal who’d attacked her for a moment, just to keep it from a demon, but abandoned the impulse after a moment. “But you’re right, it was angels who hurt me.”

      “Of course I am. I’ve seen about any injury the hells can inflict on someone over the centuries, so I’ve gotten used to identifying where the damage came from. Yours are a bit more unusual, but not unheard of,” the woman replied, carefully peeling one of the bandages on Isalla’s back away. It must have been attached with some type of adhesive, Isalla realized, cringing as she felt the air wash against the injury. “Hmm… they’re coming along fairly well, considering. I expect you’ll have scars, despite my herbs and how cleanly angels are said to heal, but at least they’re healing. The scars can always be dealt with later. I’m going to wash the wounds, then apply bandages again. Try not to move too much, or to try flexing your muscles. It could open the wounds again.”

      “I’ll try, but it’s difficult,” Isalla replied hesitantly, watching the demon dip a cloth in the bowl, then gasping as the soft cloth ran over her back. It stung, but from the warmth she suspected the water in the bowl had been boiled recently. That was slightly reassuring, since it reminded her of what some angelic healers did.

      “That which is good for you is rarely easy. Do try, though,” the woman replied, continuing to work, her movements surprisingly gentle.

      For a long minute, the room was silent, and the angel felt herself relax marginally. Eventually, Isalla asked, “What did you mean about the poison? I didn’t really have a chance to know what it was doing…”

      “That was a toxin called warrior’s end. It’s an extract of a particularly nasty plant from one of the jungles, and it causes the muscles of the victim to slowly atrophy and liquefy over the course of several hours,” the demoness replied softly, her words causing Isalla to flinch in horror, but the woman continued speaking as she continued the treatment gently, then set aside the cloth and picked up another, along with a jar. “Some demon lords use it as a painful method of execution, as it leaves the victim looking wizened and old before their heart bursts. More commonly, it’s used to weaken particularly violent or strong prisoners or enemies. It isn’t easy to acquire, that much is for certain… it likely will take you months, at best, to regain your strength. You’re fortunate that I had the antidote, at least if you like living.”

      “I am. That’s just a horrible poison to inflict on anyone,” Isalla said, cringing internally, then letting out a gasp of relief as the woman dabbed something cool onto the injuries, easing the discomfort radiating from them.

      “It is. There’s a reason why I have the antidote. I try to always keep some on hand, just in case,” the woman agreed, spreading the liquid slowly. “I’m about done here, then we can get you something to eat, if you’d like.”

      “That… would be appreciated,” Isalla admitted, feeling a little guilty about her suspicions. Even angels had to eat, and she hadn’t been terribly polite. She hesitated, then offered softly, “I’m called Isalla. What about you?”

      “You can call me Kanae,” the demoness replied, pulling out some bandages. “Now, let’s get this done, shall we?”

      There was something odd about Kanae, Isalla thought, and it wasn’t just that the demoness wasn’t trying to hurt her. It was something that Isalla couldn’t place, though, but for the moment she put it aside and tried to relax, even if her discomfort and fears made that difficult.

      It wasn’t as though she could do anything else, yet.
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      Isalla found herself confined to bed for another two days, though she did make a single brief attempt to walk the next day. The results had made her unhappily aware of just how weak she was, and the attempt had been quite short, as her legs had given out within three steps and Kanae had barely caught Isalla before she hit the floor. So instead of trying again immediately, Isalla had given her body a bit more time to recover, despite how much a part of her mind was screaming not to just lay in bed.

      It became readily apparent that Isalla could have escaped if her body was able to move properly, too. Kanae had informed Isalla that she was leaving the next day to gather herbs, and for hours the angel had found herself alone in the building. It was eerie, how a demon had saved her and was trusting her to stay in her home… but in the end, Isalla had decided that she had jumped to conclusions, as much as it pained her to admit that. The only demons she’d ever encountered were those who were involved in the war, and when Isalla considered most of her kindred who’d fought against the demons, she realized that, from another point of view, it might seem like all angels were violent warriors. It wasn’t a pleasant thought.

      Eventually Kanae had returned and put something on to cook before coming to check on Isalla and her injuries. Now that she’d stopped objecting at every turn and watched her hostess, Isalla found Kanae to be brisk and almost always on the move, but neither was the demoness inattentive. Yes, she scolded Isalla when she nearly injured herself, but at no point had she brought up any form of compensation for her treatment.

      The second day was far better, though, because, under Kanae’s watchful gaze, Isalla had managed to put on a thin shift and totter out into the main room of the small house. She might have almost immediately collapsed into a chair, but she made it, which was an achievement all on its own, and an immense relief for Isalla.

      “Congratulations, you managed to get out of bed without completely collapsing. Would you like a mug of water?” Kanae asked, a faint smile flickering across her face. A tiny part of Isalla wanted to complain about the smile, but it wasn’t really fair. Had their roles been reversed, Isalla probably would have laughed.

      “Please. Heavens, I never thought that walking was so hard,” Isalla complained, breathing quickly to try to still the trembling in her legs.

      “I’d recommend trying to avoid oaths like that. They’ll give your nature away if you aren’t careful.” Kanae said, stepping over to a cabinet and pulling out a ceramic mug. Next to the cabinet was a large copper barrel on the counter with a spigot at the bottom. Isalla watched in fascination as the demon turned the spigot, releasing a stream of water into the mug, then shut it off.

      “I’ll try to remember that. But… won’t it be fairly obvious anyway?” Isalla asked, frowning as she considered the situation and growing less pleased as she did so. “I’ve heard plenty of demons can detect us by smell.”

      “That’s quite true.” Kanae agreed, setting the mug in front of Isalla. “In fact, I had a solution for that in mind. If you’ll give me a moment, I’ll go find it.”

      “Sure.” Isalla said, a little surprise surging through her at the offer. She took a sip of the water and blinked. It had a faint coppery taste to it, but it was surprisingly good despite that.

      Kanae stepped away and headed for a back room, and as she did so, Isalla examined the room again, curious despite herself. She didn’t feel nearly as awkward looking around without the demon there to see it.

      The house was different than Isalla had expected. Most demon structures were all dark stone, skulls, and images of horrible things that Isalla shuddered to think on. This was dark, yes, because the smoothly planed wooden boards were almost pure black, but that was where the similarities ended. The room was reasonably large, with a table big enough to seat eight and four chairs at its heart, as well as a single, heavily stuffed leather chair near the fireplace that a part of Isalla longed to collapse into. Five doors pierced the walls, one obviously the exit, while one was to her own room and another that Isalla suspected led to an identical room, while Kanae had gone through a third into the back. The last door Isalla wasn’t sure about, but she gave even odds that it led to a privy or a root cellar.

      The wood by the fire was just as dark as that which made up the walls, while the bricks that made up the fireplace were a simple brown, which told Isalla that the planks were simply what had been available, not a deliberate attempt at making the house oppressive, though they succeeded at that anyway. A couple of cabinets adorned the walls, one crowded with books, and other with a variety of jars of different herbs and substances Isalla couldn’t identify on its shelves. Considering that a couple of the items looked like they might be organs, Isalla didn’t really want to know what they were. Conversely, the kitchen was much more heavily built, with several counters, including the one the copper keg was on, and a fireplace filled with what looked like burning coal to Isalla, with a wide grate over the flames. It was kept clean, and there were several washbasins about, ones that were ceramic, and she could see that they’d fit onto the grate. Most remarkable was the large mirror on one wall, though, the edges of it finely carved wood that shone with a gold luster, and with a dozen jewels that glittered with internal light set around the edges of it.

      The room was fascinating to look at, but Isalla thought it’d get boring eventually. Taking another sip of water, she waited for Kanae to return patiently. Or as patiently as she could, as she’d fallen into the hells, of all places.

      Eventually Kanae opened the door and stepped through, holding a copper bracelet in one hand as she sighed. “Well, that took longer than expected. My apologies, this wasn’t where I left it.”

      “What is it, exactly?” Isalla asked curiously, looking at the bracelet and tilting her head to try to get a better look. The outside was smooth, but she thought she could see some symbols on the interior.

      “This bracelet is enchanted. I had a human brought to me for healing, but it was far too late to save him, unfortunately, and he didn’t have any companions. With no one to claim his things, I kept them.” Kanae explained, coming over to the table and sitting gracefully. “These bracelets are relatively common among merchants and other mortals who come to the hells. They adjust the wearer’s scent so they seem like a demon, or at least a native of the hells. While it isn’t made specifically for an angel, it should work well enough, since you don’t have your wings.”

      Isalla winced at the reminder about her wings, her back muscles twitching painfully, but nodded, swallowing and looking at the bracelet as she did so. Kanae’s offer sounded good, but she couldn’t help a niggling feeling that there might be a catch.

      “That does sound useful,” she admitted, then hesitated before asking. “What about my appearance?”

      “That? You’re beautiful and unusual, but not that strange. If you had a halo, or the innate glow of a few angels, we might have issues, but not now.” Kanae explained, frowning thoughtfully at Isalla. “Doubtless someone saw you fall from the sky, but I think I can keep you safe enough until you’re ready to attempt your escape.”

      “Attempt my escape? Why do you assume I will? I had other angels cut my wings off. I could be a traitor,” Isalla said, looking at the bracelet as Kanae set it on the table in front of her. She wanted to snatch it up, since it would make her a little safer, but she didn’t want to appear too eager, no matter how helpful Kanae seemed to be.

      Kanae simply laughed and shook her head, her reaction prompting Isalla to flush. “You, a traitor? One who was wearing the armor of the Order of the Phoenix? No, I don’t think so. You won’t be comfortable in the hells, Isalla. Your very nature will rebel at it, and eventually you will attempt to escape if you avoid capture. That won’t be easy, even with a disguise and that bracelet, but I believe you’ll have decent odds. For now, though, my goal is to make certain you’re well enough to manage it.”

      “You recognized my armor?” Isalla asked, fighting back the heat in her cheeks, and a little surprised.

      “Of course. How could I have realized how foolish the conflict between the heavens and hells was without seeing it in person? I’ve faced angels before, Isalla, and even slain them.” Kanae’s slight smile faded as a hint of sorrow crossed her face. “I regret that, at least in some cases. Some angels are brutal, and others… were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “O-oh,” Isalla said, a bit of her relaxation around Kanae fading away. The idea that the demon had killed other angels was… worrisome. Even so, Isalla didn’t have a choice but to trust her, at least for the moment. That being the case, she took a breath and continued. “I… you said that you’d help me recover, but I don’t really see how you could, at least not in a reasonable amount of time. I lost more strength than I can believe, and I think it’ll take years or more to fully recover.”

      “True, if I was going to allow you to do it normally. I can’t have patients staying indefinitely, not with so few rooms available. No, I have a few alchemical concoctions I can brew to help,” Kanae said, her voice lightening as she smiled. “I don’t have one of the ingredients just now, but I was planning to go looking for that in the next few days. It’s a bit hard on the body, so we need you fully stable before I go stressing you even further. I expect it’ll take a few months despite that, and it won’t be the most pleasant sensation in the world, but it’s possible.”

      “If you say so. It’s a bit… strange, to me,” Isalla said, reaching for the bracelet, then paused and admitted nervously, “You know I can’t pay you for what you’ve done, don’t you? I didn’t have any money on me when I was attacked, and the only thing I had was my armor.”

      “Which, if you think I want your armor, you’re crazy. That’s dangerous to have around,” Kanae said, sniffing. “No, that’s going with you when you leave… or you can bury it or something. I hid it for the time being, just to be safe. I don’t expect you to repay me, Isalla. You don’t have anything that I’d value in that manner, and I’m not one to take advantage of my patients. Once you’re well enough to walk around, you can help around the house, or even help me gather herbs and alchemical materials, but that’s it. You don’t have some huge debt hanging over your head, girl.”

      “That’s a relief… and I’d be very willing to help with things around the house,” Isalla said, smiling in relief as she picked up the bracelet. After a moment, she slipped it around a wrist, well away from one of the injuries. She felt the faintest tingle from it, but nothing more. Suddenly she stopped, though, and she asked, “Girl? I’m not that young.”

      “Perhaps not,” Kanae agreed, standing and moving over to the cabinet, pulling out a pot. “I’m going to start on dinner, I think.”

      “Kanae… how old are you?” Isalla asked, growing more concerned as her sense that something was off about Kanae grew stronger.

      “Older than you,” the demon replied casually, and the confidence in her tone was startling as the demon smiled. “That’s all the answer you’re getting, Isalla. It’s rude to ask a woman’s age, you know.”

      Isalla let out a breath of annoyance, watching the graceful, practiced movements of the demon, and wondered. There was just something intriguing about Kanae, something she couldn’t quite place.
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      The sound of an axe splitting wood startled Isalla awake the next morning, and her abrupt movements nearly caused her to fall out of the narrow bed. After a few moments, she calmed down, and as the steady rhythm of the axe continued, Isalla dragged herself out of bed and moved into the main room. About half an hour later, the sound stopped and Kanae returned, this time not wearing the robes that Isalla had grown used to seeing her in. Instead, Kanae was wearing trousers and a simple tunic, and the sight was surprising enough to Isalla that her mouth hung slightly open in shock.

      Isalla had thought that Kanae was pretty before this, but having not seen anyone else next to the demon, she hadn’t realized just how large Kanae was. Kanae must have been close to six feet in height, but her shoulders were also broader than those of most women Isalla knew, while her hips were also wide and she had an almost unnaturally thin waist and large bust. The demon’s arms revealed a surprising amount of muscle, though it was toned enough to not be overly obvious, and Isalla shut her mouth after a moment, trying to figure out why her heartbeat had quickened at the sight.

      “Is something the matter?” Kanae asked, closing the door behind her as she stepped inside, taking a cloth by the door to wipe some sweat from her forehead. “You were acting like a landed fish.”

      “I just… I didn’t realize how tall you were. Or… well, you don’t look like any other variety of demon I’ve seen before. Your horns are fairly small, but you don’t have even vestigial wings, and you’re surprisingly… humanoid,” Isalla said, flushing slightly in embarrassment. “What type of demon are you?”

      “I’m a mutant. Oh, there are other demon-blooded creatures around who’re similar to me—the children of demons and mortals, for instance—but in my case, I’m the offspring of an incubus and succubus, and their bloodlines mixed… oddly,” Kanae replied bluntly, shrugging as she slipped off her heavy boots. “I’m most likely unique.”

      “Oh. That does explain why you’re so unusual…” Isalla murmured, filing the information away, even if she wasn’t sure what she’d do with it.

      “Quite. Now, I’m going to take a bath and make breakfast and lunch for each of us. I’m going to be going into the forest to gather herbs, so you’re going to have to fend for yourself for much of the day,” Kanae told Isalla, heading for the door in the back.

      “Okay…” Isalla replied, slightly taken aback by how brusque the woman was being. She hadn’t thought she was being rude.

      It did answer the question of what the rear door was for, though. Isalla waited patiently, and in relatively short order, Kanae returned, once again wearing robes that shrouded her figure as she dried her hair. Breakfast was a simple meal of porridge, and the demon’s idea of lunch seemed to be a couple of slices of dense bread, hard cheese, sliced meat that looked much like ham, and a handful of berries.

      Every attempt Isalla made to strike up a conversation was met with relatively short responses that cut Isalla off, and at last she stopped trying. Finally, the demon left, and Isalla found herself with only her own company while she wondered what she’d done.
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      The evening wasn’t much different, though at least the food was better. Isalla barely spoke, afraid that she was going to upset her host. Eventually they went to bed, and the next morning started much the same, though instead of going into the forest, this time Kanae announced she was going to town. As she was about to leave, Isalla finally screwed up her courage and spoke.

      “May I ask why you’re so upset with me?” Isalla asked, bracing herself for a harsh response.

      “Upset with you?” Kanae asked, pausing by the door as she looked at Isalla with just a trace of surprise in her voice. “Why would I be upset with you?”

      “You’re treating me… differently. Like you want to keep your distance, or like you dislike me,” Isalla explained, growing confused at Kanae’s response. It wasn’t as though Kanae had been incredibly nice to begin with, but the change was obvious to Isalla.

      “Ah, that. The issue isn’t with you, Isalla. The problem is with me, and I’m attempting to minimize conversation to quell a rather unwelcome instinct,” Kanae replied, her lips thinning slightly. “I anticipate this to last about a week, unfortunately.”

      “Uh, what kind of instinct?” Isalla asked, almost afraid to know, but her worry easing slightly at the information that she wasn’t at fault for Kanae’s reaction, and that Kanae wasn’t upset with her. In fact, it was a bit surprising just how much of a relief it was.

      “You’re an angel, and you’re so weak that anyone in the hells would have little issue defeating you. I am a demon descended from an incubus and succubus, creatures who have a nigh-legendary libido. What sort of instinct do you think it is?” Kanae asked, and without pausing, she took a basket and stepped through the door. The lock turned behind her as Isalla sat there, staring after Kanae in shock.

      As she stared, Isalla slowly flushed bright red as she realized what the demon was talking about. She hadn’t even thought about the possibility, though every angel had heard tales of demons taking advantage of captured angels. The thought that Kanae was deliberately suppressing any similar instincts was… strange. It wasn’t as though Isalla was a virgin, but she hadn’t even considered the demoness in that manner. At least, she hadn’t consciously thought about Kanae that way, until now.

      Her thoughts thrown into chaos for several hours, Isalla almost forgot to eat her lunch, distracted as she was by Kanae’s revelation. Shortly after she ate, there was the sound of the key again, and Kanae returned. A part of Isalla was flustered, mostly because she hadn’t figured out how to react yet.

      “There, done. Finding them was a bit more difficult than I would’ve preferred, but…” Kanae said, closing the door behind her. The basket she was holding had several bundles in it, and Isalla frowned at them.

      “What was more difficult than you’d prefer?” Isalla asked hesitantly, resisting the urge to fidget.

      “Finding clothing which will fit you, as well as shoes,” Kanae answered briskly. “I found two shirts and one pair of trousers, along with two skirts that will fit, and I also managed to get three sets of socks. Shoes were much harder, but they should work. I’ll take them into your room, so you can try them on in private.”

      “You got me clothing?” Isalla asked, slightly stunned, considering the conversation earlier. “Why?”

      “I can’t have you wandering around naked, and as I said before, your previous clothing is not acceptable,” Kanae replied, taking the basket into the small room. While she was gone, Isalla looked down at the thin gown she’d been wearing and blushed slightly, since it would’ve fit most humans, though not very well. Until now she hadn’t thought about how poorly it fit her. At that point Kanae came out again, speaking quickly. “Now, try it on. I need to take it back to get adjustments if it doesn’t fit.”

      “Um, alright, I suppose so,” Isalla agreed, forcing herself to her feet, then headed for the room. She paused as she was about to enter, looking at Kanae as anxiety bubbled up inside her. “Do you want me to come out, or…?”

      “No, I just need to know if it will fit. They should be a touch on the large size, since you lost quite a bit of muscle.” Kanae replied. “There’s a belt, so it shouldn’t be too bad for you.”

      Nodding, Isalla stepped into the room and closed the door, pausing as she looked at the basket resting on the table in a bit of disbelief. She was relieved that Kanae didn’t expect her to parade herself in front of the demon, but somehow Isalla felt like this was a strange dream or nightmare. Only a few days before, she’d been in the heavens, with fine clothing, immaculate housing, and had been surrounded by light. Now, though… she was in the hells, in a dark house that was oppressive, was subsisting on the charity of a demon, and had been weakened so much that she couldn’t defend herself. The degree of change was startling and left her off-balance. Not to mention how much of a turmoil her uncertain emotions were in.

      That didn’t mean she shouldn’t do as Kanae asked, though. Better clothing would be good, and that would help her rebuild her confidence.

      Opening the top bundle, Isalla blinked at the sight of the deep red silk, her eyes widening as she murmured. “Silk? Why is silk available in an area that seems remote? Why for a patient like me?”

      She hesitated, then pulled out the shirt, the other was relatively plain with a slightly off-white color to it, and each would reach her wrists, most likely. It was incredibly finely woven, which just made her even more confused. Hesitating, Isalla opened one of the other bundles to see more silk, this made into trousers. Frowning, she shrugged it off for the moment, resolving to ask Kanae about the clothing when she was done. She did like silk, after all, and it’d always helped her feel prettier.

      It took longer to try the clothing on than she’d expected, and the only surprise was that the socks were wool, but every other piece of clothing was made of silk, including some underthings which Kanae hadn’t mentioned. The shoes were leather, and didn’t fit perfectly, but finally she put on a skirt and shirt before stepping out of her room, feeling strangely burdened by the clothing, but more comfortable. More… balanced, she supposed.

      “Thank you for the clothing, but… I just have to ask…” Isalla began, then hesitated as she saw what Kanae had been doing.

      “Hm? Have to ask what?” Kanae asked, looking away from sharpening a kitchen knife, then nodded. “It looks good on you, and I think you’ll fit the clothing nicely once you’ve recovered.”

      “I just… why silk? You have wool socks, so… why would you use something so expensive for the rest of my clothing?” Isalla asked, her gaze still on the knife.

      Kanae stared at Isalla for a long, long moment, then began to laugh as she set the knife aside. Isalla looked at her in confusion, then annoyance.

      “What’s so funny?” the angel demanded. “I was asking a simple question!”

      “I’m laughing because the socks are more expensive than most of your other clothing.” Kanae replied, mirth in her voice now. Her violet eyes were practically dancing as she explained, her face looking far more attractive in her amusement. “Wool and cotton have to be imported, along with most other thread, and importing it from through the portal is less expensive than from elsewhere in the hells, sadly. Silk, on the other hand… that we have in abundance. There are several spider demons in the area, and they herd a large group of giant spiders that supply the town’s spider-silk. That’s what you’re wearing, Isalla, not the silly silk that comes from worms.”

      “Spider… ew.” Isalla gasped, looking down at her clothing and wrinkling her nose. It didn’t feel too bad, and considering things, there wasn’t much choice, but the idea of giant spiders disturbed her. In fact, it disturbed her enough to distract her from the sight of Kanae.

      “Oh? Are silkworms any better?” Kanae asked skeptically.

      “I never said they were. I just said ew about spiders,” Isalla said, shivering. “Thank you for the clothing.”

      “You’re welcome. I think I can go get the last ingredient tomorrow, since you’re looking about to the point I think the elixir will work,” Kanae said thoughtfully, tapping the table gently. “Plus, it’ll keep me gone most of the day, which would probably be for the best.”

      “If you say so,” Isalla agreed, sitting in the chair again. She paused, then frowned as she asked, “You said that the concoction was alchemical, didn’t you? Who’s going to brew it?”

      “Me, of course,” Kanae answered, starting to sharpen the knife again. “I’m pretty sure I said that before.”

      “Oh. I didn’t see an alchemy lab, though…” Isalla murmured, her thoughts churning. Come to think of it, she thought Kanae had said something about performing alchemy before, but she’d mostly forgotten.

      That prompted a chuckle from Kanae. “As if I’d want the lab in an attached building. No, it’s a few dozen yards from the house. I don’t want to lose my home if the lab explodes, after all.”

      That, Isalla reflected, was a very good point.
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      By the time Isalla woke the next day, Kanae was already gone. The only reason she knew that much was because she’d found breakfast and lunch set on the table, each of them covered and waiting for her. She couldn’t have woken up too long after Kanae had left, though, since the breakfast sausage was still slightly warm. A small part of the angel felt guilty that she hadn’t been awake when Kanae left, but she was still recovering.

      Isalla hesitated, then decided to reheat the food over the fire, since the coals were still burning. Actually, once she thought about it, she’d never seen Kanae add more coal, which puzzled her. She shrugged it off, instead taking a pan off its hook, nearly dropping it on her toes due to its weight, then put it over the fire. She managed to avoid burning the food or hurting herself, but it was a near thing, and Isalla cursed her weakness under her breath, growing more frustrated than she already had been.

      Once breakfast was done, she found herself alone once more, and Isalla found herself even more restless than she’d been before. Sitting around and doing nothing was starting to chafe, and finally she decided to do something to improve her situation.

      First, she tried to exercise, hoping to build up her strength, but the experience was… disheartening, to say the least. She couldn’t do push-ups at all, and aside from stretching, most of her exercise attempts got halfway at best. By the quarter-hour mark, Isalla found herself wheezing for breath on the floor as she tried to recover and decided that the best option was to stop exercising for the moment. As much as she hated to admit it, she simply couldn’t exert herself for long.

      Once she wasn’t panting like an overworked dog, Isalla decided to explore the house. The building wasn’t terribly large to begin with, but she was curious. She started with the door next to the room she’d been staying in and wasn’t surprised to find that the room was identical to her own, save with the bed made and not having an occupant.

      The back door went into a short hallway, followed by another door. Isalla hesitated before opening the door cautiously, only to be met by a wave of steam with the faint scent of sulfur. Inside the room, she found herself looking at what appeared to be a naturally formed pool, the surface of which was moving due to heat. A channel allowed the steaming, sulfurous water to exit the pool and flow out the wall, and it took Isalla a moment to realize that Kanae had built a small hut over a hot spring.

      “I… suppose that works. Not what I expected, but it works,” Isalla admitted, tempted to take a dip to soothe her aching muscles, but paused as she thought about it more. She didn’t have any way to dry off, and if something happened, with as weak as she was… it probably wasn’t a good idea. So she reluctantly left the room, closing the doors behind her with a last, longing glance at the pool of water. She’d have to ask Kanae if she could take a bath once she was back.

      Kanae’s room brought even more hesitation, but after a few minutes, Isalla’s curiosity got the better of her. Kanae was a mystery and enigma to the angel, and anything that explained her further roused Isalla’s curiosity. When she found the door was locked, though, Isalla sheepishly realized that her curiosity was doomed to disappointment. She debated on checking the front door, but remembered that Kanae had locked it after going out the previous day. That meant she likely wouldn’t be able to look around.

      With nothing else to do, Isalla examined some of the books on the shelves, and was surprised to find that she could read most of the titles. Most of them appeared to be texts on medicine, herbalism, and even some on alchemy. With nothing else to do, she considered what was there, then took one of the medical tomes from the shelf. Maybe, just maybe, she could figure out how difficult her recovery would be.

      Once she opened the book, Isalla quickly found herself out of her depth. While she could read most of the book, there were quite a few words that she couldn’t understand. She persevered despite that, continuing to pore through the book intently, hoping she could find something of use. Some sections made more sense than others, but she had to admit that it was still far beyond her understanding.

      The sound of a key in the lock startled Isalla, and she looked up from the book in relief as the door opened, about to welcome the woman back, then froze in surprise with her mouth open. Kanae wasn’t exactly looking her best.

      The demon was in a pair of trousers and a long-sleeved shirt, was wearing a cloak and had a sword at her belt, but she was absolutely filthy, and the stench coming off Kanae caused Isalla’s nose to wrinkle. She thought there were shreds of fungus across the woman’s pants and shirt, there was quite a bit of dirt and some sort of reddish-purple liquid, and Kanae looked… well, resigned, really.

      “Um, are you alright, Kanae?” Isalla asked, swallowing hard and trying not to breathe through her nose. The slight surge of happiness she’d felt at the demoness’s return was mostly buried by her shock.

      “I’m fine. From the moment I decided to make the elixir in question, I knew that I was going to have to go into the mushroom groves, and it was just as unpleasant as I expected it to be,” Kanae replied, closing the door, then leaning down to unlace her boots. They were also caked in muck, Isalla noticed, and she dearly wished she couldn’t smell anything at the moment as the demon continued. “I did find the ingredients I needed, though, and that’s the important thing. If I hadn’t, I’d be rather angry that someone had hunted down all the growth vines in the groves, and probably would’ve hunted them down to make my displeasure known.”

      “Okay. I just didn’t think you were going to have that much difficulty.” Isalla said, standing up as Kanae pulled off her boots, complete with the socks. At least the demoness’s feet were clean, though it was a small blessing.

      “As I said, it is what it is. Now, I’m going to go wash off before doing anything more. I’ll get you your elixir tomorrow,” Kanae said firmly, walking through the room and to the back door. Almost before Isalla could think of what to say, the demon had closed the door firmly behind her, boots in one hand.

      “She’s… strange,” Isalla murmured, then took a seat again to wait. The stench wasn’t gone with Kanae’s absence, but it certainly wasn’t as strong, which was a relief. Even so, Isalla felt relieved that she wasn’t alone anymore.

      It was about an hour before Kanae emerged, holding her wet clothing in front of her, draped over one arm. Kanae was wearing only the shirt, which was also wet, but the pale-skinned woman quickly vanished into her room. A couple of minutes later, she emerged in her usual robes and let out a sigh as she took a seat, glancing at the book in front of Isalla.

      “Find anything useful?” Kanae asked, arching an eyebrow curiously.

      “I’m afraid not. I’m not a trained healer, and a lot of this doesn’t make much sense to me. I’ve figured out a few things, but most of it may as well be gibberish,” Isalla admitted, her cheeks flushing slightly. She didn’t like admitting ignorance.

      “That would make sense. It took me years to learn enough to do what I do properly,” Kanae said, smiling slightly. Isalla almost did a double-take since she thought she heard a bit of sympathy in Kanae’s voice.

      “I was going to ask… could I take a bath? I explored what I could of the house, but I didn’t see any towels or the like,” Isalla asked nervously. “I also was wondering why there weren’t any windows, and only the one way out of the house.”

      “There’s more than one way out, though I’m not sharing how just yet. As for windows… they’re a weak point. I had numerous enchantments placed to defend the front door, and attempting to ward windows as well would be difficult at best, so I limited things so I could focus the home defenses on a single point,” Kanae explained, studying Isalla for a few moments before she continued. “As for bathing, that’s more questionable. I’d have to examine your wounds first. If they’re healed enough that the water shouldn’t aggravate them, I can allow it, but the water isn’t as clean as what I’ve used to wash your injuries before.”

      “Oh, okay,” Isalla said, smiling in relief as she understood why the demoness hadn’t offered her a bath before. The explanation made far more sense, and it helped her understand Kanae a little more. “When could you do that?”

      “While I’d like to wait a while, now would be fine,” Kanae said, frowning as she stood. “It’s been a long day, and if I don’t do it now, I might forget later.”

      Isalla nodded in understanding, getting up and heading toward the room she thought of as hers. She did blush, as she realized that Kanae would have to look at her mostly naked, but it wasn’t like the demoness hadn’t had plenty of chances to see Isalla’s entire body before this.

      Undressing most of the way, Isalla laid down and waited nervously as Kanae followed her into the room. She sat on the edge of the bed and leaned over Isalla, examining her back closely. Isalla shivered at the touch of Kanae’s fingers brushing against the injuries ever so gently, but didn’t say anything. Neither did Kanae, as she checked the injuries that had been inflicted on each major joint of Isalla’s arms and legs. Just as she was finishing, Kanae paused.

      “You know, you’re making this extremely difficult for me, Isalla,” Kanae said mildly. “You can take a bath, just be careful not to scrape your wounds against the side of the pool. I’ll get out a towel for you and leave it on the table, and you can wash at your leisure.”

      With that, the demoness pulled away, just as Isalla asked, “What? Umm…”

      When she exited her room, Isalla only caught a glimpse of Kanae as she disappeared into her bedroom, a towel resting on the table.

      “But…” Isalla began, flushing slightly as she realized what the demoness had been meaning. The idea of a demon being attracted to her was… it should have been repulsive, and yet it wasn’t, not entirely. Isalla tried to untangle her thoughts, and her blush grew brighter as she realized a part of her was pleased that a demon could see the beauty of an angel. Shaking her head to drive the thought from her head, Isalla took the towel and headed for the bathing room.

      The bath itself was pure bliss, as the heat radiated through Isalla’s body and felt like it was soothing every ache and pain she had. It wasn’t perfect, but in short order she felt like she was almost melting in place. It took quite some time before she managed to drag herself out of the water to dry off.

      Upon leaving the bath, she found a bowl of stew waiting for her. It was simple enough, though the stew had mushrooms this time. More surprisingly, Isalla didn’t see any sign of Kanae. She tried to stay up and wait for the demoness, to apologize for any difficulties she was causing, but as time passed, there was no sign of Kanae. Finally, Isalla couldn’t keep herself awake any longer, and she crept over to her room to lay down and pass out.

      She did have to wonder why she felt so guilty, though.
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      “Angels,” Kanae muttered under her breath, trying to ignore her instincts. “The bracelet should be masking her scent, and is, yet I swear I can still smell her. Hellfire, it’s frustrating.”

      It had been longer than Kanae cared to consider since she’d last been in the presence of an angel, and she’d forgotten how intoxicating their presence could be off the battlefield. It wouldn’t have been as bad if it weren’t for some of her previous experiences, but it weren’t as though she could forget those.

      “I blame Mother,” Kanae announced to the room, unbottling the jar containing essence of life and dribbling a precise amount of the sap into the vial containing troll blood. The alchemical concoction in front of her didn’t seem impressed by her announcement, instead continuing to bubble and churn.

      Watching the sap and blood react for a moment, Kanae hooked it into the complex equipment and slid a heat stone under the vial. The alchemy she was performing wasn’t terribly difficult but was rather time-consuming. She’d made the excuse to herself that it was the time which had made her start on the elixir tonight, but she knew better than that, and knew better than to truly lie to herself.

      “An angel falling from the sky… and she just had to come directly toward me. It’s more than a bit ironic,” Kanae mused, adjusting some of the beakers as she considered her situation. “Fortunate for her, really. I don’t know that there’s anyone else in the region who could have saved her, would have saved her, and wouldn’t have immediately handed her over to the army or a local lord. That would’ve ended poorly.”

      It was nothing but the truth, too. All around Hellmount was a region that’d been ravaged by war with the angels on multiple occasions, though it’d been a long time since a full-scale invasion. It was said that the gateway it led through had been created by a war between angels and demons, and though Kanae had her doubts about that, it had led to a lot more distrust of angels than in many regions. Some parts of the hells were so remotely located that none of their inhabitants had ever seen the portals to the mortal world, and who considered the tales of war with the heavens as little more than rumors from far-off lands with little to no impact on them.

      Visiting those lands had been educational and depressing in some ways. Kanae’s personal belief that the war between the heavens and hells was pointless had only been reinforced by the trip, but upon returning, she’d realized how insurmountable the divide between the two factions truly was. So instead of throwing herself back into the horrific morass, she’d chosen to find someplace quiet to live. Somewhere that she could make a difference.

      It had gone well, too. Until Hellmount had thrown a helpless, wingless angel at her.

      “I wonder if the mountain is sentient? It would explain a few things… though that would cause other problems,” Kanae muttered to herself, then sighed.

      Regardless, it didn’t solve the problem of an attractive woman who was in Kanae’s home. If it weren’t for Isalla’s injuries, Kanae might have an even harder time controlling herself. As it was, the beautiful blonde-haired, blue-eyed angel looked almost doll-like, in an emaciated sort of way. Once she was fit again, though…

      Kanae shuddered at the thought and firmly put it out of her mind. It wasn’t something she was willing to consider, not right now. Instead, she continued working on the elixir. She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t attracted to Isalla, but Kanae had enough self-control that she knew she wouldn’t give in to her instincts. Maybe, just maybe, she’d approach Isalla when she was healed, though.
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      When Isalla woke, she was startled to see that Kanae was in the kitchen again, especially considering how long she’d waited the previous night. Kanae looked about how she usually did as she worked on the porridge, though there was also a large pot on the grate next to the one she was stirring.

      “Your elixir is sitting on the table. One dose per month should help you recover quite quickly, but I should warn that it will taste terrible,” Kanae said, lifting the spoon to taste the porridge. “I’ve yet to encounter an elixir of that type that didn’t taste horrendous.”

      “Um, alright,” Isalla replied, looking at the table to see a small vial of red fluid. It was somewhat transparent, which made it obvious that the substance wasn’t blood, but she couldn’t say that she was unconcerned. Approaching the table, Isalla slowly sat, hesitating before she spoke, still feeling a little guilty. “I… stayed up a while last night, waiting for you.”

      “You shouldn’t have bothered. I was deliberately keeping my distance and decided that the safest thing to do was to start on the alchemy early,” Kanae replied promptly. “It seemed like the logical thing to do, since the alchemy would take the entire night to finish.”

      “You stayed up all night?” Isalla asked, both surprised and feeling faintly ashamed, since she’d slept like the dead.

      “No, only half the night. Once it was properly situated, I went to bed,” Kanae explained, pulling the second pot off the grate. Finishing the porridge as well, she pulled it off and quickly filled two bowls, adding a spoon to each before bringing them over to the table.

      “Thank you for doing that. Also, I wanted to apologize for… well, for making it necessary,” Isalla said, picking up the vial and looking at it for a moment.

      “It’s fine, Isalla. I chose to do so of my own volition,” Kanae replied, sliding a bowl in front of Isalla. “Here you are.”

      “Should I drink it before eating? I know some elixirs have requirements like that,” Isalla asked, feeling even more nervous.

      “I would. While it might partially ruin your appetite, at least the food will clean the taste from your mouth, and you won’t risk throwing up your meal after drinking it,” Kanae replied, causing Isalla to stare at her.

      “Is it really that bad?” the angel asked hesitantly, her desire to drink the elixir fading along with her appetite, despite her wish to recover her strength.

      “Unfortunately, yes. I’ve had to drink one once, and while it isn’t the worst thing I’ve ever had, it’ll turn your stomach,” Kanae explained, beginning to eat her food slowly. “If it weren’t for how useful the elixir was, I wouldn’t even bother making it.”

      It wasn’t a comforting confirmation, but Isalla didn’t exactly see another choice. Grimacing, she uncorked the vial and did her best to avoid smelling it. Instead, she quickly drained the vial… and instantly regretted it.

      The taste was indescribable, in her opinion. It wasn’t quite as horrifically foul as some of the things she’d had the misfortune of smelling during the wars against demons, but it was bad enough that Isalla’s stomach churned and revolted at the taste of it. She forced herself to swallow, her eyes watering as she did. Gasping as she forced the liquid down, the angel quickly grabbed a spoonful of porridge and swallowed it to try and remove the worst of the aftertaste from her mouth.

      “That’s… that’s just… ugh, I thought you might have been exaggerating, but that was horrible,” Isalla gasped, her stomach feeling like it was twisting inside her. She’d almost rather vomit than drink something like the elixir, though it was a near thing.

      “That it is. Still, it’ll have relatively fast results, especially with as weak as you currently are,” Kanae agreed, smiling thinly. “I’m not certain exactly how long it will take, but I’m sure you’ll manage until then.”

      “If you say so,” Isalla said, eating more of her porridge to help cleanse her mouth. After a minute, she nodded at the other pot and asked, deliberately trying not to think about the subject of the previous night or the taste of the elixir. “What’s that for?”

      “Hmm? Oh, I boil my water before adding it to the tank for drinking water. It’s a bit safer than drinking it directly,” Kanae replied, waving her spoon at the copper keg as she added, “It’ll require refilling a bit more often with company, but I regularly have guests like you. I’m not worried about it.”

      “I’ll try to help,” Isalla said quickly, relieved at the thought of something she could do. “It’s the least I can do with everything you’ve done for me.”

      “Maybe once you’re strong enough to hold more than an empty bowl as you cross the room.” Kanae agreed, another smile flickering across her face. “As much as I appreciate the offer, until that point, you’re not going to be much help.”

      “True,” Isalla admitted, feeling slightly dismayed, despite herself. She did find herself happier now that Kanae wasn’t outright ignoring her, though.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next few days progressed more simply than the previous ones had. Isalla found that her strength began to improve rapidly, and by the third day, she was allowed to leave the house, though not without a warning to be prepared to get back inside quickly.

      That said, the exterior of the building was a surprise, because Kanae’s home was built inside a hill in the middle of a forest. The trees were the ones she’d seen in her fall, with black bark like ebony and with broad red leaves. Nearby, a few dozen yards away, were a couple of other buildings, each widely separated from one another, and there was a stream where the hot spring exited the hillside. A wood pile rested against one of the outbuildings, along with an axe and splitting wedge, giving an oddly normal feel to the clearing. A path led into the forest, winding among the trees, and it was surprisingly peaceful despite the looming black expanse of Hellmount in the near distance and the way the sky was lit by a red sun and shone through looming black clouds.

      The grass was the same dark color of the bark, and Isalla simply looked around for a while before asking, her voice a bit soft due to the oppressive surroundings and how it made her mood less upbeat, “Is everything down here so dark? I’ve never thought to ask before, but…”

      “For the most part. I’ve often wondered why myself, but for the most part, the plants and animals in the hells are much darker than in the mortal world,” Kanae confirmed, standing nearby with her hands crossed in front of her, looking around calmly. “It’s also more dangerous, but that’s simply how it is. There are also more predators, including many plants.”

      “Plants are predators here?” Isalla asked, disbelief surging through her even as her eyes widened. “I’d heard some were dangerous in the hells, but…”

      “Only some, and not many nearby. No coming outside without company until you’re able to defend yourself, hm?” Kanae replied with a smile that warmed Isalla’s heart. “Now, go ahead and look around. I’m going to take care of some weeding, then I’m going to have to go into town for a house call, and you’ll need to stay inside while I’m away.”

      “There’s no chance of me coming along, is there?” Isalla asked, letting out an unhappy sigh. “I’m hating being cooped up all the time.”

      “Maybe next week, once I’m sure you can make the trip, and after we figure out a good cover story for you,” Kanae replied in a thoughtful tone. “We could always pretend you were a merchant, and that someone dosed you with warrior’s end when robbing you, then abandoned you in the woods. It would make things relatively easy to explain and has the advantage of being at least somewhat true.”

      “That sounds decent to me,” Isalla agreed, perking up at the thought. “Still, go ahead and do your, um, weeding. I’ll just… walk around the house.”

      Kanae nodded and headed down toward a patch of vegetation that, now that Isalla looked at it, wasn’t wild grass at all. It struck her as slightly funny, watching the demon doing weeding, but she tried to relax. The grove was pleasant enough, considering her circumstances, and she wanted to enjoy her time outdoors. Even if it was darker, fresh air was nice. She barely noticed the sulfur in the air, too.
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      The next few days passed relatively calmly, which was a relief for Isalla. Her strength didn’t come back nearly as easily as she hoped, but even in the few days since she’d taken the elixir, she’d noticeably improved.

      The biggest thing that Isalla had learned was that when Kanae was feeling particularly uncomfortable, the demoness would wait until Isalla’s back was turned, then simply vanish. It happened twice in the few days, which was somewhat eerie. Isalla may not have been quite as observant as some of the scouts in the legion, but it shouldn’t have been that easy for a demon to escape her notice.

      Regardless of how startling it was, Kanae had managed it several times and had worried Isalla by doing so, though she was slowly growing used to the demoness’s habits. That morning, Isalla had been kept inside for about half an hour while Kanae had gone out with a sword, and when she’d finally been allowed out, Isalla had seen that there was a horse-sized, two-headed lizard with dark red scales lying dead on the hillside. Isalla had been even more startled when Kanae had started butchering the beast for meat, but she hadn’t said anything as Kanae had taken several slabs of meat into the hut with the axe near it. It made her slightly uncomfortable, but she didn’t really know what made good meat in the hells.

      Eventually Kanae had hauled the remains of the lizard into the woods and returned to clean off the blood and offal, bringing Isalla inside with her just to be safe. Afterward, she’d gone back to the shed to treat the meat for preservation. It took several hours, but Isalla had noticed the look of happiness on Kanae’s face, which helped assuage her fears.
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