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Adelaide...

“Oh, the fuck you did!” I uttered in disbelief.  Iaoel simply stood placidly in the snow, the wooden door open behind her, the warm glow of a fire bouncing along the textured rock of the cave inside. She glanced over her shoulder and turned back, one eyebrow raised in amusement. 

“You kept picturing shoving me in a box or a cave, I figured if I were going to be there, I might as well make it homey.” Did this bitch seriously just use a sense of humor on me? I jerked back and instinctively reached for the guns that weren’t there. Iaoel frowned and gave a sigh. “This is supposed to be a peaceful meeting, a summit where we may talk and come to an understanding, yet still you turn to violence? I will never understand you humans.”

“I’m an American, it’s sort of ingrained that when someone tries to kill you, or have you killed, you go on and try to kill them right back. Or did you forget the multiple occasions where you’ve stabbed me in the back just like you did Tab?” I arched an eyebrow in her direction and waited for her reply. She wilted around the edges, her wings even going so far as to droop and she sighed. 

“Yes, well, unfortunate errors in judgment on my part, I will have to admit. Now please, will you come inside?”

I thought to myself, come into my parlor said the spider to the fly... but I couldn’t remember the rest of the rhyme. I couldn’t remember if the spider devoured the fly or if the fly was too clever, and managed to live. It seemed like an important detail for some reason to my racing mind, even though if the outcome to some kid’s rhyme didn’t have any bearing on how things would play out here and now.

I stood for long moments and weighed my options and could only come to one conclusion. That everything I had done so far and up to this point hadn’t exactly been working. That Tab was right, I’d been going from one decision to the next to the next to the next almost entirely on an emotional response, and that leading emotional response had been and continued to be anger. 

Like right now, it seethed through my veins until I tingled hot and wanted so badly to enact my rage all over her perfect angelic face. I shook with how bad I wanted to pummel the bitch, but what would it get me? I mean seriously, I had no idea what was going on outside my own head. Was I in a coma by all appearances? Was I dying? Was Raphael working on me as Iaoel and I spoke, trying to get me back? If my body died, it stood to reason I would die in here with it. Just like the old belief that if you died in a dream you died in real life too... I was pretty sure if I died in here that it would be all she wrote and that Iaoel would take the driver’s seat, wandering around the earth in her brand new Addy suit. 

I believed Tab. That he loved me. So if that was the case, I couldn’t freaking imagine how much that would hurt him, you know? Watching your evil ex-girlfriend driving around your current girlfriend’s body, attempting to bring about the apocalypse and help Satan win the day. 

“Jesus Christ this whole situation is fucked up and way more complicated than anything anyone has had to deal with in the history of ever.” I uttered to myself, not really realizing it had been out loud until Iaoel’s light laugh tinkled in my direction. I looked up sharply from the snow and she stood there, model perfect her vibrant, light blue eyes which had hints of green to them now that we were in person... like the sea. How had I not noticed that before?

“Come, Adelaide; come inside where it is warmer and where we may talk.”

I didn’t exactly like how appealing that sounded, and I wondered how much of her angelic mind fuckery she was exerting to get me to do what she wanted. Something was definitely skewed here, but all I could do at this point was try, so I would because I really didn’t want to die like this. I really didn’t want to go without seeing Tab one last time. I didn’t want to give up without a fight, and I really didn’t want to leave behind as much unfinished business as I had to go on, unfinished. 

“Fine, I agree, but I’m pretty sure it’s because I want to and not because you want me to.”

Iaoel smiled faintly, “Of course it’s because you want to. Contrary to what you might believe of me, Adelaide, I am not a monster. For me to have followed Tabbris for as long as we were together, you would think that our ideals would have had to align, don’t you think?”

“That’s not what concerns me,” I said honestly, stepping slowly across the snow, approaching her like she was some kind of wild animal, “What bothers me is when those ideals started to split and go down different roads.” 

Iaoel sighed and turned from me, holding the door to her little cave hovel open for me to pass through. “You and I are very nearly alike, Adelaide.”

I snorted derisively, “Oh yeah? How the fuck you figure that one?”

Iaoel smiled sadly but serenely, “Both of us are prone to making decisions, poor or otherwise, fueled solely on the emotional response to any given subject.”

Well, fuck. She had me there. As much as I didn’t want to let her have it or admit it, that was childish, so I conceded the point with a simple, “Touché.” I stopped in front of her, and said, “Still, I’m going to have to insist you go in before me. You know, on account of your liking to plunge daggers into people’s back.”

Iaoel let out that clear, high, silvery laughter that reminded me of crystal glasses clinking at a wedding. A joyous sound, a light one, a pretty one. Something was bothering me but I simply couldn’t put my finger on what exactly it was. 

“Touché indeed, Addy. Another emotional response? This one from fear?” she asked and I couldn’t tell if it was genuine curiosity or if she was making a jab at me. I answered her anyway. 

“Let’s call it practicality. I mean, am I wrong?” Okay, so that last part may have been a little jibe on my part. Sue me. I was one lowly little mortal twenty-something up against an immortal as old as time. Iaoel’s serene, polite mask slipped marginally, her mouth turning down at the corners, her nose scrunching slightly as if she’d smelled something bad, but she turned and went in through the portal in the rock, and I followed after her at enough of a distance to not get smacked by her wings. 

“Be a dear and close the door behind you?” she asked. 

I gave a nod, a short inclination of my head. “Sure, I can do that.”

She went through the misshapen doorway into the cave and I stepped over the threshold, the hair standing up on my arms and at the back of my neck. Not from any mystical bullshit, at least I didn’t think so, more from being acutely aware I was willingly stepping into enemy territory. I resolutely told myself to not eat or drink anything, that just seemed like an all the way around bad idea. I also needed to make sure to keep my back to a wall, and an eye on her movements. I was well aware that I didn’t have a weapon, but by all appearances, Iaoel didn’t either. That didn’t mean she didn’t have one, it just meant that if she did, it was pretty well concealed on her person, with the way the silk material of her toga robes getup clung to her, and how the firelight from the fireplace shone through it giving a perfect silhouette of her wispy curves? That was a feat. 

It struck me that she was really attractive and I raised an eyebrow, heaving out a sigh asking pointedly, “Aren’t you cold?”

“Not at all, it’s quite warm by the fire. Please, sit.” She swept out a hand, the nails perfectly manicured and I shook my head, taking the chair that offered the best view of everything as well as an open beeline for the door should she try anything. Again with that too perfect laugh of hers as she set about pulling a kettle from the fire and making tea at a little workbench near it. 

The cave was pretty comfortably furnished, everything hand carved and looking like it was straight out of an eighties fantasy movie, which I could appreciate. I mean, who didn’t love eighties fantasy movies, even if they were a bit before my time?

Iaoel turned, teacup and saucer in her hands and held them out to me. I eyed them with suspicion and she rolled her eyes. 

“Come now, Adelaide,” she admonished, “Poison is so passive aggressive, don’t you think?”

“So is stabbing someone in the back, don’t ya think?” I shot back and she gave a gusty sigh as if resigning herself to never hearing the end of it. Taking the seat across from mine, she sipped from the cup. Her posture every bit the proper, stuck up lady. I rolled my eyes and quirked one brow. She was just as guarded as I was, if not more. 

“I didn’t bring you here to fight with you, Addy,” she said.

I immediately countered with, “Then why did you?”

“I thought we could talk.”

“Yeah, that’s still a new one for me; the whole actually being able to talk bit.” She smiled and nodded once. I mean, it was true... for as long as she’d been living in my head there wasn’t any actual speaking as a means of communication. It wasn’t as if she’d had a real voice. Most of it had been images, and flickers and bursts of emotion that felt out of place from whatever I’d been feeling the moment before.

A long silence stretched between us and I had to suppress a burst of angry irritation. Still, I snapped out, “So talk!” before I could stop myself. Iaoel traced my features with her blue-green eyes and sighed, her shoulders dropping slightly. 

“You must learn to defeat that, and I am afraid you must learn to do it sooner rather than later,” she said. 

“Defeat what?” I asked sharply. 

“That,” she said, adding, “Your anger. I’m afraid your time spent in the fifth was rather detrimental to you. Especially given your latent anger issues...” 

I wrinkled my nose and she stopped talking, a questioning look crossing her fair features and I grimaced a bit, and said, “You realize this entire line of conversation is just pissing me off more, right?”

She sighed again and stated frankly, “I was rather afraid of that.”

“By all means, keep going like I’m supposed to believe you’re being altruistic or something; just do me a solid? At some point in like the next five minutes cut the bullshit and straight up tell me why you really brought me here. I think we’re getting way past the smoke and mirrors portion of our relationship. We aren’t friends, I don’t think we’ll ever be friends, and at this point in the game I don’t think we can even pretend we’re frenemies anymore.”

Iaoel never lost the serene little smile on her face, instead, she simply sipped from her porcelain teacup and leaned back in her chair with a gusty sigh. 

“Yeah, I don’t know what to do with me either,” I said and crossed my arms over my chest. 

She laughed, that high, sweet, silver bell sound and I realized it was starting to grate on my raw nerves. She considered me for a long minute, considered my words, and finally set her teacup and saucer aside on a small table beside her chair, folding her hands elegantly over her one knee that was crossed over the other. 

“You’re angry with me,” she said and I raised an eyebrow. 

“What was your first clue?”

“Please, Adelaide... I understand your frustration. I understand that I perhaps handled things rather indelicately –“ 

At that I snorted, a derisive sound and she bit her bottom lip, at least having the grace to look somewhat chagrinned. She searched my face for long moments before doing what I asked and cutting the bullshit. 

“I have seen the future, and it is bleak for mankind,” she murmured. 

“As far as I can tell, you can’t see the future. God is the only all-knowing; and honey, last time I checked you weren’t God.”

“This is true, my visions are of many different futures, mere glimpses of what could be – but Adelaide, they have never served me wrong, and I would hope that you would believe me when I say this same vision has played out time, and time again and it would mean hell upon earth for your kind.”

I held up a hand and laughed, shaking my head, she stopped at the bitter laughter that came pouring out of my mouth and it took me a couple of minutes to reign it in enough to speak. 

“No shit, Lucifer isn’t what he seems! He’s a fucking lying liar face, or did you miss the part where they call him ‘The Prince of Lies?’ Jesus, Iaoel! He’s like The Joker to your Harley Quinn – he has you rickrolled six ways to Sunday and going along with whatever he says.”

“Adelaide, that isn’t precisely true,”

“The hell it isn’t!” I cried and stood up. 

“Adelaide, please, I really didn’t bring you here to fight. I just want to talk, peacefully, you mustn't let your anger get the best of you. It really is in your best interest to hear me out on this. You spent far too long in the fifth and being angry, to begin with... that does things to you, my dear. It is the whole point to Hell, to pervert and corrupt one absolutely, to keep them as far as possible from the grace of God.”

“Do you even hear yourself?” I asked incredulously, sinking back into my seat, “I mean really, do you?” Iaoel looked at me impassively and I rolled my eyes, “If it’s the role of Lucifer and Hell to corrupt things absolutely, don’t you for one minute think that’s what he’s trying to do to you?”

She looked saddened for a moment and sighed, taking up her cup and saucer again, “There is a chance for redemption for even the blackest of souls, should they but ask for forgiveness,” she uttered, before taking a sip. 

I held up a hand, “Woah, seriously? You seriously think you can save Satan’s soul? Convince him that his giant ass ‘fuck you’ to God was a mistake?”

“As I said, even the blackest of souls have a chance, but we aren’t talking about Lucifer, right now I am trying to help you.”

I narrowed my eyes in suspicion, “I get it, but I don’t think for one minute you don’t have another end-game in mind.”

She smiled, a secret thing with an edge of sadness, “While it is true that we will likely never be friends, Addy, I would at least like to not be enemies.”

I snorted, “Think you blew that chance out of the water the second time you had Tab dragged down into Hell.”

She sighed, “Do you want to end up like them?” she asked softly, and I felt the first stirrings of dread, ticking down my spine. Her expression had gone wintery, with the flip of a switch, all pretense at niceness just gone. 

“Like who,” I asked, but I knew what she meant. 

“Like them, the ones in the fifth that you left behind, constantly assaulting the gates, angry, sullen, do you want to feel like that all of the time?” she demanded and she had me there. 

“No.”

I didn’t. It was exhausting, I felt weighted down, constantly mired in negativity, hurting for no reason; raw, which just made me angrier and I didn’t even get that. I frowned and she had a point, I needed to deal with it but I didn’t know how, the problem was, I didn’t know if I could trust if whatever her solution was, was actually a solution or not. Could it be a trap? The only person I could talk these things out with; well, she’d done a bang up job of separating me from him, hadn’t she? That didn’t exactly win her any points in the trust department, now did it?

She waited me out and I felt my brow crush down in a frown as I thought furiously to myself. I looked up and around the little magic cavern that was a construct of my own mind and had to ponder... By dragging me in here, had she somehow cut herself off from being able to hear my thoughts? The unease that was starting to creep across her face was telling me that was exactly what was what on that front so that at least was a little refreshing. At least I had some privacy to my thoughts again. 

She watched the struggle on my face as I tried to go through the strange sensory overload that was my surroundings, and the total mindfuck that was me sitting in my own mind across from the angel trapped in my head while god knows what went on around my body out there. 

“Adelaide! No!” I looked up as Tab’s voice, distressed, boomed around us, seemingly like thunder across the sky and frowned. 

Why? Why did he sound so distressed, what was happening to me up and out there? I drew my eyes back down from the ceiling, focusing on Iaoel’s perfect face and that nagging doubt came into play again. 

“How does this place we’re in work, anyways?” I demanded and she raised her eyebrows. 

“I beg your pardon?”

I narrowed my eyes and searched her face which she quickly schooled back into impassive. Interesting. She didn’t want me to figure something out, just what in the hell was that something?

“Seriously, why can’t you just level with me?” I asked, “Lucifer rubbing off on you more than you care to admit?” I shut my mouth, not because I thought I’d gone too far with my comment there, but more because that nagging feeling that I was missing a part of the big picture intensified. I was feeling incredibly slow to catch on and that wasn’t a good feeling, like at all. Something was amiss, and I needed to figure it out, but at the same time, as much as I really loathed to admit it, Iaoel was right. I had to get a handle on my anger issues or I was probably going to die.

Well, according to Death, I was going to die before this conflict was over. As much as I wasn’t okay with that, I was okay with it just being me. I didn’t want to drag anyone, or the entire cause with me, so if it was going to happen then it just needed to be me and no one else and I probably needed to get over myself and admit that I needed this special little cuntcake’s help with the whole anger issue thingy... the problem was, how was someone who pissed me off so much supposed to help me get over my pissed-offed-ness?

Iaoel set down her teacup and saucer with a rattle. Her hands shaking, she pinched the bridge of her nose with one while the other she rested on her knee to belay its trembling. I cocked my head to the side, wondering what her fucking deal was. 

“What’s wrong?” I demanded sharply, and she sighed. 

“Your words are rather close to home, I have to admit. However, you need to understand, I do not belong here, and neither do you. I brought you here for a specific purpose. You need to face your anger or the part of the fifth that resides here with us will drag us both back to hell, and then where would we be?”

“Well, uh, I hate to say it, but we’d be in Hell, Iaoel, which quite frankly, confuses the fuck out of me by the way.”

“What does?” she asked tiredly, leveling me with her blue-green gaze. 

“Why you’d rather stay out of hell when your boyfriend rules it.”

She sighed dramatically and said, “We aren’t here to talk about me, we’re here to speak on what to do about you.”

I rolled my eyes, “Oh my god, you sound just like my mother!” I exclaimed, bitterness rising in the center of my chest. I mimicked my mother’s nagging voice, “Don’t do this, Adelaide, don’t do that, Adelaide, you don’t want to be like your father Adelaide, why can’t you just do what I tell you, Adelaide?” Right. As if I never did what she’d asked, as if I were always such a burden to her. For the longest time, I strived to impress my mom. Always did everything she wanted, didn’t matter what it was, but none of it was ever good enough. I always fell short of her impossible to attain goals. 

I could get an A fucking minus on a test or a quiz and I’d go to her so proud and she’d immediately demand why it wasn’t an A or an A plus. Didn’t matter what it was. From my clothes to my hair, which I never even got that one! I mean, she was the one who bought all of my clothes and if she didn’t like it, then I didn’t get it, and I never complained about that; no matter how much shit I went through from my classmates when for being so out of touch with the trends of the time. 

It was ninth grade when I finally just gave up. I didn’t want to try anymore. I had no reason to. Nothing was going to please her. Nothing I ever did was going to be good enough or was going to make her happy. So why do it? I honestly felt worthless, cast aside and unwanted. It hurt being my mother’s daughter, and I just didn’t want to do it anymore. So I stopped. I mean, I still went to school and I still got good grades, but I stopped doing it for her and to try and get any sort of approval from her. I did it because I loved learning more than anything, and because it was better than coming home to the bitching, pissing, and moaning if I brought home anything less than an A of some kind.

I started hanging with a crowd more my speed and less hers by the time I hit tenth grade. I took shop instead of home ec just to piss her off and found that I really had a love for cars and machinery. I got along better with the guys in my class than I did the girls and found, if not the attention, then the approval I craved with them. It wasn’t always about how my ass fit in a pair of jeans, either, though I’m sure that was a chunk of it. No, it had more to do with the fact that they could talk to me and I got them.

The underage sex actually was my idea. It gave me a sense of power I’d never had before. You try living your entire life berated for everything you do and see how far a single taste of appreciation or positive attention goes. Never mind that it was the wrong kind of attention... Piorre taught me that of all people after I’d started working for him. 

Piorre had taught me how respect was supposed to work, both to and from other people and how I needed to respect myself. My boss. Not my mom. My friend. 

I felt tears well up, hot and immediate and I reached for my good ole standby for protecting myself from the sharp pain of rejection my mother had ever shown me. I reached out and before I could grab onto it, I stopped... 

Epiphany made.

Anger. I wrapped myself up tight with anger simply so I didn’t have to feel anything else. The hurt, the pain, none of it... I simply used it as fuel and burned it up with the unrelenting anger I harbored inside. I mean, what else could I do?

I dropped heavily back into the seat I’d been occupying and stared into the fire in the little hearth, trying valiantly to not let the melancholy swamp me. I mean, I didn’t need her anymore. I’d figured out a long time ago, that there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to make my mother proud of me and that I just needed to give that up, but I guess, I really couldn’t. I always held a tiny flicker of hope that she’d come around and say something, anything, positive about her only child, but nope. I was and am her greatest disappointment in life, or so it seemed.

Iaoel sipped her tea as we sat in silence. I kept a watch on her out of the corner of my eye but mostly kept my gaze fixed on the flames. I didn’t want to end up in the fifth. I didn’t want to die period, but that was what it was, just like it was what it was when it came to my mother. 

I wanted Tab right then. Felt like a lost, vulnerable, little girl and of all people to be sitting with while this awful mix of emotions was going through me? It was really shitty that it was Iaoel and not Tab, but them were the breaks. 

“I see you have come to some sort of conclusion on the matter then?” she said lightly, and I glared at her. 

“Don’t do that,” I said quietly, and she looked at me startled.

“Do what?” she asked. 

“That,” I said frankly, seeing it move through her eyes that she damn well knew what I was talking about. It was the same saccharine, placating tone I’d heard a million times before. The one that said ‘polite’ on the surface yet when lifted, dripped nothing but caustic sarcasm beneath at my expense. 

She stared at me and I stared right back, neither budging, and I was struck by how much I hated her perfect face surrounded by all that perfect blonde hair, her perfect sea blue-green eyes glittering in perfect counterpoint to the iridescent shimmer of her perfect white wings. 

For like the millionth time since encountering her I had the thought, something isn’t right, the nagging in my gut too strong to ignore, I focused on it this time, and picked it apart as something, anything to do other than let myself get angry or more sullen at her or my situation. 

I mean, I wanted to see Tab again, at least one more time. Have him hold me, to look into those silver-grey eyes that whorled that dangerous blue sometimes. To have him wrap me in his wings, those frightening crimson feathers, edged in black – 

Bingo.

I sat up straighter and gave Iaoel a shrewd once over, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. She was flawless, but if what we all were saying and thinking were true, and she was as close to becoming as truly fallen as we all thought, she wouldn’t look so fucking perfect, like a being stepped straight from the heavens. No, her wings should be as dark, if not darker than Tab’s, so just what kind of mind fuckery was going on here?

I crossed my arms and raised an eyebrow, the anger in me simmering. I tried valiantly to cool it off and was surprised that it wasn’t hard. I mean, it would be easy to get pissed off at her, but why? We already knew she was a treacherous cunt. Why get angry about something I already knew and could do nothing about?

“Adelaide, what is it?” she asked in her clear, silvery, too-perfect voice.  

“This is all wrong,” I said, rolling my lips together. “I figured it out, and this is all wrong. What is it Iaoel, what are you playing at?”

She sighed, “Nothing, I mean, whatever do you mean? It is as I said, I am trying to help you Adelaide, this anger, this part of the fifth you carry – “ 

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Iaoel. You can’t. This,” and I waved up and down taking her in, “Is bullshit. You can’t look this perfect, not and be as close to the edge as you are. You’re falling, we all know that, and Tab is nowhere near fallen and his wings are near perfect crimson and already edged in black.” I leaned forward, propping my forearms on my knees, “So what makes you so fucking special that you get to be so picture perfect?”

Iaoel had the grace to look embarrassed and said, “A girl is allowed her vanities, is she not?”

“See, that’s just it,” I said leaning back. “You’re an angel, baby; and according to everything I’ve learned to date on the subject? You aren’t allowed to have or do, shit. Freewill skipped you over. That’s a gift mankind got, or did you forget why your new boyfriend threw down against God in the first place?”

It was her turn to look angry, her expression darkening and with it, her wings as she let go of her glamor. Her wings turned golden, then a fierce yellow at the top, turning darker as the transformation slid down her flight feathers. I watched as yellow gave way to orange and the edges of the feathers, much like Tab’s, turned black, the darkness staining them and bleeding like a Sharpie on the page until they were saturated and stopped, finely edged in midnight. Her wings literally looked as if they’d been dipped in fire, and it was striking and almost beautiful, save for the sinister meaning behind the colors. Iaoel was falling, and she was falling hard.

“Damn, you make falling almost look good,” I commented dryly, as her shimmering white gown turned smoky, a light gray up top, descending darker to an almost slate at the hem, the crystals on it still winking in the firelight from the little lanterns set about the cave. Her vanity was showing with the matching transformation of the dress, but I couldn’t deny, the woman knew how to accessorize. 

“Thank you,” she murmured, though her expression was contrite. She wasn’t happy with me. 

Boo-yah! I thought. Now you know how it feels.

I kept the comments to myself, go me, and had stood when she did, keeping us on a level playing field. If it was one thing Tab had taught me in our sparring matches it was to never, ever, let yourself be put at a disadvantage. Also, to never take your eyes off your opponent, because the second you did was the second they’d spill you on your ass, even if all you were supposedly doing was just talking. 

“Come now, Adelaide... You don’t think I wish you harm, now do you?” Iaoel asked. 

“With the way you’re looking at me, right now, not only yeah but hell yeah,” I answered coolly. 

“Mm, well rest assured, as much as I would like to do you harm, I cannot. There is a problem that must be dealt with first.”

“When isn’t there?” I asked. 

Iaoel gave me a flat look and took a half step forward, I took a full gait back and set myself into a carefully neutral stance. Of course, she’d been through all the rigorous training with me, so I wasn’t exactly trying to hide what I was doing from her. What would be the point? She frowned at me and bent, picking up another log from beside the open hearth and adding it to the dying embers in the fireplace. She dusted her hands together and sighed. 

“That thing around your neck,” she pointed, indicating the early demon warning system Hadad had put on me.

“What about it?” I asked. 

“It invited a most unwelcome guest,” she said simply. “If you thought that pretty little head of yours was full with you and me in it? Well, if it wasn’t big enough for two it certainly isn’t big enough for three,” she said and went about pouring herself another cup of tea. 

“What are you talking about?”

“I had hoped we could have an amicable conversation Adelaide, but I see that it is something that is beyond you.”

“Saucy little tart, aren’t you?” I asked with an unfriendly smile adding, “I always knew you had it in you.”

She gave me a flat look and slammed the flat of her hand on the workbench with impatience, making the tea and china jump, the cup rattling in its saucer. 

“Things are beyond just you and me now. Hadad’s little trinket acted as a doorway while you were in the Fifth, and let a piece of it in. Your anger is just a cheery and inviting looking hearth, milk and cookies for it if you will.”

I must have looked nonplussed because she rolled her eyes at me, “For once I am not deceiving you Adelaide. I speak the truth.”

“Uh huh, or your version of it,” I said. I believed her, though. It wasn’t her being so earnest, it was more of the way she held herself. Anxiety made her posture stiff, her fiery wings held tautly. Her jaw clenched,  a muscle along it flexing as she balled her fists at her sides. 

Talk about turning a disadvantage into an advantage. She couldn’t read my thoughts in here or on this plane, or wherever the fuck we were, so she didn’t know I was fucking with her a little. I wanted more detail and I was hoping that if she didn’t believe me, she would give me more of an education. I could have just asked, sure, but I didn’t want her believing she’d had me so easily. 

A long silence stretched between us, weighted with a screaming match that wouldn’t get started by me. I felt as stoic as Tab usually looked, and even though I had a long way to go, I felt as if I had finally let a thing or two go... or at least had begun to. 

I looked over Iaoel with new eyes, after a fashion anyway. She was scared beyond measure and her hands shook as she poured her next round of tea so much that some of the liquid escaped the rim of the cup, slopping into the saucer. She set the porcelain pot down and placed her hands flat on the workbench, leaning heavily on her straightened arms and huffing out a harsh sigh. 

It looked as if Iaoel had bitten off far more than she could chew and was starting to feel the strain. I couldn’t say I felt sorry for her for that. Not at all, actually. 

“Okay, let me get this straight,” I said, and she nodded, side eyeing me and waiting for something smart to come out of my mouth. I was about to surprise her and stick to something actually intelligent instead, working the problem in front of us. “Part of the Fifth has manifested itself somehow and is in here, wherever here is, with us.” 

Iaoel straightened and rubbed her hands together as if they were chilled, “That is correct.”

“You brought me in here because...” I trailed off and raised my eyebrows, opening the door for her to finish the thought. 

“I brought you in here because while the two of us have somewhat of an accord, three is very much so a crowd.”

“Okay, what precisely does that mean?” I asked. 

“Our time in Hell has weakened me considerably, Adelaide. Were it not so, I would have the advantage; perhaps even the ability to rid the body we inhabit of the part of the Fifth that is here.”

“So you didn’t have the strength to do it, obviously, so you brought me in here because I do?”

“We can hope, can’t we?”

I stared at her and as much as I wanted to say it was in disbelief, it really wasn’t. This was typical Iaoel: can’t get the job done, or don’t want to do it yourself? It’s cool, she’ll just manipulate someone else into facing the danger for her. It was the major point in which we diverged when it came to Tab. While she’d been content to hide behind him and, for the most part, backseat drive a fight, I stood beside him and engaged too. 

I shook my head in disappointment and sighed, “So you drag my ass in here for this little chat and to face off with a third entity trying to take up space in my head, and you don’t see fit to bring any of my weaponry along with me?”

Iaoel tilted her chin and looked down her nose at me, the light in her eyes purely sadistic as she smiled and intoned, “Wouldn’t want you to hurt me now would I, Adelaide?”

Right. My even money was on she was hoping this thing would take me out so she didn’t have to, but that was neither here nor there. I wasn’t going anywhere if I could help it. 

“So how do you fight something like this? What does it even look like?” I asked. 

“That’s up to you, Addy,” she said and I blinked, shaking my head. 

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I demanded as the cave and Iaoel faded before my eyes, leaving me standing in the snow covered woods, looking in every direction. No luck, I was in the middle of nowhere, trapped inside my own head, with a manipulative half-fallen angel and a slice of hell itself. 

Ain’t that just fucking peachy?

I thought better when I was in motion, or doing something, so I struck out and started walking so I could think. I used to take myself on long drives when my head was too full or I was feeling ragey, but driving wasn’t exactly an option in here. 

God, wasn’t that a head cannon? Needing to think while trapped inside your own mind... but honestly? It didn’t even make the list of top five weird things to have happened to me since this whole supernatural train wreck began. Wasn’t that sad?

I must have walked for hours, maybe miles, who knew? Until finally I pretty much got the lay of this imaginary land. 

I found the cave again, and the frozen over lake up top that created the waterfall and creek down beside the cave. I walked along the frozen waste and wasn’t cold. Mostly because I got it into my head that this wasn’t really real, and that if it wasn’t really real then there was no reason to be cold. It’d taken a while, though. 

Of course, as much as I wanted to get back in control of my body, I wasn’t in a super hurry to encounter this thing from Hell until I had some kind of idea of how to fight it, or at least some weapons. I was guessing that this was some kind of a dreamscape, and if that was the case, then I really super wasn’t in a hurry to find out if the old theory was true that if you died in a dream, you died in real life too. 

Eventually, I climbed up onto a rock and sat down, huffing out a sigh and watching my breath plume out into the air. I chuckled and looked back over my shoulder expecting to see Iaoel, but what I saw wasn’t her. 

I stood behind me. Like literally, a carbon copy of myself, only the copy of me had a cruel bend to her lips, a wry smile; her hands hovering above War’s two forty-fives along her thighs.

Well fuck.

I tucked, dove, and rolled as shots rang out, the bullets pinging off the rock where I’d just been. Guess the forty-fives that Hell Addy had weren’t an exact replica of War’s forty-fives, which was something to be grateful for. 

The powder of the snow drifts cushioned my dive, but also made it a struggle to get upright again. Another shot whizzed past my ear and I struggled, floundering in the drift until I broke free and was able to run. I followed Tab’s instruction for running from live fire to the letter. 

Don’t follow a straight path; zig and zag, it makes it harder for your opponent to lock onto you as a target, Adelaide. 

I found the lesson invaluable as shot after shot rang out behind me, making a drift of snow puff here, or a tree explode in a shower of slivers and bark over there. Another thing to be grateful for, apparently the slice of the Fifth following me in hot pursuit was a lousy fucking shot. Of course, I wasn’t much better without magical enhancement. That was, unfortunately, not something I had the chance to remedy, and given how things were going so far, likely not something I ever would. 

I plunged through the snow, chest heaving, burning with every breath as I exerted myself. This was way beyond any cardio Tab had put me through. This was a true flight for my very life, and they always seemed both easier and harder, the higher the stakes. 

I moved through the trees, doubling back and plunging through the underbrush, trying hard and harder to concentrate on the notion that the manifestation of the Fifth could and would run out of ammunition. 

This was, after all, a construct of my own mind. This was, for all intents and purposes, a dream. I kept thinking to myself, this is my body, this is my house. Trying to convince myself that this was the truth, the solid truth; that it had to be. Because if this was my truth, the truth, then I was the one who was in control and in this environment, control meant everything. 

I ducked branches and ran until I hit that runner’s high, surprised when I realized that I’d either outrun the Fifth or that it’d stopped following me. No more shots, I didn’t know if that was because it’d run out of ammo or if it had just stopped shooting all together to lull me into a false sense of safety. Either way, she’d fucked up. Put me on my guard, and made it something a million times harder on herself. 

I kept running, going up and over a pile of rocks and making a leap of faith that just beyond I would find cover. I ducked down into the natural alcove made by the pile of rocks, mind clear, vision and intent precise, and when I opened them, my hands fell onto my own pair of War’s forty-fives. 

“You can’t outrun what lives inside of you, Adelaide.”

The voice wrapped around me, coming from every angle, above and below, left right and center, sounding suspiciously like my own, but not... having come from the outside of me. I’d heard my own voice on recordings before and it was like that. Mine but not; heard through the ears of someone outside myself. 

It had other qualities to it that had never really been mine, at least I’d like to think so. The voice was taunting with an edge of cruelty I hoped I’d never possessed but worried that I’d directed at Iaoel a time or two. Honestly, with how close to the edge that her wings put her, I couldn’t be sure she wasn’t feeding the Fifth as much information about me as I was about it... I couldn’t be sure, and honestly, I wouldn’t put it past her. Iaoel seemed to love playing both sides to her own end. It was a quality she and Lucifer seemed to share.

“Who said anything about trying to outrun you?” I asked. 

A low chuckle emanated from all around me as I checked my set of forty-fives. Truthfully, I had been, but I had also been trying my hardest to get in front of the learning curve. Iaoel had another bad habit when it came to shit like this. She liked to be super thrifty with her information which made this next to impossible. 

I closed my eyes and concentrated. Satisfied at the resounding silence, broke cover, moving through this strange, snowed in and surprisingly sterile and pure world inside my head looking for tracks, or any kind of sign to become the hunter rather than the hunted. 

The foot to the middle of my back ended any kind of notion I had about that, though. I flew, spine bowing, and rather than break my fall I went for my guns, and twisted, landing on my back in the snow and skidding as I squeezed down, on empty air. 

My shots went wide, except that would imply I had anything to aim at rather than swirling snow and waving branches. I went still, breath rushing out of my lungs on a sharp exhale, wicked, haunting laughter echoing on the wind like every bad horror movie you’d ever seen. I sat up, and looked all around, but nothing... there was nothing. 

I felt the sharp, bitter bite of anger at being toyed with and stuffed it down. The Fifth circle of hell was the embodiment of anger, if that were so, then it wasn’t too much of a leap to expect that this chunk of it, this manifestation of it or whatever, would be drawn to my anger like a moth to a flame. It also wouldn’t be terribly unreasonable to assume that this thing fed on anger and that by getting angry all I would succeed in doing would be to pump it up; make it more powerful or fierce. 

I didn’t want to be in the regular business of helping my enemies kill me, so no, it wouldn’t do to get angry which is exactly what this taunting was designed to do.  I dragged myself to my feet and felt a rush, getting my arm up just in time to block a kick thrown at my head. I held fast and successfully blocked the blow, but at a price. The shock of it reverberating up my arm, jolting my shoulder in its socket painfully, my arm going temporarily numb. 

I didn’t hesitate, throwing a jab at the creature wearing my face, connecting with a satisfying clip right into her mouth. She jerked back and grinned, I’d split the inside of her lip, judging by the red blossoming across her white teeth. I got into a fighter’s stance and stared the thing in its unsettling eyes. 

My face, but the eyes were black as pitch, sparkling obsidian from wall to wall. No pupil, no iris, no whites. Just solid, glittering, black. After Rahab’s shark-toothed dental work, though? Still not top five creepy, when it’d come to the shit I’d seen. 

“Don’t want to hurt yourself, now do you Addy?” she asked in my voice that wasn’t my voice. 

I smirked, and I knew it wasn’t nice, “Bitch, seriously, if you thought wearing my face was going to put me off of hitting you, then you banked wrong... I’ve hated myself for years and have no problem socking it to me.”

I blinked at me, surprised, and didn’t want to waste the opportunity it presented. I threw a right hook and she leaned back, just in the nick of time, disappearing in a swirl of shadow and shrieking wind. 

“Got a flare for the dramatics, don’t yah?” I asked the solitude. The wind died, and the silence that fell was so loud as to be deafening. The type of silence that was only achievable through the dampening effects of snow feet thick. 

I turned in place, waiting, and it was the wrong thing to do, I think, as a shot whizzed past my head. I didn’t think, I leaped; breaking into long, ground-eating strides. I went back towards the lake and tried to calculate my next move. 

I couldn’t help but feel like I was being run to ground, or potentially herded. Toward what, I didn’t know. I mean I was in my head, following the rules of dream-state. I wasn’t getting tired that I knew of. Wasn’t feeling weak, of course, I was probably missing part of the big picture. I always seemed to be missing a chunk of the big picture. I’d grown reliant on Tab, one of the Archs, or even one of the four horsemen to fill me in, but I had nothing and no one but myself in here to rely on. 

So fucking get with it, Addy. What are you missing? 

I closed my eyes and tried to still my beating heart when the thought came unbidden, how can your heart beat here, when none of this is real?

With an almost audible click, the tumblers fell into place. This place wasn’t real, but if everything in here were happening to my body out there, then I was getting tired, I was winding down and getting weaker... I was dying and I didn’t even know it. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuckity, fuck!” I murmured harshly under my breath. 

“You’re not getting angry are you?” 

I whirled and faced off with Hell me, firearms drawn and leveled at her center mass. “You would be too if it happened to you,” I sang and pulled the triggers. Twin explosions, a deafening roar, and my mirror image jerked, jolting forward and nearly folding in half as the two shots took her square in the gut and chest. 

I swear she slid back in the snow, and I stared down at it, expecting crimson to dot the pure expanse, but it didn’t. She laughed instead, a creeping wheezing sound as her head came up and she stared at me with those black, glittering pits. Her lips spread into a rictus grin and spittle dripped from her bottom lip as the holes I’d just put in her smoked, and appeared charred. The smell of Sulphur was enough to make me cough, as the burning embers edging her wounds began to knit and seethe forward, closing them. 

Shit. 

“I take it bullets aren’t the ticket to killing your ass,” I said dispassionately and holstered the guns. 

“Sorry, not this time,” she said and I nodded, mind scrambling double time for what to do next. 

She cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow, and I bounced mine declaring, “Well, tag! I guess you’re it!” before I feinted left and ditched right, making a run for it. She was right on my heels, though and tackled me hard. 

I hit the ground, skidding out onto the ice of the frozen lake, taking as much of the impact as I could on my shoulders and upper back, tucking my chin like Tab had taught me to protect my head from making an impact with the hard ice. We slid, and I swung hard, throwing punches at the side of her head as she leaned up and tried to get the upper hand. 

I planted a boot in the center of her chest and heaved with all my weight and strength, my fingers wrapped in the lapels of her leather jacket, I pitched her hard over my head and with an angry shriek; she went flying. 

“Who’s the pissed off one now?” I demanded, leaping to my feet, facing off with her before she could get me from behind. 

“You bitch!” she seethed and I gave a shrug. 

“Been called worse.”

She leaned up, and rolled her shoulders, and I thought to myself, how the fuck do you kill something that bullets won’t? 

I thought about it, hard, fast, furious, and she lunged, I wasn’t thinking fast enough, and before I could avoid it, we were engaged again. Her fist whizzed past my face as I sidestepped, and let mine find her ribs, she grunted, air whooshing out but I’d left my chest open and her other fist crashed into my solar plexus. I went down on my knees and valiantly tried to pull in air. 

She laughed, and circled me slowly, playing with me, trying to get my ire up, and it was working. I was getting heated, the anger rising up, burning me from the inside in a scalding wash and click, another tumbler fell into place. 

Burn, the bitch had burned when I’d shot her, can I use that? Can I do something with that? Fight fire with fire maybe?

I stood up slowly and tried to use the picturesque snow visual to cool off emotionally. I swallowed hard and breathed, pulling in crystalline cold air, which was suddenly cold because I needed it to be. 

I planted my feet and waited for the next wearing attack, I had an idea, a crazy idea, but the only one I had. It was dicey, and I might go down doing it, but what else could I do?

“You know it’s going to happen, don’t you?” she asked, laughing. “It’s either going to be her, or me... You aren’t getting out of here alive.”

I smiled slowly, and shook my head, “Oh no, sweetheart, Iaoel has a lot to answer for.”

“And what? You think you’re going to be the one to punish her?”

I pulled out my forty-fives and the Fifth smiled slow and wide again, that maniacal grin that was climbing up into the top ten creepiest and fucked up things I’d seen, closing in fast on top five status. I stepped in, a menacing move, and the Fifth laughed, taunting me. 

She put up her hands, expression mocking and said “Ooh, I’m scared!” and I smiled, cocky and closed in. She took a step back further and another, uncertainty filling her eyes for a moment. 

“You should be,” I said, raising my guns. 

Her expression turned again, smile back, cruel and cocky in its own right. She opened her mouth and I expected something smart to come out, I wasn’t entirely disappointed. 

“What’re you going to do, shoot me?”

I smiled and lowered my guns to her feet and fired in response, her eyes went wide, and I could almost say her expression was fearful for a split second before she disappeared under the ice. I watched her heave out of the water, scrabbling for purchase, trying to get up and out, but to no avail. The Fifth wearing my face snarled and screeched, attempting to get out of the hole I’d made in the ice but her waterlogged clothing just served to drag her down. 

I was buffeted by the wind but kept my eyes resolutely on the Fifth as it struggled, the fight starting to go out of her as the cold and wet took its toll. 

“You give me an option A and an option B and tell me to choose between them, I’m going to take option C every fucking time, just to piss you off,” I told Iaoel, and looked up at her, but only after the Fifth had slipped under the ice and hadn’t resurfaced in a while. Iaoel hung in the sky, her wings beating carefully, her pretty face twisted in rage. 
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