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			For my love.

			Thank you for sticking with me 

			through Hell and back.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Clocks don’t tick anymore. Not when everything is digital. That means that there is no audio cue that suggests the passage of time. Time becomes arbitrary – it becomes relative. With a ticking clock, comfort could at least be found in the monotonous rhythm that accompanies the passage of time. However, when staring at a digital clockface, seconds can feel like hours. That was Brian’s problem. The seconds of his day felt like hours. In the monotony, Brian would have killed for a tick here or there.

			Brian jiggled his mouse to rouse his out-of-date computer to life and quickly tapped in his password. The glow of his seasonal affective disorder lamp brushed the trappings of his desk. The gloom of the not-quite morning just outside his office window tried desperately to suck the life from the room and its occupant. The light was a good defense against the drab, but coffee was Brian’s sharpest weapon to slice through the early-hour cobwebs. He sipped at his mug as he skimmed his calendar and the hodgepodge of meetings that made up his day.

			A soft knock rattled the office door before it opened and Amanda, Brian’s assistant, stepped through. A blue pen was stuck behind her left ear, pinning the loose auburn strand that evaded the rest of her ponytail. She was in a plain white blouse that tucked into the waist of loose flowing black pants. Her pale blue eyes looked over the edge of her glasses at a leather planner in the hand that wasn’t desperately clinging to her coffee tumbler. 

			“You’ve got some schedule changes,” she said, eyes still on the planner.

			“Good morning, Amanda.” 

			“Your ten o’clock left a message saying he needed to cancel.” 

			“My night was all right, how was yours?” Brian carried on, half listening to the agenda updates.

			“The staff meeting was moved from first thing this morning back to this afternoon at one,” she continued, not missing a beat.

			“Well, that’s too bad, I was looking forward to getting all that social interaction over as soon as possible,” Brian replied, genuinely feeling disappointed. 

			Amanda’s gaze slid upward to meet Brian’s.

			“Play nice, they’re your colleagues,” she prompted, using the mom voice Brian was sure, outside of her kids, she only used on him.

			“They don’t like me, Amanda. I’m aware of that.”

			She dropped the planner to her side and cocked a hip, turning up the volume on her scolding gaze. 

			“And why do you think that is?”

			“Not this again, please,” Brian pleaded.

			“How long have you been in the firm?”

			He sighed and rolled his eyes.

			“Just under a year now,” he replied, playing along with their familiar song and dance.

			“And in that time, you’ve leapfrogged every one of your co-workers. They’re all still pretty sour about you getting the Senior Business Advisor role over them.”

			“If they wanted it, they’d work harder,” Brian said, stating the simple truth of the matter.

			“Your attitude doesn’t help, either—”

			“Amanda, I don’t need the lecture. I know. I rub them the wrong way. The feeling is mutual. Can we move on?” 

			Brian didn’t exactly dislike his co-workers; he just never seemed to get off on the right foot with them. He overshadowed some tenured advisors while simultaneously setting a seemingly impossible bar for anyone who came after. Jealousy, it turns out, is a potent ingredient for a hostile work environment. However, the collective peer hatred didn’t bother Brian. When he wasn’t in his office, he made it a point to show as little face as possible. In hindsight, he thought that probably added to their disdain, but it didn’t matter; he wasn’t there to make friends. Amanda was the closest thing he had to an amicable relationship in the office. Even that was tenuous at the best of times.

			She scolded him a moment longer before raising the planner back to her chest. 

			“Long story short,” she said with a notable degree of annoyance, “your morning is free.”

			“Lovely. Thank you, Amanda,” Brian said, jovially raising his coffee cup to her before taking a sip. 

			Amanda rolled her eyes and spun on the spot, exiting the room and closing the door behind her. 

			* * *

			As he actively avoided any social interactions with his spiteful peers, Brian’s only means of passing the time was checking his junk mail. The office firewalls were annoyingly inclusive of most other distractions, and browsing a phone looked too unprofessional. He wasn’t overly sure of how he landed a spot on most of the mailing lists, but it was an entertaining, if mundane, way to pass the time. Thankfully, the filters of Brian’s company email were lax when catching junk mail – malicious or otherwise. 

			Sometimes it was learning about a distant relative he’d never heard of who had left him a hefty inheritance. Other times it was discovering new and natural ways to enhance the length, girth, density, or performance of his genitals. Brief snippets of the outside world bled through the cracks of his boring office and provided him a temporary reprieve from the passing hours of his day. After a time, Brian had become familiar with the types of junk that would get through the filters. That made finding a chain letter, on this particularly dull morning, a treat….

			From: Ms@tan.com

			To: all@BSConsulting.com

			Subject: If there is someone you hate… 

			Body:

			“Is there someone you hate? Someone you just can’t stand?

			An old roommate, an ex-lover, a co-worker?

			Reply to this email with their full name and something bad will happen to them.

			Forward this message to everyone on your contact list to make the person you hate suffer an even worse fate.”

			Brian’s eyes lingered on the message. It was a curious creation – certainly retaining the chain letter aesthetic but with a malicious twist. Still, it wasn’t interesting enough to be the distraction Brian was hoping for. Just some poorly crafted prank that left him wanting. 

			Brian closed the email and sighed. The rest of his day would feel like an eternity now that all the decent distractions were eaten up in the first half.

			* * *

			In the back of a cramped conference room, Brian sat, enduring the palpable tension of his co-workers as they attended their monthly performance meeting. Their department head, Dianne, sat at the front of the room. She was a portly woman, squeezed into a frilly blouse and a black knee-high skirt that stretched across her thighs near to the point of stitches popping. She conducted the meeting, drawing the attention of the advisors to various projected graphs and figures that, more often than not, featured Brian’s name – the primary reason for the tension in the room. He hated the attention, trying to draw as little of it to himself as he could. 

			“And again,” Dianne said, referring to the projected graph, “our biggest contract of the month was closed by Brian.” She beamed proudly in his direction, dragging the eyes of everyone to him. Scowls crossed every unremarkable face in the room as they stared him down in the back corner of the room. 

			It was an odd feeling, being hated because of his success. Brian felt that everyone could have a running chance at topping the sales charts if they tried at least a little – hell, Brian could do this job in his sleep. That was the exact reason he needed something more to throw himself into. So he bided his time until the awkward meeting was over to sneak in a quick chat with Dianne. 

			As the bodies all filtered out of the room, glaring at Brian as he passed, Dianne packed her things and readied her own exit. He approached her as she was slipping her laptop into its bag.

			“Dianne,” he said, “could I have a minute?” 

			“Of course.” She looked surprised that he was still in the room. “What can I do for you?”

			“The Regional Manager position, I saw that there was a posting from HR about a vacancy. I submitted my name for the position but the application requires supervisory approval in order for consideration.”

			Dianne nodded, a considering look on her face. 

			“I did see a request come through to my desk. I must say, I was taken aback. You haven’t been with the department long.” 

			“That’s true, but I think that, in my time, I’ve shown what I’m capable of and that I’m ready for more responsibility – more challenge.” 

			“You certainly have,” Dianne chortled. “My team’s numbers have never been this good. However, I feel like it’s not the right time.”

			Brian’s heart dipped. He swallowed, blinking rapidly while thinking what possible problem she could have. 

			“I’ve done a good deal for the department. If it’s a tenure thing, I’m sure HR would have notified me.” 

			Dianne shook her head. A faux-remorseful look crossed her face. 

			“No, no – nothing like that. I think you’d be a wonderful fit for the role, and the firm never stands in the way of self-starters like yourself over something silly like tenure. I just feel like you could benefit from staying in the department for a little while longer so you can really make a name for yourself with the figures you pull in.” 

			“What’s a ‘little while longer’?” Brian asked, frustrated with the ambiguity.

			Dianne’s eyes drifted up in her skull as she pressed a pudgy finger to her chin in thought.

			“I’d say around February would be a good time,” she said. 

			How specific. 

			“That timeline wouldn’t have anything to do with the annual performance bonuses, would it?” Brian asked through his clenched jaw. 

			“Oh my, I hadn’t even considered that,” Dianne replied, not at all convincingly. “You are making me the envy of the other team leaders though. Best numbers we’ve had in a long time.” 

			Brian’s pulse shot up at the reply. “Are you telling me that you’re actively blocking me from advancing because you’ll get a bigger bonus at the end of the year if I stay?” 

			“I never said anything of the sort,” she snapped. “How dare you accuse me of something so petty?” 

			All words of rebuttal scrambled in Brian’s mind. His mouth opened and closed several times. He wanted to scream but, despite his desire for a well-deserved outburst, he still needed her endorsement.

			As if answering his dilemma, Dianne finished packing her things in a huffy manner.

			“This conversation alone shows me that you need more time to grow in your role. I will not be approving the application. I will inform HR when I return to my desk.”

			She swerved around Brian, leaving him standing in the empty conference room, his own anger smoldering to frustrating defeat. 

			* * *

			Brian returned to his office in a lingering fog of disbelief. Any motivation he’d had was siphoned out of him during his talk with Dianne. He needed a distraction. Instinctively, he returned to his junk mail, praying there would be something new to occupy his time. He did have new junk mail – all of them replies from his co-workers to the chain letter from earlier that day. All of them bearing Brian’s name. In that moment of rock bottom, the only thing Brian could think was how unprofessional it was that they chose to Reply All.

			His haze carried him through the afternoon and into the early evening. Having given up on his junk mail and reverting instead to his phone, Brian spent the day perusing jobs outside his consulting firm worth applying for. It wasn’t until the sun had nearly set that he realized he should have packed up and left almost an hour ago. He sighed, switching his SAD lamp and his monitor off before standing up and pulling his sport coat from the back of his chair. He heard a click from the door as he pulled his arms through the sleeves.

			“I figured you would have gone home by now,” Brian said, assuming it was Amanda at the door.

			Instead, he saw a man wearing a casual charcoal suit standing in his office. He was young with short, dirty-blond hair. His features were sharp and handsome, looking as though he were plucked from a magazine cologne ad.

			Brian’s brow furrowed. Was there a meeting he’d forgottten about? The man certainly fit the bill of a young entrepreneur with money to spend on a consulting firm. Brian’s mouth started to open but he was cut short.

			“Brian Lachey, right?” the young man asked.

			Curiosity crossed Brian’s face. “I’m sorry, did we have a meeting scheduled?”

			“No, I’m here to collect you for an interview.”

			Brian’s heart skipped at the answer. Had Dianne had a change of heart? He certainly wasn’t prepared for an interview but he had a knack for winging things like that.

			“O-oh, of course,” Brian stammered excitedly. 

			He moved around his desk to follow the man from his office, shutting the door on the way out. The pair entered into the grid of cubicles beyond and made their way to the elevators at the other end of the floor.

			“Oh, I forgot to introduce myself – my name is Dallas,” the man said, spinning quickly to offer Brian a warm smile and a hand. 

			He took it and gave it a sharp shake. “Pleased to meet you,” he said as he straightened his tie. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around before. What department do you work in?” He stuffed his shirt into his belt. 

			They reached the elevator and Dallas pressed the down button.

			“Oh, I don’t work here,” Dallas replied pointedly. 

			A dull ding chimed from the elevator. Instead of the car, the doors opened to a wall of brilliant, writhing white, like slow licking flames bleached of their color. The light spilled out from the elevator, blinding Brian for a moment. He stopped at the door. His brow creased and he reassessed Dallas and the scene before him. 

			“What the hell is this?” he demanded.

			Dallas laughed through his nose. “Interesting choice of words,” he replied. “I told you, I’m bringing you to an interview.” 

			Brian studied the man. He seemed to be enjoying himself, toying with Brian. 

			“I think I’ll take the stairs,” Brian said, turning to the doors that led to the stairwell. 

			Dallas shrugged. “Works for me.” 

			The door swung open as Brian approached, revealing the same wall of white beyond. Brian was unable to act quick enough, feeling a firm palm press him between the shoulder blades, shoving him through the screen of flames. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Brian tumbled forward, feeling as though he had been pushed through a sheer of curtains – if those curtains had been set on fire. Once he regained his footing, he looked up to see that he was standing inside a foyer the size of a private hangar. The floors were black marble with three ivory pillars on either wing, creating a perimeter for the room. The pillars connected in arches that supported the domed ceiling. There were no windows – only a small leather sectional couch to one side and a bare half-size magazine rack next to it. At the end of the room was a large, semicircular desk. A massive double door was on either side of the desk.

			Brian felt a firm clap on his back. Dallas smiled warmly and nudged him forward into the foyer. Brian felt uneasy and confused; there seemed nowhere to go but forward. As the pair walked toward the receptionist’s desk, Brian’s head swiveled slowly to take in the whole room. It felt like a void had swallowed him whole. 

			“We late?” Dallas asked as they arrived at the desk. 

			The girl behind the desk snapped her chewing gum and looked at Dallas with wide, green eyes. 

			“Shouldn’t you know that?” she replied with a sassy tone. 

			“You’re the worst,” Dallas said as he ushered Brian around the desk toward the double doors on the right. “That’s my sister,” Dallas clarified. “She’s the worst.” 

			Brian’s gaze lingered on the girl as they strode past. Surprisingly, he noticed hers lingering on him in kind. They arrived in front of the doors and Dallas took a step back. Confused, Brian turned to look at him.

			“What now?” he asked. 

			Dallas gave him a baffled look. “Go in,” he said, motioning with his arm.

			The doors opened into a crisp, white room. The space was brightly lit from seemingly everywhere and nowhere. The adornments were minimal. A small filing cabinet stood in the far-right corner behind a large white marble desk covered in papers. A white armchair with gold embellishments sat on the opposite side of the desk. In the chair was a woman dressed in business attire – a sport coat with three-quarter sleeves and a plain white shirt underneath with a single glossy black button at the collar – she hadn’t looked up at all from her desk when Brian entered. 

			Still, Brian was stunned when he saw her. Her porcelain skin was flawless against the long, straight, chestnut hair pinned up, save for long bangs that framed her face. The woman looked up from the papers that she was buried in atop her desk. Her smoky gray-blue eyes caught Brian, making his heart skip for the briefest of moments. A curious smile crossed her face as though she could hear the arrhythmic fumble in his chest. 

			“You must be Brian,” she said. 

			Her voice was like silk. 

			Brian swallowed the lump in his throat. “I am.”

			The woman smiled softly and placed the papers she had been examining onto the desk before her. She pushed her chair back and rose to her feet. Brian was treated to the remainder of her ensemble – a tight black skirt that fell just above the knee, completing her professional, yet alluring, business attire. The click-clack of her shoes across the floor echoed against the walls as she approached. Brian began to awkwardly shift his weight where he stood in an attempt to shake his nerves. 

			She extended her hand to Brian. “You can call me Lucy,” she said as Brian took her hand. 

			“Pleasure. Now, can you please tell me why I’m here?” Brian asked, attempting to maintain his composure in the woman’s presence. 

			Lucy’s eyebrow cocked. She released her grip slightly. “Did Dallas not explain to you?” 

			“Not exactly,” Brian said. “He said I was here for a job interview. One which I do not recall ever receiving any indication of or submitting my candidacy for.” 

			“Stop trying to use so many words to look smart. It makes you sound pretentious,” Lucy said. “That’s probably why no one at work likes you.”

			Brian was taken aback. How did she know no one at work liked him?

			Lucy sighed and walked back to her desk. She propped herself up on one arm while reaching to press a button on a small intercom on the desk. Brian noticed her figure was presented clearly while poised against her desk.

			“Dahlia,” Lucy said. 

			“Yess’um?”

			Brian recognized the voice of the girl who sat in the main foyer.

			“Is Dallas still there?”

			“Yeah. Why, do you need him?”

			“Need is a strong word. Can you send him in?”

			“No prob, Bob.” 

			The door behind Brian swung open once more and Dallas entered the room. 

			“Yes?” 

			“Sit,” Lucy said as she pointed to a chair behind the desk that hadn’t been there a moment ago. 

			Dallas sighed dramatically and hung his head, reluctantly plopping down like a scolded toddler. 

			Lucy’s eyes left Dallas and returned to Brian.

			“Apologies for the confusion,” she said. “Part of the reason you’re here is because it’s hard to find good help these days.” She shot a disapproving look backward at Dallas. “Please, have a seat.” 

			She motioned behind Brian to another chair that also had not been there a moment ago. Brian’s head whipped back around to look at Lucy, who motioned with her hand once more, seemingly understanding Brian’s confusion about the sudden appearance of the chair. Brian slowly sat as Lucy walked to the front of her desk and leaned her weight against it.

			“Let’s try this again, shall we?” Lucy started. “You can call me Lucy. This,” she jerked her head to motion behind her, “is my idiotic son, Dallas.”

			“Pleasure,” Brian said.

			“Dallas, would you care to explain to Brian why he’s here?” Lucy said, her eyes refusing to leave Brian’s. 

			Dallas let out a loud and obviously irritated sigh of reluctance from the corner of the room. “Your co-workers want you dead,” he said bluntly. 

			It took a moment for the words to register under the weight of Lucy’s eyes on his. As they sank in, Brian’s blinking doubled in frequency.

			The only words that he could formulate tumbled from his mouth as if they’d tripped accidentally on the way from his brain. “M-my…what?” 

			Dallas leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on his knees. He stared Brian directly in the eyes. 

			“Your co-workers. 

			Want. 

			You. 

			Dead.”

			“Why? What? That’s ridiculous. How do you know?” Brian asked, still dumbfounded. 

			Dallas looked a mixture of annoyed and confused. “Didn’t you get my email? They definitely did. Your name came rolling in loads of times.” 

			Brian’s head was spinning but finally landed on the only word that he’d heard in the last ten minutes that made sense – email.

			“You mean that dumb chain letter?” Brian asked. 

			Dallas’s face scrunched up in annoyance. “Dumb? Dumb!?” Dallas became flustered at the unintentional insult. “Well, it got you here, didn’t it? How dumb could it be?” 

			Dallas’s comment brought Brian to his senses once more.

			“And where is here exactly?” 

			He looked at Dallas but thought better of it and directed his gaze instead to Lucy. 

			“Hell,” Lucy punctuated.

			Silence filled the room for an excruciating length of time. Brian attempted to swallow a lump in his throat. He then tried three more times after the first didn’t take. 

			“Hell,” he repeated. 

			His eyes connected with Lucy’s, to which she responded with a carefree shrug. 

			“If this is Hell,” Brian said hesitantly, “then who does that make you?” 

			His eyes lingered on Lucy’s. 

			She shrugged once more as if it was a silly question.

			“Isn’t that obvious? I’m the Devil.” 

			So nonchalant. 

			“The Devil,” Brian echoed. 

			Lucy rolled her eyes.

			“The Devil, Satan, the Prince of Darkness, Lucifer. You people have given me so many names. Take your pick.”

			“Lucy?” Brian’s head tilted slightly.

			Lucy chuckled to herself.

			“I thought you’d like that. Clever, isn’t it? I’ve been using it for a few centuries now.”

			Brian was still lost amidst the seemingly obvious reveal. 

			“Aren’t you supposed to be a man?” Brian blurted, with instant regret. 

			“I don’t have a gender. My appearance is based entirely on what my perceiver would find most tempting.” 

			Brian’s face reddened as Lucy finished her sentence. No wonder he was so drawn to her. 

			Lucy saw the revelation dawning across Brian’s face. She looked down at herself – bosom on display as she propped herself up on her desk. A venomous smirk crossed her lips. 

			“I have to say, the body and physical features your subconscious gave me to work with are nice, but I’m wondering where the business-professional-fetish comes from. Are you that consumed by work that you imagine ‘sexy’ as ‘pencil skirt and blazer’?”

			“Uhh….” Brian was at a loss for words. 

			Criticism aside, Lucy’s words were right on the money. Brian was so wrapped up with work that he lost something inside him – a drive that was there, once upon a time, something that had been slowly replaced by the stifling day-to-day of his office and the people and building surrounding it. He no longer had a personality; he was just an employee number that called itself Brian. 

			Hot on the trail of his mortifying revelation came something he’d forgotten about long ago. 

			Passion. 

			He was once bright-eyed and passionate, but every inaudible second that passed within the walls of his office wore away at him like water on a cliffside, making him complacent. All at once, Brian was suddenly very unhappy with himself. He was unhappy with how his work had taken over his life. He was unhappy being made a tool for someone else’s profit.

			He was unhappy. 

			Period. 

			The pink drained from his cheeks and he looked up at Lucy, too busy still admiring her own assets to take notice.

			“You mentioned I was here for a job interview, right?” Brian asked. 

			Lucy suddenly came to her senses and turned her attention to Brian. She pushed herself from the perch at the edge of her desk and walked to the chair behind, pulling the pin from her hair and letting chestnut locks fall. She looked down at her desk and shuffled some folders, searching for a specific file. 

			“Tell him about the email, Dallas,” Lucy said, keeping her gaze on the desk. 

			Dallas stood from his seat and began to pace slowly. 

			“The email was a bit of genius on my part,” he said with pride and a hint of spite laced into the word ‘genius’ directed at Brian. “We make good on our promise – something bad happens to the person named in the reply of the email. However, by naming someone, the respondent is willfully committing an act that would harm another human. That kind of act is money in the bank for us.” 

			Brian’s eyebrow rose. 

			“You mean money metaphorically, right? I don’t see the Devil, or even Hell for that matter, suffering from financial dependency.” Brian looked from Dallas to Lucy. Neither seemed to reject the notion. “Wait, you’re kidding me. Hell runs on money?” 

			“It’s not that simple,” Dallas said defensively. 

			Lucy raised her hand to silence Dallas. “We do have a currency, of sorts. Something a bit more metaphysical than you’re used to. Hell runs on the energy of corrupted souls.”  

			She reached over to a folder that lay on her desk. She opened it and leafed through a few pages. 

			“You have an impressive track record, Brian,” she said. “You’ve taken on some very menial projects and bolstered them to S&P 500 levels—” 

			“The fact that you even know what that is—”

			“—and all for what?” Lucy said as she snapped the folder shut and directed her smoky-blue gaze at him. 

			Brian swallowed the lump that had been slowly reclaiming its territory in his throat. 

			“What do you mean?” he asked. 

			“You’re good at what you do, but you get nothing out of it other than just being good at it. The work isn’t rewarding anymore, I can tell. Why is that?” Lucy’s question dug into him. 

			Brian hesitated but he knew the reason. He felt like she already did, too. 

			“My boss knows that I’m good at what I do. That means losing me to a promotion would mean she loses a strong performer on her team. It impacts her paycheck. The other advisors that work with me aren’t nearly as good as I am. Not to boast, but they just don’t see the details like I do.” 

			“And that’s why you’re here,” she said. 

			She opened the folder again briefly and slid out a single page before closing it once more. 

			“If we’re counting your co-workers alone, there were fourteen responses to Dallas’s email with your name on it.” 

			Brian’s heart sank. His department only had sixteen people in it, including him. 

			“Your file came across my desk to approve whatever terrible fate you had in store at the hands of those in your office. However, because of your talents, I am considering forgetting you were ever named – if we can come to some kind of…arrangement.” 

			“What sort of arrangement?” Brian asked.

			“A business agreement. More accurately, a job offer,” Lucy said bluntly. “I want you to work your magic on Hell and get us running as efficiently and cost-effectively as possible. Better than that, I want Hell to be profitable.” 

			“Otherwise I meet some terrible fate as it was intended?” 

			Brian was not thrilled by being blackmailed into working for the Devil. 

			“That goes without saying, but I think we can sweeten the deal for you,” Lucy said. 

			She opened the folder once more and slid out a package of papers, handing them to Brian.

			“What is this?” he asked as he took hold of the stack. 

			“Incentive,” Lucy said. “Meaning. Purpose. Drive. Whatever you want to call it, really.” 

			Brian looked down and realized that he was holding a contract.

			“An employment contract?”

			“The long and short of it is that I’m looking for a suitable heir. Someone who can handle the day-to-day. Show me you can do that, and I’ll make you my successor.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Brian’s mind went blank. Lucy leaned forward, trying to get into his line of sight. She snapped her fingers in front of his face. His vision scrambled in his head as it focused again. He looked at Lucy with a blank stare. 

			“I don’t think I understand,” he said feebly. 

			Lucy gave him a sympathetic, if not patronizing, smile. 

			“What’s to understand? You do the job, you get to rule Hell. It’s that simple.” 

			“Isn’t everything more complicated when dealing with the Devil? Isn’t that how these things go?” 

			Brian flipped through the contract in his hands absentmindedly, pretending that he was scanning the pages for some clause that would include his eternal damnation or some such punishment upon completion. Realistically, he wasn’t reading a single word – comprehending written language was a lot to ask of his brain at that moment.  

			Her hand rested on his to stop his frantic flipping of pages. He looked up to see Lucy smiling warmly. 

			“Let’s take a walk,” she said.

			The pair left the office through the foyer. Brian caught a glimpse of Dahlia seeming overly curious about their impromptu adventure. Her green eyes lingered on them once more as they rounded the desk to the other set of massive double doors opposite Lucy’s office. 

			* * *

			The doors opened and, to Brian’s surprise, sunlight slipped between the cracks. The pair stepped through to an open-air walkway that looked onto a lush, green courtyard. Beyond the wrought-iron arches that framed the walkway, white stones created three paths that led to the center of the courtyard, where a beautiful ivory fountain trickled gently in the fading sunlight. For Hell, this kind of serene beauty felt out of place. 

			The fresh air seemed to help Brian’s thoughts straighten out. He resurfaced to find himself strolling casually, with Lucy looking as though she were also enjoying the fresh air and breeze. She turned to him and smiled softly. 

			“I know this might be a lot to take in,” she said as they moseyed past the archways.

			“I don’t know if I’m the gullible type but everything you’ve told me seems plausible. I know in all reality that it shouldn’t. Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth. I can’t seem to find a good enough reason to deny what you’ve told me.” Brian motioned to the fountain in the courtyard. “Except maybe this.” 

			Lucy chuckled. “Good deduction, Sherlock,” she teased. “Hell used to look a lot different once upon a time. Just like your world, however, times change. Besides, just because this is Hell doesn’t mean it can’t be beautiful. It’s you humans who painted this place to be fire, brimstone, and corpses.” She stopped and leaned on an open archway to gaze at the fountain. “Why would I want to see something like that every day? I’d rather experience beauty. “That’s why I’m offering you this opportunity.” She turned her attention to Brian. “I have run this place for longer than I care to admit but, like any business owner, I eventually want to retire. I want to enjoy other beauties out there instead of constantly having to worry about whether Hell is freezing over without me fanning the flames.” 

			“So, this is your retirement strategy? Have someone you were supposed to kill run your company instead?” Brian asked skeptically. 

			Lucy waved the comment aside. “It was a stroke of fate that your folder came across my desk. After some review, I think you’ll be the perfect man for the job.”  

			She reached to Brian’s hand, still grasping the contract she’d handed him. She lifted his hand up to his chest and firmly pressed the pages into his body. 

			“I understand your hesitation. If I hadn’t seen the things I’ve seen and done the things I’ve done, I’d probably hesitate as well. Take the night. Read over the contract. Let me know in the morning how you feel.” 

			The pair started walking back to the foyer in silence. Brian’s head was still buzzing with all the possibilities. All the questions. All the fantastical things he had just been a part of. He wasn’t sure if a night would be enough time for him to digest everything. 

			The sky above the courtyard had slowly tinted pink and orange by the time they reached the double doors again. Brian’s eyes lingered on the contract that was still pressed at his chest.

			“I guess I’ll take this home and give it a once-over, then,” he said. 

			Lucy smiled and pushed open one of the doors enough to bellow through the gap, “Dahlia, can you bring Brian to his room, please?” 

			As quickly as if she’d been waiting behind the other door, Dahlia came bobbing through with a bright smile. Her dirty-blonde locks glimmered in the setting sun. She was taller than Brian thought, though it was hard to gauge someone’s height when they were sitting behind a desk. It’s also hard to see someone’s curves behind a desk – curves now very visible in a simple, tight black and white dress. 

			Brian curbed the thought as he remembered that she was Dallas’s sister. 

			The Devil’s daughter. 

			She too could be manipulating her appearance to appeal to him – though he wondered why she and Lucy would look so different if that were the case. 

			Brian’s ears finally reconnected to his brain and registered Lucy’s request to Dahlia.

			“Wait, ‘my room’?” 

			“You can stay here for the night. I’ve had a room prepared for you – clothes, toiletries, mini-bar – the works.” Lucy slipped past Dahlia and made her way through the door back to the foyer. “I insist!” she said without a backward glance, anticipating Brian’s refusal. 

			The door shut and he and Dahlia stood alone, bathing in the glow of the sunset. 

			Dahlia took Brian’s arm and directed him down the walkway. They walked past the courtyard and into a building that felt like a mix between a church and a hotel. Dahlia’s eyes had not left Brian through a sideways stare since they began their journey. He was unsure of what she found so fascinating.

			“Is there something on my face?” he finally said. 

			Dahlia seemed to realize that she had been staring and went a shade of sunset that was impossible behind closed doors. 

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to stare,” she said innocently. “It’s not often you see humans down here. Well, not for long at least.” 

			The sentiment brought Brian back to the reality of his current location.

			“Right, this is Hell. Humans are probably carted off to some eternal damnation or evil pit of despair or something, right?” 

			Dahlia giggled, which, Brian found, was both off-putting and slightly endearing. 

			“No, humans don’t come down here like that. We get souls, or fragments of souls. The humans we do get are usually overnight guests of my mother’s. The others that are in for longer stays aren’t humans for very long. They become Hellions shortly after.” 

			“What exactly is a Hellion?” 

			“They’re sort of like our…employees.” Dahlia looked unsure whether that was a good way to describe them. 

			Brian’s eyebrow rose. “I thought Hell would have demons or ghouls or something.” 

			Dahlia seemed slightly offended by the comment. “A long time ago we did. That was before I was around. From what I’ve heard, they didn’t make for good underlings; they were more of a hassle than a help. Hellions are different. They’re humans that have pledged their services to work for Hell.” 

			“Do they still look like humans?”

			“Sort of,” Dahlia said, struggling to explain further, “except…different. They are humanoid in a sense but they feel different.” Her face scrunched up. 

			Brian was not sure if she was struggling to put words to their features or if she was irked by them. There was so much vernacular that Brian had to learn if, he thought, he was to take the job. The contract in his hand felt heavier at the thought, reminding him that it was still there.

			“This really is Hell, isn’t it?” he asked rhetorically. 

			Dahlia brightened back up at the question. “Not what you were expecting, right?” 

			“How could you tell?” Brian chuckled faintly. 

			Dahlia shrugged innocently and took in their surroundings. They had reached a heavy wooden door with a black iron knocker in the center. Opposite the door was a large window that overlooked the fountain in the courtyard. The sun had almost disappeared, bathing the hallway in a rich violet. 

			“I wouldn’t expect it to look like this if I grew up where you did. Your world makes this place sound like a nightmare.” 

			Dahlia nudged the large door open with surprising ease. Brian looked into the room. A large, fluffy bed framed by a small night table on either side took up the majority of the floor space. Off to the side was a large armchair, similar to Lucy’s, next to a crackling fireplace that illuminated the room in a soft, welcoming glow. A heavy wooden wardrobe sat on the opposite wall next to the doorway for an en-suite lavatory. 

			“We have most things that the human world does. I even had a puppy when I was a kid. You’ll see, it’s not so bad here.” 

			“I’m starting to see that,” he said, staring at the inviting softness of the bed. 

			Dahlia smiled and stepped back from the doorway so that Brian could enter. 

			“Looks like you’ve got some reading to do, then,” she said. “I’ll leave you to it. The mini-bar is part of the night table, in case you need some liquid comfort.” 

			Brian entered the room, turned and smiled at her. She beamed back brightly before tugging the door closed by the iron knocker. Her voice slipped through just as the door clacked shut against the frame. 

			“Sweet dreams.”

			* * *

			Brian stood for a moment at the door. His weary form was being drawn in by the plushness of the bed and further enticed by the soft crackling of the fire. The smell of the burning wood lightly wrapped him in a comforting release. He turned and slowly made his way to the fluffy mound. His body felt heavy. He wasn’t sure if he was really as tired as he felt or if his brain had overloaded and wasn’t sure how to convey his proper state of being at that moment. 

			He took a single step before flopping face-first onto the mattress; the contract in his hand hit the foot of the bed frame. He looked down at the package with tired eyes. This was the first time he was able to fully take in anything that was printed on the pages. The longer he looked down at the cover sheet, the faster sleep peeled away from his eyes. An opportunity.

			That’s what he had in his hand. However, how legitimate of an opportunity was still to be seen. Brian got up and walked away from the bed. Finding the armchair next to the fire, he dropped down onto the seat and started doing what he did best – he got to work. 

			* * *

			What felt like hours passed and Brian hadn’t moved from where he first landed in the chair. He made the last few markings on the contract with a pen he had in his coat’s breast pocket and closed the package of documents. It hadn’t been the worst contract he’d seen before, but it definitely had some room for improvement. 

			The fire crackled softly in the background. Brian was unsurprised that he didn’t need to put another log on during the hours he sat and delved into the contract. If this place could make chairs disappear and reappear, what’s an additional fire log or two? 

			He stood from his seat, feeling the muscles in his legs groan back to life. He walked across the room and gripped the handle of the door, opening it to clear moonlight in the hall beyond. The window parallel to his door glittered in the light, casting intricate shadows of the wrought-iron frame that held the panes in place. The fountain of the courtyard below trickled calmly in the moonlight and, for just a moment, Brian had forgotten where he was. He chuckled to himself as Dahlia’s words snuck to the forefront of his mind:

			It’s not so bad here.
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