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HELL’S CALLING
   
She never meant to sell her soul… least of all to Lucifer.
The devil has taken her sister. Now she's going to bring her back.
Luckily, she's not alone.
An angel with a dark past.
A wolf with anger issues.
A hellhound who's actually quite cuddly.
Yes, this is a journey into hell. Grab your tissues and snacks for this will be a rollercoaster into darkness.
A reverse harem based on Dante's Inferno, but with a kickass heroine instead of a lovesick old poet.



To Dante: You're a genius. Sorry for calling you a lovesick old poet in the blurb.
    





PROLOGUE
   
T  he devil is supposed to have horns and a tail, not look like a hot guy in a tight-fitting suit. His eyes should have given it away, but I wasn’t looking at them. I was looking at the floor because I was ashamed to even be in that office. It’s a place where only a certain type of person comes. The ones who don’t have anything to lose.
But of course it didn’t work out. Life isn’t fair. How was I supposed to know that he wasn't human? That he was out for my soul?
In desperation, people do a lot of crazy things. Like me. I’m desperate, and I have been for a long time. Being poor does that to you. And if the choice is between feeding my baby sister and doing something stupid, I’ll always do the latter.
“You signed the contract,” the bulky man in front of me repeats, staring me down. I don’t budge. I’m all that stands between him and Tris, and he’s getting nowhere near her. Our home isn’t much, a simple room in a shelter containing nothing but a wobbly wardrobe and a bunk bed, but it’s our sanctuary. This man is threatening it and I’m not letting him get away with it, even though he’s three times as wide as me.
He sighs deeply and points his stubby finger on the paper, showing where I signed. My signature is wiggly; it’s obvious how much I didn’t actually want to sign the contract. But I did, and now he’s here to collect.
“I’m needed here. Please go,” I say in my most determined voice. There’s a slight shake to it, but I’m hoping the man won’t notice.
“You signed the contract,” he replies, for the fourth or fifth time.
“Yes, and I didn’t know you’d be coming so soon. He told me it would be decades. Long enough for my sister to grow up.”
He stabs his finger on the parchment again.
“It doesn’t say when on here. He calls, you come. That’s what the contract says.”
"But I can't!"
"You signed, you come." His face is as dispassionate as always. I wonder if Luke chooses his goons to be expressionless as well as brainless.
"I've done everything he's asked of me! Surely he needs me here? I can't leave, I just can't."
Of course, Tris chooses that moment to start crying. It must be one of her nightmares. I cringe as the man's eyes flick to the room behind me.
"You've got a kid?" he asks, this time almost showing a trace of interest in his dark eyes.
"Sister," I say through clenched teeth, my fingers gripping the doorframe hard enough to turn my knuckles white. I'm tempted to run inside and grab my knife, but I know he'd probably catch me before I could get it out of my bag. Usually, the knife stays under my pillow when I'm home, but I haven’t had time to unpack my things yet.
Wouldn't it be ironic if I killed Luke's goon with the knife the devil himself gave me? I've not killed before, he would be the first. But my sister is here with me, and I'm not going to endanger her in any way. She's the reason I'm doing all this. If she woke up and saw me, the real me... no, that cannot happen. To her, I'm still the old Ciera, the caring older sister who never did anything wrong. Someone to look up to. No, I'm definitely no role model anymore. I've done terrible things to survive, most of them in Luke's employ. I did them because I thought it would keep him from calling in his final favour.
"Say your goodbyes," the man tells me and I glare at him defiantly.
"I'm not going to say goodbye. She's three, how is she supposed to survive without me?!"
"Not my problem. You signed the contract."
"Tell him I'll do other things. I'll do twice as many missions as it says on there."
I know how pathetic I sound, but I have to try and get out of this. It's not as if I didn't read the small print, I just believed in what Luke told me more. I believed that I had time, because that's what he said. But he lied. Figures, he's the devil.
"He wants you now. No more arguing. Say goodbye or not, I don't care. We're leaving."
He grabs my arm and turns to leave, expecting me to follow him like a good little girl. As if.
I kick him from behind, my foot hitting the back of his knee. He grunts but doesn't let go of my arm, on the contrary, he begins to grip it painfully hard.
"Let go," I groan in pain and anger. If only I had my knife here, or one of my other weapons, but the knife’s in my bag and I keep the others locked up, out of Tris's reach. Sharp things aren't good for a three-year-old to play with.
"Stop struggling."
He drags me along the corridor, ignoring the kicks I'm giving his legs.
"HELP!" I shout, hoping that the shelter isn't abandoned like it usually is during the day. My sister and I are the only ones allowed to stay, the others have to queue each night in the hope to get a bed.
"Nobody here," he chuckles. "Nobody here to save you."
That makes me struggle even more. My sister is crying again, her voice getting ever more quiet as he drags me further away from her.
No, he's not going to take me. Tris needs me.
Without thinking, I rip the long wooden needle that's holding my curls in place out of my hair and slam it into his back. It splinters and pain floods my hand. It didn't work. Either his clothes are too thick or he's wearing some kind of protective vest underneath. The only thing I've achieved is pissing him off.
He roars and slams me against the wall behind me. It knocks the wind out of my lungs and I sink to the floor, wincing. He leans down to me, his almost black eyes wide with anger.
"You should have read the small print," he whispers before something hard knocks against my forehead and everything goes dark.





CHAPTER 1
   
A  gentle touch presses against my forehead bringing me back into the present.
“Ciera, child, are you okay?”
My eyes flutter open at the sound of a familiar voice that echoes around my brain.
Peering down at me is Noella, another regular at the shelter. Her kind brown eyes are surrounded by wrinkles, deepened further by her fear that I might be hurt. I sit up abruptly, forcing Noella back. She wobbles slightly on arthritic ankles and I catch her elbow, supporting her so she doesn’t fall backwards, but she stumbles and falls to the ground.
“Where’s Tris?” I ask, clambering to my feet. I ignore the woozy feeling and the urge to throw up what little breakfast I had this morning. The usual dim lights in the hallway are too bright suddenly and black spots pinprick my vision as I steady myself against the wall. I take a deep breath, forcing away another looming blackout.
Noella doesn’t answer me straight away. Instead she holds her hand up, requesting my help back to her feet. I clutch at her hand, pulling her upwards. She is tiny, bent with age, poverty and a hard life lived on the streets. I see my future in her.
“He left this…” Noella says, her bent fingers unfurling painfully. In her hand is a piece of parchment. I see Luke’s insignia before anything else. The number 666, coiled around it is a snake that is eating its own tail.
“I’m sorry, Ciera. There was nothing I could do.”
I snatch the parchment from her hand, ignoring her look of sorrow, and read. With every word, my heart shatters. This time I cannot prevent the nausea from rising up my throat. My stomach empties on the floor.
“This can’t be real. I’m still dreaming. I have to be,” I say, wiping a shaking hand over my mouth.
Noella shakes her head. “I’m sorry. She’s gone.”
A scream of rage rips from my mouth. I twirl on my feet and run back into our room.
“Tris, TRIS! Where are you?” I run to our bed, pulling the sheet from the bottom bunk where she sleeps. All that’s left behind is her teddy; a small dog-eared brown bear I found in a dumpster when she was two. It’s the only toy she’s ever had and she doesn’t go anywhere without it. I pick it up and clutch it against my chest, burying my face into it to draw in her smell. Inside, my heart shatters that little bit more.
Noella rests her hand on my arm and squeezes gently. “You made a deal, didn’t you?”
I turn slowly to face her, my head bowed, ashamed. “I did it to keep her safe. I did it for Tris. He lied. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. It was supposed to me. Not her.”
Noella’s warm fingers lift my chin. I blink back the tears, they won’t help me or Tris now.
“I know, child. I know what this has cost you. What it will cost you…”
“I have to find her. Bring her home. I will take her place. She’s only three, Noella. She’ll be so frightened. What have I done?”
Noella considers me a moment, her dark eyes assessing mine. I feel uncomfortable under her gaze. After a beat she speaks.
“There is a way,” she says, her hand dropping from my chin. I snatch at it, squeezing it hard. She winces, but I don’t let go.
“Tell me.”
Noella remains quiet, her crinkled mouth pursed shut now.
“Tell me, Noella, or so help me…” I threaten, squeezing her hand harder. A few months ago I would never have dreamed of hurting anyone, especially someone old and frail like Noella, someone kind. I have changed. I have done things that would turn even the kindest, most forgiving person against me. I’m not a good person. Noella knows it. My eyes flick to the rucksack containing my knife, Luke’s knife actually, given it’s really his.
“There’s no need for violence, Ciera. I want to help you. I want to help your sister. I shall tell you what you need to know. But this won’t be easy. You will need help, and there is only one person I know of who can help you now.”
“Tell me,” I repeat, more gently this time. I let go of Noella’s hand and she draws it to her chest, rubbing it gently.
“You must find the light within the Dark Woods, only then will you be able to enter the place which only the damned can walk.”
My eyebrows pull together in confusion. Light within the Dark Woods? What is she talking about?
“Where are these woods you speak of? What light do you mean? Noella, I don’t have time for riddles. Just tell me how I can help my sister!” I can’t help but shout, fear making me scared, making me panic. Knowing how frightened Tris must be makes my own fear a thousand times worse. She doesn’t even have her teddy. I force away the debilitating thoughts. I must be strong. I must find her.
“You know the Dark Woods well enough, Ciera.”
“What are you talking about? I’ve never stepped out of this city, let alone visited the countryside. There are no woods around here…”
Noella cocks her head to one side, then widens her arms. “Is that so? You know this city better than anyone. Don’t tell me you’ve never come across the Dark Woods before?” She stares at me, waiting.
Realisation dawns, thwacking me over the head. “You can’t mean the old pub on Wood street? The one with the blackened windows, filled with reprobates and surrounded by dead trees and iron railings?”
“The one and only.”
“Shit.” I’ve heard the rumours about that place, about who lurks inside.
“I’ve never entered it personally. Not a place I ever wish to set foot in. I’m sorry you have to go there. But, my child, there is a light beyond the darkened windows. Seek it out. It’s the only way.”
Noella touches my arm briefly.
“Thank you,” I whisper.
“It will be arduous. You will be tested, Ciera.”
“You sound like you know something more.”
“I know enough, but this is not my journey. This is yours. If I am to give you one piece of advice, it would be this. There is light in the darkest of hearts, as there is dark in the purest of souls. Not everything is as it seems. Be safe, Ciera.” With that, Noella turns and leaves the room before I am able to question her further.
    
IT TAKES me almost two hours to reach the ramshackle pub on Wood Street. It’s nearing midnight by the time I approach the iron gates surrounding the building. The trunks of dead trees curl upwards from the ground, like rotten teeth protruding from blackened gums. There are no signs of life within the hollowed out and twisted trunks. The street itself is deathly quiet. Even the pub seems unusually tranquil. No, tranquil is not the right word.
This place is no more tranquil than the shelter I live in. This kind of silence should be feared.
My eyes take in the darkened windows, the red-brick turned black by pollution and years of grime from the car exhausts polluting the city air.
Perhaps it’s closed.
I hesitate, not certain whether to enter. My hand is holding onto the iron railing. Part of me wants to run away, the other is determined to find my sister. I close my eyes and draw in a long breath. Noella’s voice echoing in my head.
“You gonna stand there all night or are ya gonna come in?” A gravelly female voice says from the darkness. I snatch my hand away from the railing as a woman dressed in a long fur coat steps out from behind one of the trees. She has highlighted blonde hair piled up on top of her head in a loose bun. Her face is painted with thick makeup, red lipstick bleeds into the wrinkled skin about her mouth as she pulls on a cigarette. She’s probably only in her late thirties; time hasn’t treated her well.
“Is this the Dark Woods?” I ask, trying to bide some time.
The woman laughs. Actually, it’s more of a cackle than a laugh.
“Does this look like woods to you?”
“No, but…”
“This is a pub, love. Booze is consumed, drugs too if that’s what you’re after. There are also many other things you can find beyond those doors. Perhaps you’d like a little company, hmm?” she asks me.
I watch as her hand reaches down to the front of her fur coat. She slides her fingers along the join, unbuttoning it. Beneath she is wearing a leather mini-skirt, stockings and a lace bra.
I raise my eyebrows. “No, thanks. I’m here for something else.”
“Then you’d better come in, hadn’t you? That something else ain’t gonna be found out there on the street now, is it?” She winks, then places the cigarette back in her mouth but not before she runs her tongue over her crimson lip.
Yanking open the gate, I step onto the path on the other side. The woman leans against a tree watching me.
“No, no it won’t,” I say. Tris’s face fills my thoughts and I grit my teeth. If she’s beyond those doors, then that’s where I need to be and nothing and no one is going to stop me from finding her.
“I’m Tala by the way.”
I nod my head as I walk past her. “Nice to meet you, Tala,” I say politely.
She laughs again. “Many people have said many things after meeting me, nice has never been one of them.” She reaches out her hand and grips hold of my arm tightly. “I am always on the hunt for my next… client. You’d be wise not to cross paths with me again, pretty one. I may not be so nice, next time.”
I yank my arm away, narrowing my eyes at her. “Me neither,” I growl. Luke’s knife burns a hole in my back pocket.
A slow smile pulls up her lips, respect lighting her golden eyes. She doesn’t respond, simply nods her head and steps back into the shadows.
Shaken but not scared, I make my way to the door of the pub. Now that I am closer I can hear life beyond the closed doors. With one last look over my shoulder, I push open the door and step inside.





CHAPTER 2
   
Darkness greets me, slowly giving way to dim light and heavy clouds of smoke. Have these people not heard of the smoking ban yet? I stifle a cough and make my way further into the room, past men and women hugging their glasses or hugging each other. I don't have much experience with pubs; I don't have the money to go drinking. But somehow, I doubt that all pubs come with this much indecency.
A large man steps into my way and I almost bump into his wide belly. I assume he's just a drunken patron and turn to walk around him, but he suddenly grips my arms and holds me in place.
"Don't touch me," I hiss, fighting against his grip. He doesn't budge, so I do what every self-respecting girl would: I knee him in the balls. Finally, he lets go of me, clutching his crotch, and I step around him, hoping he won't follow me.
"Good hit, miss," another man whispers from my side, his smelly breath hitting my nostrils. "Want to do the same to me? I like a bit of pain."
I shudder in disgust and hurry towards the bar. It's just as dark and run-down as the rest of this place, but at least it seems safer than staying in the middle of the room.
"Yeaaah?" a woman drawls in a deep, almost masculine voice. It takes me a moment to notice that she's the bartender and that she's talking to me.
Shit, I don't have any money.
"I'm looking for someone," I begin, not quite sure how to spin this. I can't really ask her for 'the light', can I. Now that I'm here, this seems like a terrible idea. Maybe Noella was just talking nonsense.
"Aren't we all," the woman grins, exposing some very yellow teeth. "Now, what do ya want to drink?"
"Give her a pint on me," a man next to me says. I look up at him, having to crane my neck because he's incredibly tall. Seven foot at least, I'd say, or even more. His shaggy beard hides half of his face, but seeing his cold eyes is enough to show me that I really don't want anything to do with him.
"No thanks," I say quickly before the bartender can make me that drink. "I'm meeting someone."
"Am I not good enough for ya?" the man growls and puts an arm around my shoulders.
Enough is enough. I elbow him in the chest and run for it, out of the pub and into the night, ignoring the jeering drunkards who I've just provided the evening's entertainment for.
I stop just outside the pub and breathe in deep. The cool air helps to clear my mind a little, and my lungs are in sore need of oxygen after all the smoke inside.
What am I going to do now? That place really doesn't look like I'd find any answers in there. If any of the patrons have ever had any dealings with Luke, they would have been working for him, not against him.
'The light within the Dark Woods'. She definitely said within, didn't she. That would mean inside that pub. I sigh. There seems no way around another trip inside. Maybe I'm too early, maybe there will be other people there in a few hours.
I look up and down the street. Everything is quiet, the pub is the only source of noise. How do people sleep here knowing that these unsavoury characters are drinking next door? I really wouldn't want to live here, and that says a lot coming from someone currently calling a shelter her home.
I decide to walk around the pub, maybe there's a bench somewhere that I can sit on while waiting. I really don't want to stand here close to the entrance where people like the aggressive men inside will pass.
There's a simple iron gate to my right, looking like it may lead to a garden. It's unlocked and I take that as a sign to enter. The alleyway is dark and grimy, just like the rest of this area, but I still have hope that there may be a safer spot around the corner.
Just like I thought, there's a garden at the back of the pub, but it's just as desolate and dead as the trees in the street. Only gravel covers the ground, not a single leaf or blade of grass. The tree in the far corner looks like a dark skeleton against the night sky, it's whitish bark glowing ominously. No, this doesn't seem like a safe place at all.
I'm about to head back when a light suddenly appears at the other end of garden. There's a shed that I didn't see before, but now that someone has switched on the light inside, it's clearly visible. It's quite big, more than just a shed to store your tools, almost a small house.
Something makes me walk towards it; maybe it's curiosity, maybe more.
There are two windows, one on either side of the small wooden door. The left one is hidden behind old-fashioned shutters, so I sneak towards the one on the right, careful to stay in the shadows.
The light inside flickers as if it's candlelight rather than a lamp. Maybe there's no electricity in the shed?
I take off my backpack and pull out my knife and its sheath. The sheath is nothing more than several pairs of socks sewn together and attached to a belt, but it works. I wrap it around my waist, just to be sure. Who knows what awaits me here. I didn’t want to have the knife out in the open when I was exploring the pub, but now I’m on my own in the darkness and things have changed.
I crouch when I reach the window, keeping my head below the sill. Why am I even doing this, sneaking around like a criminal. I have no business being here, and I'm supposed to explore the pub, not the outbuildings.
"You can come in," a hoarse voice suddenly says above me at the same time as the window opens with a creak.
I jump back in surprise and fall flat on my arse, the gravel poking uncomfortably through my jeans. Now would be a good time to run and pretend that I wasn’t here. Whoever lives in the backyard of this dingy pub can’t be a good person to meet in the dark.
But then I look up and straight into his eyes… They are golden. Not light brown, not amber, but pure gold, with a thin circle of silver lining his light pupils. Not even those are the right colours, they’re far too bright.
Before I even look at the rest of the man’s face, I’m convinced that he isn’t human.
A few months ago, this would have shocked me, but I’ve been hanging out with Luke and his crowd for long enough to figure out that humans aren’t alone in this world. I’ve never had the chance or the confidence to ask what they all are, but their supernatural strength is enough to tell me that they aren’t like me. Luke of course is the devil, Lucifer, although he hates being called that name. The only thing that gives away his non-humanity are his red-rimmed eyes, but it’s not the same for the man in front of him.
His entire skin is glowing. Without the golden glow, he’d probably be pale, but the shine hides his true skin colour and any impurities there might be. His lips are curved in a small smile, his white teeth the only non-golden part of him. How does he walk around town looking like this? No wonder he’s hiding in a shed in the worst part of town where outcasts and misfits blend in. Not that he’d ever blend in.
I’m so mesmerised by his eyes and his glow that it takes me a moment to notice that he’s talking to me.
“Do you enjoy sitting on the floor?”
He grins, flashing his sparkling white teeth at me.
“No? Then you better come in.”
He leans out of the window, reaching out for me with one hand.
Last chance to run, Ciera, a voice in my head tells me, but I ignore it. I’m not going to run if this might be a chance to save my sister.
I take his hand, expecting him to pull me up so I can walk through the door, but he has other ideas. One second I’m outside in the backyard, the next, I’m flying through the window head-first before landing against his chest. He’s warm, I can feel his heat even through my clothes. His chest is hard with muscle, but not uncomfortable.
What the fuck? Did he just pull me through a window with enough force to prevent me from crashing against the window frame? And why am I still in his arms?
I hastily step back, ignoring how cold I suddenly feel, bereft of his warmth.
“Who are you?” I ask hastily, both to break the silence and to feel a little less awkward.
“They call me Maro,” he says in a soft but deep voice.
“And what do you call yourself?”
“Maro.” He chuckles. “Are you one of those people who take everything literally?”
I shrug. “Occasionally. What are you doing here?”
His grin grows wider. “You sneak around my house and then ask me what I’m doing here?”
I’m grasping for a snarky answer but my mind is going blank. His glow is too much, I can’t focus. How can I think when I’m looking at the most gorgeous and unusual man I’ve ever seen?
I decide not to look at him again, instead, I inspect the rough wooden floor.
“I’m looking for someone,” I say, determinedly not lifting my gaze. “Or something, maybe. Ehm…” I take a deep breath. “Do you know someone called Luke?”
Suddenly, I’m slammed against the wall behind me, something sharp pressing against my throat. Maro’s face is inches away from my own, his eyes suddenly burning with molten gold. He’s no longer smiling at me.
“Do you work for him?” he growls, the softness in his voice gone.
I try and look down to see what he’s holding against my throat, but I’m scared he might cut me if I move too much.
“No,” I reply steadily, hoping he won’t spot the lie. It’s not like I’m working for Luke voluntarily. Signing the contract with him was the only way for me and my sister to survive. It got us a permanent place in the shelter, food and enough money to occasionally buy some clothes or other necessary things for Tris. He even threw in a bus pass so I could get to my assignments without having to walk through the entire city.
“Interesting,” he mutters, still not letting me go. “You’re lying but you’re not. Explain.”
To emphasise his command, the pain on my throat increases. I’m breathing shallowly now, trying not to move my neck.
“It’s not by choice,” I reply through clenched teeth. “Let me go and I’ll tell you.”
His eyes stay fixed on mine, burning into my mind. The intensity of his gaze is making me dizzy, but I can’t even seem to blink, let alone close my eyes.
Finally, he seems satisfied and steps back, releasing me, and I get to see what was pressed against my throat.
Fuck.
He’s got bloody wings.





CHAPTER 3
   
“What the hell are those?” I say pointing to what are very clearly a pair of white, sodding wings.
“I would have thought that was pretty obvious. Perhaps you’re a little dazed by my good looks?” He smirks, folding his arms across his chest.
“Ha, not likely,” I retort. Arrogant as well as good looking then. That’s the worst kind of combination, in my opinion.
Maro laughs, the fierceness gone as quickly as it had appeared. I watch as the offending wings fold neatly away behind his back. At the bottom of one wing, I notice a drop of blood slide down the edge of a feather and fall to the wooden floor. Lifting my fingers to my neck, a warm wetness slides over my skin. Pulling my hand away I see my own blood glistening in the light, his light, I might add. He’s like a bloody lightbulb.
“You cut me!”
He glances at my fingers, then at my neck and shrugs. “It’s not a very deep cut. I just needed to check if your blood runs pure. Or, at least as pure as it can be under the circumstances. ”
“What? Why?”
“You work for Lucifer.”
“I don’t work for him. I just …”
“You just what?” He narrows his eyes at me, the brilliant gold of them sparking like fireflies in the night. “Don’t tell me, you sold your soul for more riches than you can imagine.”
“I…”
“No, wait. I know, you sold your soul for everlasting beauty!” he scoffs, stalking towards me again. I am forced back against the wall once more as he rests the palms of his hands on either side of my head, and damn it if my heart doesn’t just about beat out of my chest.
“That’s not what…” I protest, but he lifts his finger and presses it against my lips. Leaning down, his golden hair falling forward over his eyes, Maro studies me close up.
“Ivory skin, check. White-blonde hair, check. A lithe, but shapely body, check. Pretty blue eyes, no, wait,” he says, tipping his head to the side, his eyebrows pulling together in concentration. “Grey, with a hint of steel.”
“Gold, with a hint of fire,” I murmur back.
For a moment we stare at each other, caught in some kind of invisible pull. If my heart was galloping before, it’s thundering now. Frankly, I am not even sure I can remain upright, given my knees have decided to go weak on me. Then the sound of laughter coming from the pub pulls me out from under his spell and I remember why I came here.
“Tris!”
Maro steps back and gives his head a shake as though he too was just as mesmerised as I was.
“I didn’t sell my soul for money, or beauty. I sold it for my sister, for Tris. To keep a roof over her head, food in her belly, a warm bed at night. I did it to keep her safe.” I laugh bitterly, dragging the sleeve of my jumper against my neck. “Fat lot of good it did her. Tris is far from safe, now he has her.”
Maro’s eyes widen. “Lucifer has your sister?”
“Yes, that bastard sent one of his goons for me but he took my three-year-old sister instead and now I intend to get her back.”
Maro sighs. “And how do you propose on doing that? You do realise who you’re up against, don’t you? This isn’t one of the motley bunch in the Dark Woods behind us,” he says jerking a finger over his shoulder. “This is the Devil we’re talking about. D.E.V.I.L.”
“I know how to spell, and I know who I’m dealing with perfectly well, thank you very much.”
“You may think you know who you’re dealing with, but you’ve no real idea. You’re better off forgetting about her.”
“Forget my sister?!” I screech. This time it is me stalking him. Within two strides I am across the room and jabbing my finger into his chest. Rage takes over my mouth now, despite common sense urging me not to be so foolish. He’s at least a foot taller than me and as wide as a door, but it doesn’t stop the words running from my mouth.
“Don’t you dare tell me to forget about her. She’s my sister and I have protected Tris her whole life. I’m not about to walk away from her now. I won’t. I don’t care what it costs me.”
“You’d be a fool to even attempt to find your sister, least of all try and steal her from him. It’s impossible. I’m sorry,” he adds gently.
By now I am shaking in earnest, a mixture of rage and anguish running through my veins. I have to grit my teeth to stop them from chattering. “I’m not going to steal Tris, I am going to exchange my soul for hers. It was my soul he wanted so we could have a roof over our heads and safety for Tris. That was the bargain I made, this has nothing to do with her. She’s just a child.”
Maro places his large hand over mine, stilling my fingers that are still persistently jabbing into his chest.
“She will already be in the depths of Hell, Ciera.”
Ciera? I’m pretty sure I’ve not mentioned my name.
“How do you know my name? You told me yours, but I never told you mine.”
“Think of it as a gift,” Maro responds with a shrug. His nonchalance is beginning to get on my nerves.
“Look, as interesting as this is,” I say glancing at my hand still enclosed in his. “I haven’t come here for small talk. I have come to save my sister. This chit-chat is just a waste of my time. The longer I spend here with you, the further away she will be.”
“Even if you manage to find her, there is no getting out once you’ve descended.” His thumb runs over my knuckles as he give me a look of pity.
“I told you, I don’t want out. I just want to set Tris free.”
“And what makes you think Lucifer will allow that? What’s stopping him from just keeping you both? What you’re talking of, it’s impossible.”
“Nothing is impossible,” I retort, yanking my hand free. I clutch my hand to my chest as though he’s hurt me when really his touch had made me think thoughts that would do me no good if I’m to save my sister. My eyes flick to a single bed in the corner of the room, the cover pulled back and the mattress indented from his weight. It’s been a while since I’d slept with a man, three years to be precise. I snap my head back around. Stop it, Ciera.
“I came to find the light. I’m wasting time talking with you. If you can’t tell me where it is, then get out of my way so I can keep searching.” I step around Maro and head for the door. Whatever Noella had meant, it must be in the pub. I yank the door open, about to step outside.
“Wait!”
I hesitate, not turning, just waiting to see what Maro has to say.
“You’ve already found it,” he says with a deep sigh.
Slowly, I turn on my heel. If I thought Maro was bright before, then it’s nothing to the light he is giving off now. It’s so startling I have to shade my eyes from it.
“I suggest you close the door, and pull down the blinds. I don’t want any of the punters from the Dark Woods catching a glimpse.”
Snapping out of my trance, I do as he asks.
“You’re the light Noella was talking about?” I scoff. I’m not sure why I’m so surprised, I mean he has wings which in my book makes him an angel, even if he is an arrogant one. So, I guess being light goes with the territory.
“Ah, Noella sent you? It makes sense now.”
“You know her?”
“Let’s just say we have history, and leave it at that.”
“Whatever. So, Mr Lightbulb, how do I get into Hell?”
A smiles twitches at the edge of his lips, presumably my nickname amuses him.
“Well?” I press.
Maro claps his hands twice and between us a large black hole opens up in the wooden floor. I wobble on my feet, it’s gaping mouth ready to devour me. In a flash, Maro is by my side holding onto my elbow.
“Careful, falling in would be unwise. We need to wait for the steps.”
“We?”
He frowns. “I’m not letting you go there on your own.”
I look up at Maro, and this time I catch a speck of black in his Golden irises. It is fleeting, and most likely the reflection from the chasm beneath us, but it reminds me of Noella’s warning.
“There is light in the darkest of hearts, as there is dark in the purest of souls. Not everything is as it seems. Be safe, Ciera.”
Her words ring in my head as Maro takes my hand and we descend into Hell.





CHAPTER 4
   
I t takes forever to walk down the black steps into Hell. Of course, I know that we’re not actually going down. Even though I left school without any qualifications, I was a good student when I had the chance to go to lessons. I know what our planet is made out of, and that there’s definitely no Hell underneath Earth’s crust.
But still, it’s fitting that we’re going down. We’re descending into the unknown, a place I never thought I’d ever visit. Until I met Luke, Lucifer, the devil, whatever, I didn’t even believe in the existence of Hell. Now, it feels very real.
I lose all track of time, my aching thighs the only sign that we’ve been walking downstairs for far too long. Everything around us is pitch black, but Maro gives off enough light to illuminate the next few steps in front of me. Even so, I stumble several times, kept from falling only by the angel’s quick reactions.
“Almost there,” he suddenly says, even though everything looks just the same as it did an hour ago. “Prepare yourself.”
“What for?” I ask, but I put one hand on the handle of my knife. I don’t even have to think to know that I’m prepared to kill to get to my sister. Not that it matters, people in Hell should already be dead, right?
“Stepping through the gate can be unpleasant,” Maro explains.
“What gate....”
I don’t finish my question; I can see it for myself.
Finally, we have reached solid ground. With a sigh of relief, I leave the final step and walk closer to the gate, made from the same glittering dark stone as the ground. Silvery dots are dancing in the blackness, as if the night sky has been trapped in the rock.
The gate itself is a simple stone arch, it doesn’t look like a doorway to Hell at all. I can see the other side of the tunnel we’re in through it. Is it just a symbolic gate leading to yet more stairs?
“Let’s have some light,” Maro whispers and spreads his wings. I turn, surprised by the light suddenly illuminating the cavern, but avert my eyes when I see how bright he’s glowing. It hurts, it’s that intense.
I look at the gate just in time to see the tiny starlight dots move in the stone, first forming lines, then shaky letters.
“THROUGH ME, the way is to the suffering city;
Through me, the way is to eternal pain;
Through me, the way among the people lost.
"Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.”
I READ the words several times, committing them to memory. 'The people lost'... I hope my sister isn't among them. She can still be saved, yes. I need to keep telling myself that.
"Ready? This is your last chance to turn back."
Maro's voice is surprisingly gentle, with none of the previous arrogance.
"Only the brave and the foolish venture through this gate. Or the dead. I hope you're neither dead nor foolish."
I shake my head determinedly. "I'm not sure I'm brave, but some silly Hell gate isn't going to keep me away from Tris."
He laughs. "Hold my hand and don't let go."
Once again, I'm surprised by the warmth of his skin. Tingles run up my arm as I squeeze his hand, enjoying his touch far more than I should. His warmth isn't just physical, somehow, it warms my heart as well, giving me courage.
"Steel yourself. You can't help any of the people we'll see," he whispers, before we step through the gate and blackness surrounds us once more.
BEFORE I SEE ANYTHING, I hear the moans and cries of hundreds, if not thousands of people. It's a sad chorus of pain and despair that brings tears to my eyes. I blink hard, trying to dispel the traitorous tears before we step into the light and Maro will see them. He told me to be brave, and here I am, crying already.
It's still pitch black, which means my ears are the only sense that my mind is focussing on. I wish it wasn't. The sound of whips rings through the air, the wailing of people in agony, the shouts in a cacophony of languages.
I grip Maro's hand a little tighter, concentrating on the touch connecting me to him. The sensation of his warmth drowns out the noise a little, but not enough for it to not sink into my memories. These sounds will follow me into my nightmares, except that this is real, a living nightmare.
"What did they do to deserve being in Hell?" I whisper, not wanting to draw attention to us.
Maro laughs darkly. "We're not in Hell yet, Cookie. This is the vestibule, the antechamber, housing those who were notoriously indecisive. They couldn't make decisions in life, so now they're trapped between Heaven and Hell in death."
Did he just call me Cookie? I decide to ignore that one, the situation is far too serious for banter. "That's terrible. Why are they being punished for something they didn't actually do?"
"Exactly. They didn't do anything. They couldn't decide between good and evil, between helping and obstructing. They are the ones who'd stand and watch a car accident rather than help. Sometimes, people make the wrong decisions, but that's always better than making none at all."
Something glints in the darkness, a pale shimmer. I automatically turn towards it, but Maro holds me back.
"No, you don't want to go there."
"Why?"
It seems counterintuitive to stay in the darkness and not follow the light. Now that my eyes are slowly getting used to the darkness, I notice that there's several sparks of light in the distance
"Those are the fallen angels, the ones who didn't rebel, but who also didn't stay faithful. They're trapped in the vestibule until they decide on a side."
I frown, but then remember that Maro won't see that in the darkness.
"Why don't they just decide? It can't be that hard to follow the good side."
He laughs again, but there's not a trace of humour in his voice when he says, "Trust me, it's not as easy as it sounds. Some prefer this place where they don't have to stand up for either side. Here they can be who they want to be, not having to fit the mould of a good or a bad angel."
I'm about to ask more, specifically where he is on the spectrum, but he squeezes my hand and starts walking, dragging me along with him.
"Let's go before any of them start being curious and recognise me."
"Why would they..."
I stumble before I can finish my sentence and would have fallen if Maro hadn't gripped me tightly around my waist, pulling me up and closer to him.
"Thanks," I mutter, but he doesn't let me go.
"Don't look down," he says, apparently oblivious to the fact that I can't see anything in this darkness.
"Why?"
"Just... don't."
He removes his arm from my waist, only for it to reappear on my shoulder moments later. I should push him away - we only met an hour ago and I usually don't like people touching me - but right now, I need to be distracted from the sounds of the people trapped in the vestibule, and his warmth is a very effective distraction.
He pushes me forward and I walk slowly, hoping that he'll tell me if there's an obstacle in my way. It feels like gravel beneath my feet and every step leaves a crunching noise hanging in the air. I really hope this is just stone and not bones or something gruesome like that.
After a few minutes of traipsing through the dark, something unexpected hits my nostrils.
"Why does it smell of the sea?" I ask Maro, sniffing again to make sure. The smell of salt and algae is unmistakable.
"We've almost reached Acheron, the river dividing the vestibule from Hell itself. We'll have to cross on the ferry, hopefully without Charon noticing us."
"Ferry? Like, the ferry carrying souls to the afterlife?"
"Exactly that. And as both of us aren't souls, we better try and stay under the radar. Charon's got a bit of a temper."
I can't help it, Don't Pay the Ferryman by Chris de Burgh begins to play in my head. At least it's a more pleasant sound than the moans of the damned.
Slowly, the gravelly ground beneath our feet gives way to something softer, squishier. It seems we're getting close to the river. I still can't see anything, but there's a slight shimmer on the horizon, like the subtle light just before the dawn. Is there day and night here or is it always dark?
"Stay close to me, Cookie, and don't attract attention," Maro warns me.
"Why the fuck are you calling me Cookie?" I'm getting fed up with his way of talking to me. It's either condescending, arrogant or he's using weird names for me.
He chuckles. "Because you smell like one. Chocolate-chip, if I'm not mistaken."
"What?!"
Nobody has ever told me I smell like biscuits. None, not even past boyfriends who came up with all sorts of abstruse pet names. Of course, I've not had a boyfriend since I started taking care of Tris. She always comes first, and I'm far too busy looking after her and helping us survive. When my step mum died, she didn't just leave me with a toddler, but also a mountain of debt that ate up all the savings and possessions I had, even the tiny flat I'd lived in. Still, I wouldn't have changed it for the world. Tris was my everything, and if I had to be poor and homeless to be with her, so be it. Social services were going to take her away from me when they found out, but going underground shook them off our tail.
"I like cookies," Maro snickers and breathes in deeply. I do the same, but all I smell is the sea, no, the river.
Then I suddenly remember and it all makes sense. I rummage in the pocket of my jacket and pull out the crumbled remains of a cookie that I'd bought for Tris. It was supposed to be a surprise, but when I came home, a much worse surprise was waiting for me. I shudder when I think of Luke's goon. He took my sister. The shudder turns into a trembling of rage. He's so going to pay for that.
I put the cookie back into my pocket. It's for Tris, and I'm going to keep it there until I see her again.





CHAPTER 5
   
“A h fuck,” Maro says shifting his body so that he is standing slightly in front of me.
“What’s going on?” I ask, my hand immediately going to my knife still in the sheath at my waist.
“Charon might seem like a deaf old man, but his hearing is as acute as my own. We probably shouldn’t have been so chatty.”
“I wasn’t the one going on about cookies, now was I?” I hiss, just as a boat pulls up to the shore. I hear the sound of splashing water as someone approaches. Maro glances back at me briefly and shakes his head minutely. I know he wants me to remain hidden behind him, but I don’t need his protection. I can look after myself.
My hand grips the handle tightly, whilst I plant my feet in an offensive position. I am ready to fight. I am always ready to fight. I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t.
“Maro, long time no see. What brings you back here, old friend?”
Maro laughs, he spreads his wings out wide so that my view is now completely blocked by them. They might look soft and delicate, but I know what they can do, my neck still stings from the cut he gave me earlier.
“OId friend? You and I were never friends, Charon.”
“Then I guess we have different opinions then. Who is this you bring me? Another one of your gifts?”
Gifts? What was he talking about? How many times had Maro been down here?
“I am nobody’s gift,” I say, ducking around Maro’s wing, giving Charon a glare. I almost let out a little yelp of surprise when I see him, but manage to refrain. Christ he’s old. Not just old, but decrepit. He’s barely skin and bone. A long grey gown hangs from his shoulders to his bare feet where long toenails curl into the soft sand underfoot. My eyes travel back upwards following the jagged bones that stick out of his skin. His belly is concave. This man could do with more than a cookie, that’s for sure.
“That’s it, take a good look, young lady,” he says, stepping towards me.
Maro stiffens beside me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see his hand curl into a fist. Surely he doesn’t think this old man can do any harm?
“Let me look at you,” Charon says, and before I even realise what he is doing my arm is snatched up in his hand and the old man has me yanked up against him. I gag at the smell of his breath. He smiles widely showing a row of rotten teeth. I yank my arm back, but he is surprisingly strong.
Behind us Maro growls. It is very un-angel like. He sounds more like a feral dog.
“Let her go, Charon, she is not your concern.”
The old man ignores him, instead he leans closer to me, his wispy white hair fluttering across my cheek. He makes my skin crawl. I twist my face away from his and glare at Maro, who despite his words, remains exactly where he is. Why isn’t he doing anything? His bloody wings could gut Charon in a second.
“Look at me, child,” a deep gravelly voice demands. It is no longer the feeble voice of an old man, but a voice that belongs to someone infinitely more powerful. My skin erupts in goosebumps as my head turns without my permission. The moment our eyes meet I suck in a startled breath. His rheumy, sepia eyes are now replaced with orbs that are filled with red and orange flames.
“What is this? You are not dead!” he roars, dropping my arm and pushing me away so that I fall backwards onto my arse. This time Maro doesn’t catch my fall. Arsehole.
“Hey, watch it,” I retort, scrambling to my feet.
“She does not belong here, take her back,” Charon repeats, his voice changed back to the usual creak and groan of a voice box well used.
“I am not going back. I need to cross the river. You’re the ferryman. You can take me across.”
He ignores me entirely, stepping past me and up to Maro. Charon leans in and whispers something into his ear. He is so quiet I can’t hear what he says, but whatever it is Maro doesn’t look too happy about it.
“I shall find my own way then,” I say striding towards the water with the intent of getting into his boat and paddling it across the river my damn self.
This time warm hands grasp my arm pulling me back sharply against a firm chest. “One step in that water, and you are lost forever. No one ever rises from the River Acheron.”
“Then let me in the boat.” I grit my teeth against the strength of Maro’s hold and the desire to remain in his arms forever.
“No, you cannot pass this way.” Charon steps before me once again, waggling his finger. “This boat is for the dead, for the sinners. You have no place here, but if you are intent on crossing over, then a lighter vessel is required.” He looks pointedly at Maro, who stiffens behind me. He mutters something under his breath.
“Where can I find a lighter vessel? Are there more boats further along the shore?”
“Stick with this one. You’ll soon find what you’re looking for,” Charon smirks, then winks at me before walking into the water and hauling himself back in the boat. Maro still has me gripped firmly in his arms as Charon rows away.
After a few minutes I lose sight of him in the swirling, grey mists. Maro loosens his arms from around me and I twist on my feet, shoving my hand against his chest in anger.
“Well, that’s just perfect! How am I supposed to get across now?” I shout, frantically looking both ways down the beach. Not that I can see much given the darkness seems to be getting darker, and the mists, well, mistier.
I start striding down the beach in the hope that at some point I come across another boat that will get me across the water. I don’t hear Maro follow, and frankly I am beyond caring. I’d tell him to go to Hell if we weren’t already there.
“I can tell you’re going to be a pain in my arse, Cookie.”
“What the fu-” I scream, the words are snatched from my mouth as I am lifted into the air, my legs dangling beneath me until I am manoeuvred into strong arms and settled against an equally strong chest.
“Listening isn’t your strong point, is it?” Maro grumbles, not bothering to give any eye contact as he flies me over the mist covered water below.
“Shit! Fuck! Damn it to bloody hell! You could have given me some warning.” I can’t help but clutch at his shoulders. If he dropped me now... I push the thought out of my head. He wouldn’t dare, would he?
“Stop fidgeting. I prefer my passengers to sit back and enjoy the ride.”
I stiffen in his arms, the way his tongue rolls around the word ride has my stomach doing stupid backward somersaults, and heat pooling in a place which is distinctly inappropriate.
“So, you’re the light vessel? I should have known. It makes perfect sense,” I ramble trying to ignore the fact that I am exceptionally close to a man who is both incredibly attractive and acutely annoying at the same time.
“The one and only. Wings come in handy every now and then.”
“Yeah don’t I know it,” I mutter, my fingers running over the cut on my neck.
“There have been many times I have wished not to have these wings. They represent both the good and the bad in my life.”
“The bad?”
“Isn’t there always darkness? You of all people should understand that,” he says, silencing my retort. He’s right of course. I do understand it. I do bad things for the right reason even though it is wrong. Charon had said that I had no place in his boat, that I wasn’t a sinner. Whatever he’d seen in me, it wasn’t the whole truth. I had sinned. I’d done terrible things for Luke, and my sister being taken is the consequence.
Silence descends as Maro flies us further across the water. Minutes tick by and I find myself relaxing into his hold as I watch his wings move up and down through the air. They are mesmerising. He is mesmerising. My eyelids begin to droop, the sudden comfort I feel luring my body into a false sense of security. In his arms, I feel safer than I have done in a very long time. It’s not a good sign, not at all. I can’t allow myself the fantasy of thinking that this is anything other than a means to an end. Tris is my priority.
I hear the sound of a child crying. “Tris!” I call out, my eyes snapping open. “Can you hear that?” Twisting as much as I can in Maro’s arms, I peer downwards into the inky darkness, trying in vain to see below us.
“That is not your sister, Ciera. What you are hearing now are the sounds of those lost in limbo.” He suddenly swerves in the air, forcing me to clutch him tighter and preventing me from asking him the question that is on my lips. A moment later we have landed. Maro gently drops me to my feet.
I hear the anguish of the people before I see them, but am too afraid to look upon what I hear so clearly. With my palms still pressed against Maro’s chest, I look up into his golden eyes once more, somehow I find strength from his gaze.
“Where are we now?” I whisper.
“This is the first circle of Hell. Welcome to Limbo,” he replies.





CHAPTER 6
   
I  look around the cliff we landed on, grateful to be back in the safe embrace of gravity. I’ve never liked heights, and especially not when I’m carried by someone I don’t quite trust yet.
I carefully approach the edge of the cliff and peek down to what awaits us below. It’s too hazy to see anything. The valley beneath must be deep, or the air very thick with smoke. The fresh smell of the sea has disappeared now that we’ve left the River Acheron behind, and has been replaced by something else, something thick and smoky with a hint of sweetness. It’s not the most unpleasant smell but it feels heavy in my lungs.
There’s a narrow path carved into the cliff edge, leading into the haze. It gives me vertigo just thinking of climbing down that path, and the voices of anguish and pain reaching me through the mist aren’t encouraging either.
“Can’t you fly us further?” I ask Maro. “It would be much easier if you just flew us through Hell and to my sister.”
“There are other rules here, Cookie,” he replies with a grimace. “Hell doesn’t allow you to take shortcuts.”
He spreads his wings again and flaps them up and down, but he doesn’t fly into the air like he did before. He even jumps up once, but he’s back on the ground before his wings have even got a chance to help him stay in the air.
“See? I can’t fly here,” he says, his expression pained. “We need to do this the hard way. Follow me. Try not to fall, I won’t be able to catch you.”
He folds his wings neatly on his back and starts following the narrow ledge leading down the cliff. With a sigh, I walk after him, making sure to keep my gaze fixed on my feet and not on what lies to my left, the abyss.
After a few tense minutes trying not to fall off a cliff, the path becomes slightly wider and I finally feel safe enough to ask Maro what’s been going through my mind ever since we landed.
“So, what’s the Limbo?”
“An in-between place for those who haven’t sinned but who weren’t good enough in life to warrant going to Heaven. They are lost here, trapped in a life without hope of change. Can you hear their sighs?”
I stop to listen. The wails of anguish have lessened and now that he said it, I notice the underlying chorus of sighs and quiet lamentations.
“It’s not a pleasant place,” Maro continues, adding his own sigh to the blanket of wails below us. “I much prefer the other circles of Hell where the real sinners are kept. You’ll find entire families here in Limbo, even children. Try not to touch them. Getting in contact with a living being might give them hope, and hope can be dangerous in a place like this.”
The path turns into stone stairs leading down. We’ve reached the thick clouds of smoke hanging over the valley, and once we’re inside of them, it’s hard to see where I’m going. I stumble more than once, but luckily I never bump into Maro. That would be embarrassing. He’s striding ahead like we’re not in danger of falling to our deaths. No, he seems to see it as no more than a simple stroll, judging from his relaxed posture and fast steps. It’s frustrating how easy it is for him and how much I have to concentrate on not falling. And dying.
When my thighs begin to ache from walking down yet more steps – seriously, is Hell using all these stairs as an extra form of punishment? – the fog clears and I finally see what’s below us. We’ve almost reached the bottom of the valley, although now that the Limbo is fully exposed, I almost wish our view was still obstructed by smoke.
Ghostly figures are waiting for us on the ground, thousands of them, millions maybe, of all sizes and ages. Just like Maro said, there are children, babies, ghostly toddlers crawling on the ground. None of them are quite solid, but they’re not translucent like I imagined ghosts either. They’re a strange sort of in-between, just like this entire place.
“Maro!” someone suddenly shouts and dozens of people turn towards the caller, making it easy to identify him. I’m so curious that I miss the final step and this time, I actually tumble and crash into Maro who’s stopped in front of me. His back is as hard as a stone wall and I know I’ll likely have bruises from the impact. On my chest, annoyingly. I’m not exactly flat-chested, and while my boobs act as an excellent buffer and protected the rest of me from getting hurt, it’s still very painful.
I groan and Maro turns around, not fazed at all that a human just used him as an air bag.
“You okay?” he asks and I look at him in surprise. Does he actually care?
“I’ll be fine. Someone called for you,” I say, stating the obvious.
“Yup, that will be Homer.” He lifts a hand to wave at the ghostly figure making his way towards us, the crowd parting for him.
“You’re bloody kidding me.”
“Why would I lie to you?” He seems genuinely confused. Weirdo.
“Homer… the poet? The Homer? The real Homer?”
He sighs. “Yes, the one and only. Why does that surprise you?”
“Well… ehm…,” I stutter. “I didn’t…”
“You didn’t think I’d be in Hell, child?”
The ghost… Homer… has reached us. He’s broad and fat-cheeked, his wave of white hair and silver beard making him look a bit like Father Christmas. He wears a white toga, but it’s slipped a little, exposing part of his large belly.
“Yes,” I reply, although that’s not the reason at all. I’ve never thought about Homer being in Heaven or Hell. It’s just a shock that he’s real.
“I don’t know why I’m here either, but I’ve come to accept it,” he says calmly, his voice rolling gently over me like waves.
“Good to see you, old friend.” Maro steps forwards and takes Homer into a big hug. Homer returns the embrace, making his toga slip even further.
“And you. I didn’t think I’d see you down here again, not after what happened last time.”
They stop their hugging and Maro takes his place on my side again, making me feel a lot better now that I’ve noticed how the ghosts around us are eyeing us curiously. There’s hundreds of them, forming a circle around us.
“What happened last time?” I ask Maro but he shakes his head in irritation.
“Not now.”
Well, at least that means I can ask him again later. He didn’t say no categorically.
“I’m helping this human retrieve something of hers,” Maro tells Homer and the poet nods sagely.
“Of course you are. Tell me, when did you last care about humans?”
I can feel my eyes widen as I take in what Homer just said. Maro stays quiet.
Homer looks at me questioningly, as if he’s expecting me to grow wings or something strange like that.
“How is she special?” he asks my angel. Wait, did I say my? I meant the. The angel. Not mine at all.
Maro shrugs. “I felt bored when she came and asked for my help. It seemed as good as any distraction.”
He’s lying, I’m sure of it. Living and working with people who might not want the best for me has taught me to read expressions extremely well. And right now, the twitch around Maro’s mouth and his fast blinking is telling me that he’s not telling the whole truth.
Why didn’t I think about this before? An angel helping me, just like that? Sure, he’s been arrogant as fuck, but he didn’t protest much at all when I asked for his help. I should have been more suspicious before.
“Of course,” Homer says with a smirk that shows he’s not believing Maro in the slightest. He doesn’t dwell on it further, though. “Do you have time to stay for tea?”
Maro shakes his golden head. “No, I don’t want to stay here any longer than I need to. Can you make a path for us?”
I look at him in confusion? A path? What’s he talking about now?
“Of course, my friend. Maybe visit again soon? It’s been boring here since Ovid passed on.”
“You can pass on?” I blurt out. “Maro said you’re trapped here.”
“We’re only trapped from going back to the living or the beauties of Heaven,” Homer replies with a smile. “We can however continue further into Hell. Not many choose that way, but some get so filled with boredom that they decide to swap the peace of Limbo with the excitement of Hell. Of course, that excitement tends to come with pain.”
“The path, please?” Maro nudges impatiently. He’s fidgeting a little, clearly uncomfortable to be here.
“Of course.”
Homer claps his hands and the crowd around us parts behind him, forming an alleyway of ghosts.
“The route past the castle is the quickest,” he advises us. “The other way is blocked at the moment, there’s a group of rebels who’ve decided to protest there.”
Before I can ask anything more, Maro puts an arm around my shoulders and pushes me forward.
“Nice to meet you,” I quickly tell Homer before the poet becomes one of the crowd, closing the path behind us as we progress further into Limbo.
IT TAKES US TWO LONG, boring hours to reach the castle Homer mentioned. It’s not so much a castle as a couple of ruined walls forming a square. Maybe this was once an impressive fortress, but now it’s depressing as Hell. Pun intended.
The crowd has thinned a little the further away from the cliff we have ventured, but there are still ghosts standing on either side of the path, watching us with barely veiled curiosity and envy.
“The great Kings and Queens of the past live in those ruins,” Maro whispers. “They keep to themselves mostly, too proud to mix with commoners even in death.”
“Isn’t pride a sin? Why aren’t they in another circle of Hell?”
“The ones living here did enough good to outweigh their pride, but not enough to give them a place in Heaven. See that cave over there?” He points to a dark cavern, a gaping hole in a small hill in the distance. “That’s where we exit the Limbo and enter the second circle of Hell. I hope you like wind. It’s always stormy in there.”





CHAPTER 7
   
“Wind? It’s a bloody tornado,” I yell, my body leaning forward. Even Maro seems to be having trouble. He keeps stumbling, his wings making it difficult for him to move comfortably in this wind tunnel slash cave.
“It’ll drop, we just need to get through this bit first,” he replies, gritting his teeth. We both push forward. With every couple of steps, we are pushed a step back. I’m practically horizontal trying to keep upright.
My hair lashes against my face like tiny little whips. It hurts far more than hair flicking against my face should. I try and push it out of the way, almost losing my balance as a sudden gust of wind has me falling sideways. My arms flail as I try to find purchase from thin air. Maro’s hand reaches out, and I am hauled upright.
“Okay, Cookie?” he shouts.
I’m not sure what he wants me to say. Of course I’m not okay. I’m in Hell, both figuratively and literally. I’m looking for my sister, who the bloody Devil has. I shake my head in annoyance and don’t answer. What’s the point anyway? He won’t be able to hear me over the roar.
I try to snatch my hand away but he refuses to let go as we battle forwards through the cave, which is less like a cave now and more like a tunnel. Eventually we arrive at the exit and the moment we step out, the wind dies down to a more reasonable level. I find that I can stand up straight.
“What the hell was that?” I ask, pushing my dishevelled hair out of my face, trying to rearrange it into a more suitable style. When my hands find a tangled, dreadlocked mess, I give up. Who needs to look pretty in Hell anyway? Not me, that’s for damn sure.
“You might want to refrain from using the word ‘hell’ so much. Lucifer finds it offensive.”
I laugh a little hysterically. “Luke, Lucifer, can fuck-off frankly.”
A sudden rumble beneath our feet has me lurching forwards once again. I manage to right myself without Maro’s help this time.
“Not wise to curse the Devil, he takes it a lot harder than God, let me tell you.”
I cross my arms in front of my chest and open my mouth ready to come back with a suitable cutting remark but my attention is drawn to a man sliding towards us. Yes, sliding. Not walking, not running, sliding.
“What the fuck is that?” I hiss under my breath.
Maro shoots me a shut-up and be quiet look, before stepping towards the weird man-snake creature.
“Minos. Always a pleasure,” Maro says. He sounds completely insincere and snake-man knows it.
“Out of my way angel,” he hisses, sliding past Maro and straight towards me. Oh fuck.
“Why have you come here?” He lifts a hand that, although human in shape, is covered in scales.
“For my sister,” I say, jutting out my chin. There is no way I’m letting this thing scare me.
“Is that so?” He leers at me, a sliver of forked tongue peeks out from his mouth and quivers in the air. Isn’t that what snakes do to smell a person? I try not to show my disgust.
“We mean to pass through, Minos,” Miro says, beckoning me away. My eyes flick to him and back to the beast in front of me. Somehow my feet, once again, are unable to move. Minos slides around Maro and approaches me. He tips his head, and runs a scaled finger over my cheek.
“What an interesting specimen,” he says, regarding me. “Be careful who you trust. Just because you entered so easily does not mean your journey will be quite the same,” he lisps.
Why does everyone keep telling me that? It’s not as if I don’t already know. I’m in Hell, everyone down here is a bastard and a deceiver. Well, except perhaps for the people in Limbo. They haven’t done anything wrong. Knowing that makes me feel more than a little uncomfortable.
Minos reaches out and squeezes my arm.
“You don’t want to end up like these souls here… driven by lust and bodily desires. It would be unwise to succumb, child.” He points upwards. My mouth drops open when I see what he is pointing at.
Men and women are floating in the air above us, and when I say floating, what I mean is that they are being thrown around in the dark. These people, they don’t have wings. They are captured in the vortex of wind that ripped through the very same tunnel we just stepped out of, scattered like leaves in an autumn storm. Their arms are outstretched, their screams ripped away by the wind. Thousands of black birds fly amongst them, pecking at them if they get close to one another. Why hadn’t I noticed them before now? Am I so blind that I cannot see what is right in front of me?
I watch as a woman’s fingertips graze a man’s shoulder. It looks as though they know each other, and there is relief in their eyes as they scramble to hold onto one another. But their touch doesn’t last long. Hundreds of birds fly at them, tearing at them with sharp beaks and claws until they are forced apart. Tears fill my eyes at the tormented scream that rips from their throats.
“Why are those people up there?” I ask Minos, tearing my gaze away.
“Lust. That is their sin. These men and women are blown back and forth to remind them of how their desires in life overthrew reason.”
“Lust? They are in Hell because of sex? That’s ridiculous.”
“It’s more than just sex, child.”
I can’t help but look over at Maro. He is staring at me with a look of horror and concern. I’m not sure if it’s because I am having a conversation with snake-man, or for another reason altogether. Either way, his intense gaze makes me feel completely naked all of a sudden. Naked? Oh bloody hell, this is not the best line of thought, given the circumstances. I snatch my eyes away and concentrate on the creature before me. For the briefest of moments a flash of empathy appears in his eyes.
“Be careful. Beautiful things are often tarnished on the inside.”
I yank my arm free. “I get it. Don’t trust anyone. Well, that’s easy, I never have. I’m not about to change now.”
“Come, Ciera,” Maro orders, his voice urgent.
“Stay, go. Either way you are already lost,” Minos laughs, that brief show of humanity gone now.
I shake my head, Minos’s words are scattered by the wind, replaced instead with voices filled with sorrow. I step around the creature, who is no longer interested in me or Maro, it would seem.
“Come, we should leave this place. There is a long journey ahead.”
I nod my head, not able to answer. We pass beneath the men and women above us. I can’t help but feel bad for them. It doesn’t seem fair that they are in Hell for lusting after another person and acting on that lust. Maybe being an adulterer isn’t the best life choice, but shit, it’s not like they killed anyone, is it?
“You feel sympathy for these people?” Maro asks after a few minutes of silence.
I look over at him. “Don’t you?”
He thinks for a moment. “Yes, I do.”
“Why are they here? It doesn’t seem right.”
“We’re in Hell, Ciera. Nothing here is right,” he shrugs.
“That’s it? That’s all you got to say?” I stop, crossing my hands across my chest.
“What are you suggesting I do?” he asks.
“You could…” I gaze upwards at the people being torn around in the darkness. “I don’t know, fly up there and get them down or something.”
Maro laughs. “I can no more fly up there than you can. There is nothing we can do for them now.”
“But you’re an angel, you must have special powers, surely?”
Maro shakes his head. “Not unless being a sucker for lost causes is classed as a special power?”
“Is that what you think I am? A lost bloody cause?” I stamp my foot. He raises an eyebrow at that.
“I think you have an impossible task. I think you are both brave, and utterly naive. This isn’t a game. There are many things you’ll see that you cannot change, even if you want to. Some people are beyond saving and some just can’t be saved.”
“And what about Tris?”
Maro swipes a hand through his hair, which in this light is a little less golden than before. In fact, when I take the time to look closer at him, everything is a little less bright. I don’t know why, but that scares me a little.
“When the time comes, I will help you, but I cannot promise you it will be enough, Cookie.”
Perhaps I am naive, perhaps this is all pointless but I have little choice now but to move forwards, or down, considering we seem to now be walking on an incline.
“I’m not going to lose my little sister to Hell, Maro.”
“It’s a long way to go. This place, and the circles we’ve already passed through are nothing compared to what you will see next. Are you certain this is what you want to do?”
I grab Maro’s arm, forcing him to stop moving. “I’ve never been more certain. Tris is why I’m here. She’s the only person who brightens my life. My love for her will give me strength. I don’t need anyone else.”
“No?”
“No,” I repeat.
“Well then Miss I Don’t Need Anyone Else, let’s keep going,” Maro says, flinging his arm out wide. “Next circle awaits.”
A few steps in front of us I can just about make out a ledge, over which is nothing but a deep, gaping chasm. I peer into a void of darkness, not able to see a thing.
“How do we get there?” I ask.
“That’s easy, jump.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me? I thought you said before we should always wait for the stairs?”
Maro raises an eyebrow. “That was then, this is now. You want to save your sister, you jump.”
“But I can’t see the bottom…” My legs suddenly go a little weak at the knees. This is nuts.
Maro holds out his hand for me to take. “Do you trust me?”
“No,” I say immediately, then regret it instantly when I see his reaction. “What I meant was, not quite yet.”
“Take a leap of faith with me?”
“Funny, ha,” I say, looking between his face and hand. He waits patiently, an indefinable look in his eyes. “Fine. It’s not like I’ve got much of a choice anyway.”
I place my hand in his, and a moment later we step off the ledge and into the abyss.





CHAPTER 8
   
I  wake up to a terrible stench and the sound of rain. Or did I even wake up? I can’t remember falling asleep.
“What…”
A hand waves in front of my face and I grab it. Maro pulls me to my feet, the ground making a squelching sound as I leave its muddy embrace.
“Travelling from circle to circle isn’t made for the living,” he says with a frown. Is that irritation or worry? It’s hard to tell. What’s easy to see though is that his glow is getting weaker. He still doesn’t look human, not with his beautiful features and his golden skin, but he’s turning less angelic the further we get. His eyes have become darker, more amber than gold.
“I don’t suppose you have an umbrella with you?” he asks, and with my head slowly getting clearer, I finally take in our surroundings. We’re in Hell, that much is clear. Only in Hell can you find a place where mud rains from the sky and the air itself stinks of decay and rotten eggs. Already, our clothes are drenched in filthy water and my hair feels like it will need several washes to get the smell out of it.
“What is this place?”
“Welcome to the third circle of Hell, the home of the gluttonous. Not the most pleasant place, I know, so let’s get out of here as soon as possible.”
I notice I’m still holding his hand, but it seems he doesn’t intend to let go anytime soon. Neither do I. His grip is warm and reassuring.
Through the rain, I see people running in the distance, back and forth, like they get confused every few hundred yards and turn in a new direction.
“What the hell are they doing?” I ask Maro, and he tsks at my use of the word hell.
“Trying to protect themselves from the rain.”
“By running around screaming?”
He shrugs. “It’s how it’s always been. They were greedy in life, now they get too much mud thrown at them. Something like that, anyway. I don’t always understand the reasoning of the punishments, but then, it’s not my problem.”
“Then what’s your problem?”
“Right now?” He grins. “Answering your questions. And protecting you from him.”
He points at something behind me and I whirl around, forgetting that I’m still clutching Maro’s hand. I drag him with me, almost stumble, but luckily his other arm sneaks around my waist and holds me in place. His touch is warm and strong, and I really don’t want him to let go.
Why am I thinking that? I shouldn’t get attached. Attachments mean that you have things to lose. People to lose.
“And who have we here,” a loud voice rumbles, sounding a bit like thunder. The muddy rain is making it hard to see what’s in front of me, but it looks like a house has suddenly appeared there, a house with three towers that are moving above me and…
Something swipes towards my face and a moment later, warmth and stickiness touches my cheek.
“Ewww!” I jump back, almost slipping in the mud, while Maro starts to laugh.
“What the bloody fuck was that?” I scream, wiping my face, but all I’m achieving is rubbing reeking dirt all over my skin. I so need a shower. I could do with a toilet, too, but I’ve not seen anything like that so far and I’m a bit too embarrassed to ask Maro. Do angels need the loo or are they too angelic for that?
“That was me,” the same deep voice growls, and this time when I look up, I spy three massive heads through the thick rain. Dog heads. And they’re glowing orange. Their skin is thick and almost look like scales that are glowing in a fiery mix of yellow, red and orange. Almost as if there’s fire burning beneath their skin.
What. The. Fuck.
“Meet Cerberus, puppy of the Underworld,” Maro said with a chuckle, ignoring the threatening growl two of the heads make (the other is licking his lips while looking straight at me).
“Have some respect, sparrow,” the head furthest to the left huffs.
“Respect? Of an overgrown chihuahua? Never.”
Suddenly, all three heads lower themselves until they’re straight in front of us, staring right at Maro. I’m about to drag the angel away so he doesn’t get his head torn off, when the heads begin to laugh, an earth-shattering sound so loud that I really want to cover my ears.
“Good to see you, old friend,” the head in the middle says with something that might be a grin. It’s hard to tell with a mouth wider than my entire body.
“What brings you to my lovely home?”
I can’t help it, I snicker. He’s calling this smelly mud dump lovely?
“And what beautiful lady did you bring with you? Is she for me? Aww, you shouldn’t have.”
Two of the heads look at me from either side, making me feel extremely self-conscious.
“I’m not here for you,” I shout up at the heads, just to make sure they hear me.
“You’re not? Such a pity,” the head on the right says while seemingly being very interested in my backpack. I hope he’s not looking at my arse.
“Stop it and come down to our level, will you?” Maro calls out, grinning widely. It looks like him and the monster dog are good friends.
“If I must.” All three heads sigh and lift into the air again, where they’re hard to see. How big is that thing? If only the rain wasn’t there so I could see more of him.
A growl fills the air and through the falling mud, I can just about make out the house, except that it’s not a house, it’s Cerberus’s giant body, and it’s shrinking.
A moment later, a man appears walking towards us. A very, very attractive man, if you like broad shoulders and muscles, which I kind of do. A well-groomed beard covers his cheeks and chin, its bright orange colour reminding me of the fiery shine the dog radiated.
Maro steps forward, only now letting go of my hand. He clasps arms with the man, then they bump their shoulders together in a weird gesture. Maybe that’s the Hell way to greet each other?
When they end their shoulder-bumping, the man bows in front of me.
“Fair maiden, I greet you. You have travelled far to meet me. I hope you’re not disappointed.” Then he winks, destroying the effect of his polite speech.
“Trust me, I’m neither a maiden nor have I come to meet you. I’m here for my sister and if you don’t mind, I’d quite like to move on. We have a few circles yet to cross.”
“Feisty, isn’t she,” he laughs, turning to Maro. “Where did you pick her up?”
I don’t know what comes over me, but I stab my index finger into his chest.
“Don’t talk to him like I’m not here. And he didn’t pick me up. I picked him up.” Maro frowns and I add, “Sort of.”
The man gently takes my hand into his and pleasant shivers run over my arm. His touch is electrifying; I can feel my hairs standing up all over my body. He lowers my hand and shakes it, as if that had been my intention all along.
"Nice to meet you. I'm Cerberus, but you might call me Berus."
I lift an eyebrow. "Berus? I would have called you Ceb."
He looks at me in confusion. "Why would you have a nickname for me?"
Now it's my turn to be confused. Why would I? It was instinct, nothing more. Ceb sounds nice, right? Much better than Berus. What kind of name is that, anyway?
I shrug, more confidently than I feel. "Ceb sounds pretty."
He grins and looks at Maro. "She said I'm pretty."
I pull my hand out of his grip. "I said no such thing. The name I just gave you is pretty. Not you. Definitely not you."
"Are you saying I'm ugly?" He winks at me with the knowing expression of someone who is very aware that he's stunning. Hot. Sexy. All of that.
I don't deign him with an answer and turn to Maro instead. "Can we leave? I don't think I can stomach the smell here for much longer."
Maro smiles. "That's not our choice. The Gatekeeper decides whether he lets us go on, and I think you just insulted him."
"The Gatekeeper... Cerberus?"
The man in front of me gives me another mock bow. "The one and only. Usually, I keep sinners and demons from leaving this circle and entering the next one, so it's nice to have a maiden here for a change."
"Not a maiden," I hiss under my breath. I don't want him to think I'm some kind of innocent damsel in distress. I used to be that, a few years ago, before everything went to pieces. Now, I'm a kickass, desperate woman on the search for her baby sister, and some three-headed sexy guard dog isn't going to stop me.
"Ceb, Berus, whatever, could we please pass?" I ask him, trying to be nice. I even give him a smile.
"No." He looks at me with a challenge burning in his eyes. "You're staying."
I stare at him. I didn't expect him to say no outright. "What?"
"You're staying for tea. Surely you're hungry? Thirsty? All those needs human have?"
Now that he's mentioning it, I notice how my stomach is aching from hunger. I'd refused to focus on that before. Bloody hell, why did he have to mention food? And tea, the vice of any British person?
"I need to look for my sister," I protest half-heartedly.
"You're no use if you're exhausted," Maro says surprisingly kindly. "So far, we've been lucky and the sinners have ignored us, but if it comes to a fight, I need you at full strength. Besides, I'd quite like to get away from this stench."
I sigh. "An hour, no longer."
Ceb winks at me. "An hour it is, fair maiden. Follow me."





CHAPTER 9
   
“I s it much further?” I ask, groaning as another piece of shit-smelling mud splashes against me. I swear we’ve been walking for hours. Okay, so that might be an exaggeration, but frankly I’m done with the whole sorry mess that is this particular level of Hell. I hope Ceb’s home is at least warm, dry and not covered in shit. Plus I really, really need to use the toilet. Surely he has one? I try not to think about what I must do if he doesn’t.
“We’ve arrived,” Ceb answers, stopping abruptly so that I slam into his back. If I thought Maro was solid, this guy, demon-dog dude, whatever, is like a bloody mountain.
“Ow,” I howl, rubbing my cheek. It stings from the impact.
I hear Maro snigger and I shoot him my own shut-up look which includes the middle-finger. He just chuckles some more.
“Apologies, fair maiden, I didn’t realise you were following me so closely,” Ceb says, turning around. He makes it sound like I wanted to bang into him accidentally on purpose, which of course, I didn’t.
“I wasn’t following you closely, I couldn’t see where I was going with all the shit and muck flying about,” I argue, feeling indignant.
“Whatever you say, maiden,” he laughs. The rumble vibrates over my skin, then lowers somewhere else it shouldn’t. I blush and thank the Devil himself it’s so dark down here.
Ceb reaches out a huge, manly hand and presses his fingertips against my sore cheek. His touch is surprisingly gentle for one so huge.
“It’s a little bruised already, but you’ll live to see another day…” his voice trails off as he looks over my shoulder at Maro. I’m not sure I like the look that passes between them. But rather than question it, I lean my face into his hand a little. The warmth he emits is pretty comforting actually. It’s been such a long time since I’ve been touched like that, if ever. Ceb’s fingers start to very gently massage my cheek, and the pain is gone almost instantly. Half a minute later his fingers still, but he doesn’t remove them quite yet. I open my eyes, not actually realising I had closed them, and look up at him.
“Better?”
More fire colours my cheeks. “Yes, thanks, Ceb,” I whisper, all kinds of snarky remarks gone from my addled brain. I need to get a grip. One touch from a handsome man and I go to pieces. First Maro, now Ceb. This is getting ridiculous. I’m in Hell, not on a eighteen-thirties holiday in Costa sodding Brava.
“Shall we go inside then?” Maro asks, his voice tight. He pushes past Ceb and I, opening a wooden door I hadn’t noticed until now. He casts me an angry glare over his shoulder before disappearing inside.
“What’s got his goat?”
Ceb snatches his hand away and shrugs his shoulders. “Hell if I know.”
I notice the ground doesn’t rumble when he blasphemes. Just me then. Perhaps it’s a perk of the job? It may well be the only one.
Standing aside, Ceb allows me to pass, then follows me in. Maro is nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he’s gone for a lie-down? He has been looking pretty peaky these last couple levels. I feel a little guilty when I realise that this can’t be much fun for him either. Perhaps I need to ease up on him a bit.
“You coming in or not?”
I shake my head free from thoughts of Maro, then realising it looks like I am saying no, nod frantically. Ceb laughs. “You’re a strange creature, do you know that?”
“Coming from the three-headed man-dog,” I respond with a grumble.
“Come on, get inside.”
I squeeze past his bulk, careful not to touch him should I fall into another catatonic state, and step over the threshold.
“This is where you live?” I ask, astonished. I didn’t even look at the outside of his home, given the ridiculous weather and the fact that everything is so dark and muddy, but the inside isn’t what I expected at all. A warm fire is glowing in a hearth surrounded by large, granite stone. The wooden floor is weathered and worn and there is a well used, but comfortable looking sofa in the corner. Opposite is a table and chairs and a kitchen of sorts. The whole place is lit by several candles, giving it a warm, muted glow.
“Why so surprised?” Ceb asks, as he shuts the front door. He seems to be too large for the space, but fits it so well that it doesn’t feel claustrophobic even with his hugeness.
“I didn’t expect to see something like this in Hell…”
Ceb shrugs. “When I’m Cerberus I live outside all the time. When I’m Berus…”
“Ceb,” I mumble, correcting him.
“Ceb,” he grins. “When I am Ceb, I live here. It’s tiresome being a three-headed glutton all the time. It’s good to take a break.” He perches on the edge of the table, which groans under his weight, threatening to break.
“You get breaks in Hell?”
“Not exactly, but the Devil can’t keep watch of all the circles all of the time, now can he? Why do you think you’ve managed to get so far without being stopped? A fair maiden like you has no business being down here.”
“She’s not as fair as you might think,” Maro says, walking into the room. I baulk at his comment and am about to respond with something equally cutting when I notice that he has changed into a new pair of clothes; a pair of black jeans, and dark navy top. He looks suspiciously clean, and annoyingly handsome. I wonder if there’s some kind of magic shower room back there, where you can wash and change in less than a minute. Given all the things I’ve seen so far it could be a possibility I’m sure.
“Oh, I’ve met a fair few ugly souls down here. You…” Ceb starts, then trails off giving me a funny look.
“Ciera,” Maro offers.
“Ciera,” Ceb smiles, my name amusing him somehow, “You, Ciera are not an ugly soul. Not as far as this old dog can tell anyway.”
“Always the flatterer, Berus,” Maro laughs, slapping him on the back. Ceb falls forwards a little.
“Oy, reign in that angel strength, buddy. I might be the biggest man you’ve ever seen, but I’d like to keep my rib cage intact.”
Maro just grins even wider. “You can take it. Besides it wasn’t so long ago when you kicked my arse, remember?”
Ceb frowns. His happy disposition gone suddenly. “That was different, I was younger then and you were… well, you weren’t yourself.”
Maro tenses. “Oh yeah, forgot about that.”
I stand, watching their awkward conversation with fascination. Didn’t either of them realise just quite how much juicy information they were giving up? Neither seem to remotely care that I am listening in.
“Some things are best left forgotten, others not,” Ceb says rather cryptically.
He claps his hands together rather suddenly which makes me jump. The plates sitting on the kitchen counter rattle.
“I shall make us something to eat, and you, princess, should go take a shower.”
Princess? He’s got to be fucking kidding me. First Cookie, now Princess.
“I’d prefer it if you called me by my name,” I snap.
“And I’d prefer not to be in Hell, but we can’t all get what we want now can we?” Ceb responds lightly.
I look at Maro for help, but he just folds his arms over his chest and gets that angry look in his face again. “Fine, call me what you like, but don’t expect me to answer.”
Ceb winks at me then makes his way into the kitchen and starts pulling jars of food out of the cupboards. I turn to Maro, who is glaring daggers at Ceb’s back.
“The shower?” I ask, not bothering to form a whole sentence, or caring that I am now being rude.
“You’ll find everything you need back there,” he says, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. I walk past them both, grateful at least for a moment alone to gather my thoughts and rid my skin of the stench of Hell.
    
THE SHOWER IS BETTER than I’d hoped and I lean gratefully under the water. I’m not sure how long I stand there, long enough for the water to run cold, anyway. By the time I climb out there is a gentle knock on the door. I wrap a towel around my body, it barely covers my arse but it will have to do. It smells surprisingly fresh as I tuck the edges under my armpits.
“Come in,” I say, swiping a wet strand of hair out of my face. There wasn’t any shampoo or conditioner (I mean, what did I expect, I’m in bloody Hell) and my hair is still a tangled mess, but at least it’s no longer covered in shit.
The door opens and Maro leans against the door frame studying me. His face is shadowed with secrets that match my own.
“Yes?” I ask after the longest time.
“I came to tell you the food’s ready.” His gaze lowers, lingering on my bare thighs.
“Okay, I’ll be out in a minute.” I glance at my pile of steaming clothes. I really don’t want to have to put them back on.
“Here, I have clothes. They should fit you.” Maro hands over a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, plus a pair of trainers. All of them are clean and pressed. Don’t tell me dog-man irons?
I take them from them. “Where did you get these?”
“Better you don’t know,” he says cryptically. His amber eyes survey me once again and I get the distinct impression he wishes to tell me something but doesn’t know how.
“Well, if that’s it?” I ask, placing the clothes on the small cabinet. I grab hold of the door and start to close it. Maro doesn’t move. Instead he pushes against it with his hand, preventing me from shutting it.
“I need to get changed.”
He shoves open the door, steps inside the bathroom and shuts it behind him.
“What do you think you’re doing?” I say. “I need to get changed.” A thread of worry slices through me, followed by a huge dose of, dare I say it, excitement. This will not do at all. “Get out!” I add, although I’m not even convinced I truly want him to leave.
“I’ve seen a woman naked before,” he chuckles.
“Not this woman.”
“You afraid to be alone with me, Ciera?” he steps closer and I smell that natural musk of him. I try not to breathe in too heavily.
“I’m not afraid of anyone.” I stand my ground, proving my point. I refuse to be intimidated, or turned on.
“You should be. Berus is my friend, but he is in Hell for a reason, Ciera.”
“Not Cookie anymore? Have I been demoted in your affections?” I say without thinking.
Maro’s head snaps up. “You still have my affections. I just don’t want you getting hurt.”
I still have his affections? “I didn’t think you liked me all that much,” I say, unable to stop my inner thoughts becoming outer words.
Maro sighs. “I think you’re pretty amazing actually, coming here to save your sister despite the great danger you put yourself in. I like your smart mouth, your spunk. I like the way you make me feel. You’re also beautiful.” He gives me a weird lopsided smile.
“I…” My cheeks burn a bright red from the compliment.
“You’ve lacked affection your whole life, am I right?” He looks at me with his ridiculous eyes and I find myself nodding in agreement. “Then it’s difficult to know when affection is given because it is heartfelt or because there’s an ulterior motive, especially when that affection comes from creatures schooled in lies and deceit. ”
Where is all this coming from? Was he under some kind of weird spell or something? He seems sincere enough. Was this about Ceb touching me, flirting with me?
“I told you I don’t trust anyone, that includes Ceb.”
“Just be careful who you give your affections to, that’s all I ask.” Maro leans over, his shoulder brushes against mine as he grabs something from the cabinet behind me. I swear to all that is holy, unholy, and inbetween that my heart almost stops.
“Here, for your hair,” he says, handing me a large wooden comb.
I take it from him, stupidly grateful for his thoughtfulness. I look up into his handsome face. “Thank you, Maro. Thank you for sticking with me. I don’t think I could have come this far alone. If there were anyone I could eventually trust, it would be you.”
Maro’s eyes widen and a flicker of something strangely like regret passes over his features.
“Don’t do that. Don’t look at me like I’m your saviour, Ciera, because I’m not,” he says, swiping a hand over his face.
“I don’t understand. I thought…”
“I should leave,” Maro twists on his feet and pulls open the bathroom door. For reasons unknown to me, I can’t help but feel utterly confused and desperately sad at the thought he’s just going to leave like that. I let out a long sigh.
“Oh, fuck it.”
My head snaps up as Maro strides towards me, cups my head in his hands and crashes his lips against mine. It takes my brain a millisecond to catch up, but when it does I open my mouth to his probing tongue and kiss him back with the same ferocity. Lips clash, tongues battle, and hands roam.
Holy fuck, damn, shit.
Maro may look like an angel, but his kisses are full of sin.
I am so fucked.





CHAPTER 10
   
I 'm the first to go back to the kitchen, where Ceb is busy making something over the fireplace. It looks like soup in a massive iron pot. He's stirring it diligently, his full concentration is on the food. I hope it's something edible. Not sure what they eat here in Hell, or what giant hellhound man shifters eat in general. Maybe it's mud, the same stuff that's probably still stuck to parts of my hair, even after the shower?
Now that would be a big let down.
My stomach growls and announces my presence. Ceb turns and gives me a smile. Are my cheeks flushed? My lips redder than usual? Can he see that I just had the most amazing kiss of my life? Maro ended it far too soon, muttering something about needing a moment to freshen up. I hope he's not thinking that it was a mistake. Even if that stays our one and only kiss, it was worth it. So worth it.
"Feeling better, fair maiden?" Ceb asks and points at a wooden chair in the corner, apparently wanting me to sit on it. I stay standing, watching him as he continues to stir the soup. His thick muscles move with every twist. It's hypnotising and somewhat endearing to see this massive man cook. It's so entrancing that I completely forget to answer.
"Everything alright? Do you need something? Water, perhaps? I don't usually have humans here, I'm not quite sure what you need to survive."
I grin at his sudden blabbing. Is he nervous?
"Water would be lovely. And aren't all the sinners down here human?"
He gets up and stretches, his head almost reaching the ceiling. "Yeah, I suppose, but they're not alive, so they don't count."
He heads over to the sink - I try not to think about how he has plumbing and flowing water in the middle of Hell - and pours me a glass of water. It's slightly murky, but when I hold it to my lips and give it a tentative sniff, it doesn't stink like the rest of this circle. In fact, it's really rather good, and I empty the glass in one go.
"More?" he asks and takes the glass before I can respond. "Do humans need a lot of watering?"
"First, don't call it watering, I'm not a plant. Second, am I the first human you've ever met?"
He hands me the glass back, now filled again. "Is it that obvious?"
I shrug. "Kind of. Does that mean the people... the sinners don't need any food and drink?"
A chuckle behind me makes me turn around. "They're dead, Cookie," Maro says with a grin. "They don't sleep either, in case that was your next question."
While I can still feel my lips tingle from our heated kiss and I'm sure that they're bright red, Maro looks just like he did before. Maybe his golden skin doesn't flush?
"What are you making?" he asks, pointing at whatever is simmering in the pot.
Ceb grins proudly. "My famous fireroot soup. A delicacy that you can only get in the third circle. I think it should be palatable for humans."
"Should?" I raise an eyebrow, not quite reassured by Maro's doubtful expression.
Ceb just shrugs. "I don't know of any human who's ever tried it, so we'll find out. It's rather spicy, but I like that. It makes the flames within me burn brighter."
I'm not sure if that's a metaphor or if he's actually got fire in him. Who knows what's beneath a hellhound's skin.
He pulls some earthen bowls out of his small cupboard - again, I'm surprised how well equipped he is - and begins to ladle soup into them. When he hands me my bowl, steam reaches my eyes and they immediately begin to water both from the heat and the intensity of the smell filling the air. It smells rank and not at all like something I'd ever want to eat.
Ceb is looking at me expectantly though, so I hesitantly lift a spoon full of the reeking soup to my mouth, trying to suppress a gag. Am I really about to eat something that was cooked by a hellhound? My life has become crazy.
The first sip burns my mouth, the second cools it pleasantly, the third makes my stomach growl.
"This is amazing," I say in astonishment, already filling the spoon again. Once you get past the smell, this might be one of the most delicious things I've ever eaten. Who would have thought?
Ceb grins proudly. "After the first few mouthfuls, you don't notice the scent anymore."
He's right, I'm already not fussed by the stink any longer. I empty my bowl in record time and give it to Ceb for a top up. It's only now that I notice that both men haven't even started eating yet, but are staring at me instead.
"What?"
Maro is examining me like a curious specimen. "Just watching if there are any side effects. You're the first human ever to eat this. We should make notes just in case your body isn't able to cope with it."
I glower at him. "Excuse me? Are you using me as a lab rat?"
"No, as a lab human. Almost the same thing."
I'm tempted to throw my spoon at him, but that would be a waste. I ignore him and continue eating. The soup is making my skin flushed and my mouth hot, but I don't mind that. Besides, it's food. I hadn't realised how hungry I was.
"More." I hold out my bowl for the second time. Ceb raises an eyebrow but refills it.
"Do all humans eat this much?" he asks Maro, as if I'm not even in the room. Or as if I'm a pet. They're not going to get away with that. This time, I really throw my spoon. It lands on Ceb's biceps, leaving a trace of red soup on his skin. He doesn't even turn around, as if he didn't realise he got hit by a spoon. Are his muscles that thick?
"Humans eat that much when they're very hungry," I tell him sternly. "And I've not had food in a long time."
He nods as if that's new information for him and carelessly dumps my spoon back into my bowl. "How often do you need to eat? Every few days?"
I sigh. This really is a completely different world. "Most people have at least three meals a day," I explain.
Maro picks up on what I didn't quite say. "And you? How many meals do you have?"
I shrug. "One, two, depending on whether I can get enough food for us. I always make sure my sister gets enough though."
Maro's expression stills and something changes in his eyes. It's like the gold is turning colder, darker. He points at the full bowl I'm holding.
"Eat."
It's definitely not a request. His voice is humming with authority and there's a glow filling the air around him, making me want to lift the entire bowl to my lips and drink the soup as fast as I can, just to satisfy his wishes. His eyes are mesmerising orbs of molten amber, capturing mine, bringing me under his control. Eat, they say, eat until you're full and then eat some more. I can't help but dip my spoon into the bowl, filling it with delicious fireroot soup.
"Good girl."
His voice has turned husky and there's something new in those eyes that still keeps me entranced. Something that encourages me to shed my clothes, get up and...
"Stop it!" I shout, breaking the spell. "What the hell was that?"
"Blasphemy," Ceb mutters but I ignore him.
"Did you try and mind control me, you bloody winged devil? You have no right to do that, no right!"
Maro almost looks confused. "Mind control? No, I just helped increase your hunger a little."
"My hunger?!"
Oh fuck. Does that mean that I wasn't just hungry for food, but also for... for him? Is Hell turning me into a hormonal teenager again? Not that I ever really got the chance to be one. I had to grow up fast; there was no time to experiment with boys or hang out at parties.
"Seems soup isn't the only thing our little human is desiring," Ceb chuckles and I glare daggers at him. That hellhound has it coming.
I put the half-full bowl on the floor and get up. "I think I'm done," I announce, ignoring their grins. "Can we continue now?"
"No," Maro says simply. "Eat up first."
Would throwing hot soup at an angel make me a bad person?
"I'm done," I repeat, and I really am. I'm so full I would love to lie down and take a nap, but I can't afford to delay any longer. Somewhere in this vast land is my sister, and I need to get to her before Lucifer does something to her. No idea what he wants with a toddler, but what if she annoys him? She can be quite loud when she cries... Please don't cry, I think, hoping irrationally that she will hear my wish somehow. Angering demons and Luke usually results in death; I've seen it before.
"I wasn't about to cry," Maro says in confusion. "Why would I cry?"
I look up at him. Did I say that out loud?
"I wasn't talking to you," I admit.
Ceb reaches out and puts a large hand on my forearm. "I'm not going to cry either, don't worry."
"What? No, I wasn't talking to you either!"
"Then-"
Someone knocks on the door. Well, knocking isn't a strong enough word. The entire door shakes and I flinch back, right into Ceb's arms.
He wraps an arm around me protectively and for some strange reason, I let him.
"Who's there?" he barks, facing the door at the same time as a glowing sword appears in Maro's hand.
"Plutus!" a deep voice shouts. "I hear you've got a special guest!"





CHAPTER 11
   
“P lutus? What’s he doing here?” Maro snarls.
“Who’s Plutus?” I ask looking at Maro who has a face like thunder. In fact, he actually seems to be sparking a little. I can see tiny white sparks shooting out of his hand. I tap Ceb on the arm. “Is he okay?”
Ceb pulls me closer against his chest. “Plutus and Maro have history. Let’s just say they’re both a little scarred from it. Once friends. Now… well, not so friendly.”
“Open the door, Berus! I know you’re in there with that pansy Maro.”
“Why that stinking, rotten, hairy, bastard,” Maro seethes. He strides over to the door, yanking it open.
“I see you ain’t man enough to fight me without your sword, Maro.”
The man they call Plutus leans against the door frame, crossing his arms against his chest. The first thing I notice is his hair. There’s lots of it. It’s jet black and hangs long over his shoulders. In fact, he wears all black. Black shirt, black jeans, black biker boots. He even has coal black eyes which flick to me making my stomach twist. I’m not sure if I am scared or… well, not scared. My cheeks flush when he grazes his eyes over me, a tiny spark of a smile pulling at his lips, and god help me if it doesn’t make my knees go a little weak.
“What do you want, wolf?” Maro growls.
Wolf? What does he mean wolf? I glance up at Ceb, who appears to be watching the whole episode with amusement. I’m glad someone thinks it’s funny, because honestly, with the amount of testosterone in the room things could get ugly fast.
“I’ve come to see the human,” Plutus says side-eying me again.
“I have a name,” I mumble.
Plutus appears to hear me, but doesn’t bother to correct himself, or find out my name.
“Word in the lower circle is she’s hot. I can see the rumours are true.” Plutus looks at Ceb who still has me clutched firmly in his arms. “I can see Cerberus thinks so, too.”
“Ciera is of no concern to you, wolf. So I suggest you fuck-off back to where you crawled from and we don’t take this any further.” Maro raises his sword, placing the tip against Plutus’ throat.
He laughs. “I could fuck off to where I came from, but you might have trouble passing through given the next circle is mine now.”
“What?” Maro screeches. I don’t think I’ve ever heard his voice reach such a high decibel. I hope he doesn’t do that again, it doesn’t suit him. I much prefer the lower voice; it’s like dark chocolate with a hint of chilli.
“Yup, newly promoted. So, Maro, if you want to pass through, you need to ask me first. I’m thinking you should get down on your knees. How about begging, begging might be good.”
“I don’t beg.”
“We know that, Maro. Not even for the ones you love, hmm?”
Maro deflates a little, his sword lowers and the sparks lose their sparkle. He turns his back to Plutus and steps towards me. I can’t understand the look he’s giving me.
“Plutus, leave it out. This isn’t the time,” Ceb says.
“No, Berus. Maro ‘the high and mighty’ needs knocking down a peg or two. We all know what he’s like, what he’s done. Look what happened the last...”
Maro turns on his heel and raises his sword against Plutus’ neck once again. This time he flicks his wrist minutely and the sword nicks Plutus’ skin, drawing blood. “Another word and your head leaves your body, wolf.”
“Fuck you!” Plutus roars.
“Ah, shit,” Ceb says and before I can even blink, he has me spinning in the air, his body covering mine whilst a fight ensues behind us. At least I hope it’s just a fight and not a battle to the death. My heart squeezes in my chest at the thought that Maro might get hurt. He’s kind of growing on me… like lichen, but growing nonetheless.
For the next five minutes, I can do nothing but stand trapped within Ceb’s arms. He has his chest pressed against my back, forcing my front against the cold stone of his wall. I am indeed sandwiched between a rock and a hard place. Part of the hard place appears to be getting harder by the minute.
“Sorry about this,” Ceb murmurs in my ear, and I’m not certain whether he’s talking about the fight, the fact I can’t move, or because he seems to enjoy being pressed so close to me.
“Are they going to kill one another? I mean, I’d really prefer it if they didn’t. How else will I get through Hell without a guide?”
“I shouldn’t think so. Every few hundred years, old wounds resurface and this happens. They’ll wear themselves out in a minute, but it’s best I keep you safe until they do,” Ceb says. I feel the coarse hair of his beard tickle against my cheek as he speaks. I swallow, trying not to think about where I’d like that beard to tickle next.
A loud bang followed by a whoosh of air has Ceb knocked sideways and me thrown against the floor. I’m quick to my feet, ready to bolt if I need to. But when I see Plutus standing over Maro, who looks like he’s got a nasty gash to his cheek, an unexpected fierceness fills my chest.
“THAT’S ENOUGH!” I shout, anger making me bold. Plutus looks over his shoulder and smirks. The look he gives me is enough to piss a saint off, and frankly, I’m no saint.
Ceb stands, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I wouldn’t get involved.”
I shake his hand away. “Not happening.”
Whether it’s sheer stupidity or a very real need to get moving and finding my sister, I storm over to Plutus and give him a shove. “I SAID THAT’S ENOUGH!”
Even to my own ears my voice sounds loud. If I didn’t know any better, I could have sworn the plates rattled from the noise.
Plutus’ eyes widen as he stumbles back slightly. He seems to cower a little. Honestly, I don’t think I pushed him that hard? But, anyway, at least he’s no longer in swiping distance of Maro.
Swiping? I glance at his hand only to see curved black claws instead of human nails. My brain seems to be taking a while to catch up at the moment. What am I looking at here?
Maro had said wolf… If Ceb is some big, three-headed dog, then could this man actually be a wolf?
Oh, bloody fuck, I hope not.
Plutus watches me as I regard him. Meanwhile, Maro is coming to, and Ceb is watching us from the other side of the kitchen. He seems to be looking at me in rapture, or awe. Maybe it’s neither, maybe he has something in his eye? Turning my attention back to Plutus, who is shaking his head as though trying to rid himself of his brain, I stand my ground and wait.
Perhaps I need to appeal to his… what? Human side. When I look at Plutus, I see dangerous. I see handsome, sure, but I’m not certain I see human.
“Look,” I start, holding my hands up. “I don’t know what your deal is, or what the history is between you two, but I am here for one reason and one reason only, to save my sister and to get the hell out of here. You guys can kill each other all you want, but only after I’ve got what I came for.”
Plutus opens his mouth to speak, but I hold my hand up. “No. I don’t want to hear whatever it is you have to say. I need Maro. He’s my guide through this shit-hole you call home. Once I reach my sister, you can do what you like.”
Plutus’s mouth pops open, then closes again. Behind me Ceb chuckles.
“My, you are a feisty one,” he says.
“I’m a survivor. What I lack in skill and strength, I make up for in guts and determination. Take me or leave, I don’t give a shit.”
“Oh I’d take you, right over that table given half the chance,” Plutus says with a confused smile and another shake of his head. He winks at me, trying to make his comment light-hearted. I snort.
“If you try it, I’ll cut your dick off with Maro’s sword myself.”
This time Ceb roars with laughter.
“Fair enough, Mistress,” Plutus says.
Well that was easy.
At my feet Maro sits up, holding his hand against his bleeding cheek. The gash is deep, and thick, crimson blood pours steadily from the wound. I bend down to inspect it.
“That’s a deep gash,” I say, glaring up at Plutus who shrugs. “Let me clean you up.”
Ceb strides over, grabs a cloth from the side and douses it in water.
“Here,” he says, handing it to me. “I’m going to take Plutus outside for a second, whilst you clean up Maro. Be back in a bit.”
“Sure,” I respond, taking the cloth from him and returning my attention to Maro who seems to be gazing at me with a strange look on his face. I pull his hand away from his face and press the cloth against his cheek. He doesn’t even flinch.
“This is very nice of you, but I can heal on my own. Couple hours and I’ll be back to normal.”
“This isn’t me being nice. This is me wanting to get you fixed so we can move on and find my sister,” I say swiping a little too heavy-handed over the gash.
“We will find her. I’m just not sure how we’ll get through the next level, given Plutus hates my guts.”
“The feeling’s mutual it would seem.”
“We have history…”
“That’s what Ceb said.”
Maro clams up and just allows me to wash the cut. I feel his eyes on me, but I concentrate on what I’m doing. I daren’t look at his golden orbs. The last time I did that he seemed to spell me into eating too much soup.
“There,” I say once I am done.
Maro captures my hand. “Thank you.” He presses his mouth against the back of my hand and for a moment, I am caught up in this strange attraction we seem to be sharing.
“See, I told you, Berus. He’s at it again!”
I snatch my hand away and stand, whilst Maro sighs and gets to his feet. Plutus is standing in the doorway, Ceb peering over his shoulder at us both.
“Again? What do you mean, again?” I ask.
The three men look at one another. Every single one of them look guilty of something. I shouldn’t be surprised, we’re in Hell after all. After half a minute of waiting for an explanation and knowing I’m not going to get one I stride up to Plutus and glare at him.
“I need to get through your circle. Will you let us pass, or are you going to make this harder than it needs to be?”
Ceb is giving me a thumbs up, but I ignore him and level my gaze at Plutus instead.
“I’ll do more than let you pass. I’m going with you.”
“Over my dead body,” Maro says from behind.
“That can be arranged!” Plutus retorts. “You can’t stop me. I don’t come, you don’t get through my circle, simple.”
“Fine come then. I don’t care,” I say, exasperated.
“Wolf dick,” Maro snarls
“Angel prick,” Plutus growls.
“Enough!” Ceb shouts, making us all jump. “ I will accompany you all as well. Better keep an eye on these two morons.”
I squeeze my eyes shut. How did I get to this point? Eventually, after several deep breaths and mumbled curses I nod my head.
“Then let’s get going, my merry band of…” Men? Demons?
“Hotties?” Ceb finishes for me.
“We might be in Hell, but none of you are hot,” I lie. With that, I push past Ceb and Plutus and head back out into the shit.





CHAPTER 12
   
I t smells even worse outside than I remember. Maybe the stink has increased or my nose got used to the clean, fresh air inside Ceb's house. No idea how he keeps it smelling nice in there. I don't think they have air conditioning in Hell, but what do I know? If there's indoor plumbing, why not air conditioning.
"We have a bit further to go through my circle," Ceb warns me. If you want, I can carry you."
I look at him in confusion. "Why would you carry me? I've managed to walk all the way until here just fine."
He shrugs. "My offer stands. You might reconsider once we reach the borderlands. They can get a little muddy."
A little muddy turns out to be several feet of stinking, slimy sludge. It reaches to my hips and once I've taken a few steps and haven't actually moved forward, I give up.
"Okay, you can carry me now." I say it as if it's an honour for Ceb to do so, and not a favour for me. The men are all drenched in mud as well, but they're taller and don't seem to have as much trouble with navigating the mire.
Ceb grins widely. "Your wish is my command."
His skin begins to glow fiery red and both Maro and Plutus step away from him. I'd do the same if I could move, but my boots have sunk so far into the mud beneath me that I doubt I could lift my feet without help.
Ceb changes so fast that I almost miss it. One moment, he's an oversized human, the next, he's an oversized hellhound. Smoke rises from his nostrils and his skin burns with a magma-like glow. I wonder if he's hot to the touch. Will I even be able to ride on him or will I burn? Has anyone ever ridden a hellhound before? I doubt he's letting sinners or demons ride on him, and with me being the very first living human he's met... this might be a world premiere. Sorry, Hell premiere.
Ceb snorts and little flames shoot out from his muzzle. I'm glad he's on our side; otherwise I'd be grilled human very soon. He's terrifying.
"Need a lift?" Maro asks and stretches out a hand, pulling me from the mud before I can say something. One of my boots slips off my foot and stays in the squelching muck. I don't think I'm going to be able to retrieve it; the Ciera-shaped hole that I was standing in a moment ago is already oozing closed.
"I'll find you new shoes in my circle," Plutus promises, the only one of the men to notice my predicament. Maro stares at my bare foot - the sock has disappeared as well - before growling softly and almost throwing me onto the hellhound's back. I scramble to find something to hold on to, but it's too late. I slide down on Ceb's other side, landing in the mud with a soft slushy sound. It's warm against my back as I sink in, driven downwards by gravity. I wriggle against the pull, but with every movement, I sink in further. Mud covers my chest now and it's slowly encompassing my shoulders.
"Help!" I scream, just before the first wave of sludge reaches the lower half of my face and I press my lips shut.
Please don't let me die in the smelliest part of Hell. What good are three strong men if they can't even protect me from mud?
I look up at the dark sky one last time, and - two faces come into view. Maro is the closest and his eyes are wide as he looks down at me. Didn't they notice me slipping down Ceb?
He reaches for me, his strong arms hooking around my chest, pulling me up. When my head is out of the mud, I take a deep breath, gasping for air. I hadn't even noticed that I'd stopped breathing.
"A little help here?" Maro groans as he struggles to get me out. The mud seems to be fighting back, not wanting to let me go.
"Not so strong now, are we," Plutus snickers, but then his onyx eyes meet mine and they widen slightly. He steps closer and reaches into the muck until his hands grip my hips.
"Pull," he commands and luckily, Maro listens. Together, they manage to drag me out until I'm back to lying on the mud as if I was going for a swim. Except that this time, both of them are holding me, preventing me from sinking again.
"Well, that was exciting," Plutus says drily. "Do you do that a lot?"
"Drowning in mud?" I ask, my voice hoarse. I could do with some water now.
"Needing rescuing. I could get used to helping a damsel in distress."
I narrow my eyes on him. "I'm not a damsel, and I'm not in distress. If Maro hadn't thrown me up on Ceb without warning, I wouldn't even have landed in the mud."
I glare at Maro to prove my point. He almost looks as if he's about to apologise, but then he shrugs.
"How was I to know that you've never ridden a hellhound?"
"Are you..."
He starts to laugh, his entire body shaking as he throws back his head. I frown, watching him in confusion. He's not been this emotional in all the hours I've known him. Plutus begins to laugh as well, making me even more confused. It wasn't that good a joke. Hell, it was a terrible joke.
"Hell humour," Ceb roars from above us. He might be speaking normally, but his voice is nothing but a loud roar.
I almost forgot about him.
"Do you trust me?" he asks - no, roars - and I'd love to say yes, but really, I'm not sure I do.
"Maybe?" I shrug and he sighs loudly.
"Don't move."
He takes a deep breath and shifts until one of his heads is straight above me. He rips open his massive jaws and... is he going to eat me?
Heat pours from his maw, hot but not burning. It feels like a giant hairdryer. It takes me a moment to realise what he's doing. By then, the first bits of dried mud start to fall off my clothes, landing on the ground in a smelly heap. Plutus hands me my shoes, now dried as well, although they’re still quite muddy. He must have fished them out of the swamp.
"Now get on my back so we can get you out of here. Even I don't like this place and it's my home."
"I'm going to ride with her," Maro announces and before I can protest, we're jumping onto Ceb. It's almost like flying, and indeed, Maro's got his wings outstretched. We land on Ceb's broad back with an elegance that is nothing like my terrible landing earlier. This time, I don't slip - mainly because Maro is steadying me and helping me sit on the hellhound.
"Get off my back, angel!" Ceb shouts. "I'm not a mule!"
"Do you want her to fall again?"
Ceb is quiet for a moment, then he huffs and begins to walk. I don't have anything to hold on to, his skin is too smooth, but Maro has his arms around my waist, holding me tight.
The three heads in front of me bob up and down with every step. It looks so comical that I’m having a hard time not laughing.
I distract myself by looking at the sullen landscape. It's not getting any prettier, but at least the stench seems to lessen.
Slowly, the ground turns harder and we finally seem to leave the muddy swamp behind. After a few minutes, I take a tentative breath through my nose. The air is clear. I breathe in deep, enjoying the feeling of not having to constantly fight my gag reflex.
"It doesn't stink any more," I say to no one in particular, but Maro's chest vibrates with laughter.
"Welcome to the fourth circle," Plutus announces. "Welcome to the circle of greed."





CHAPTER 13
   
P lutus moves to stand in front of us all. He nudges one of Ceb’s heads out of the way. That head snarls, whilst the other two just glare at him, baring their teeth.
“Pipe down, Berus. You’re in my circle now, and given I’m closer to the centre, you know I have more power, right? Or do I need to remind you of that fact?”
A deep rumble comes out of Ceb’s throat. It’s so loud and menacing that I feel it vibrate up my parted legs. I have to clamp my mouth shut over the involuntary moan it rouses in me. Behind me, Maro stifles a laugh.
“Cerberus, I’m warning you. Stop showing off and move out of the damn way, you big, fat, oaf.” Plutus gives Ceb a shove, and to my utter surprise, Ceb stumbles sideways, throwing me off kilter. Maro grabs my hips to steady me. His touch and Ceb’s responding rumble has me feeling all kinds of hot and bothered.
“Seeing as this is my circle, I figure I should be the one to give you the grand tour.” Plutus looks up at me, and with a dramatic swerve of his hand, bows.
What’s he doing? Why is he bowing to me?
Ceb growls again. This time a strangled moan releases from my mouth.
“You alright there, Ciera?” Maro asks, his hot lips brushing against my ear. It takes huge amounts of effort not to lean into his hold. The intolerable man knows exactly what buttons to push.
“I’d be better if we got a bloody move on,” I respond tartly, ignoring the interested look Plutus is now giving me, not to mention Ceb’s three dog heads. Yes, they are all looking at me, tongues lolling, like they’ve just had a good old rollick in the park.
Maro chuckles. “Patience isn’t one of your virtues, I see.”
He has the audacity to circle his fingertips over the tops of my thighs as he laughs some more. On the inside, my stomach coils with heat, but on the outside, I hold my back rigid trying not to imagine what it would feel like if Maro were to touch me like that all over, or if Ceb was to rumble like that in his human form, me straddling him. STOP IT, CIERA.
“Perhaps I should have left you in circle two, eh?” he muses, somehow sensing I am coiled up tight.
“Oh, sod off,” I respond, bringing my leg over Ceb’s shoulders and sliding to the ground.
I don’t have to look at Maro to know he’s grinning. A moment later he is standing beside me and Ceb has turned back into his human form once more.
“How do you do that?” I ask, noticing that Ceb’s now wearing a brand new outfit. I mean, why isn’t he naked?
“Do what? Shift?” he asks.
“Well, yes, but also, shift into clothes. Do you have like a wardrobe tucked up your armpits or something?”
“No, but he’s got a couple of large sacks,” Maro says with a wink.
Ceb laughs uproariously and they high five one another.
I see Plutus roll his eyes. He is watching us with barely tempered impatience, one dark eyebrow perfectly arched with his arms folded across his chest.
“Do you want to pass through my circle or not?” he asks, directing his question solely at me. “I mean, as much as it is entertaining to see your cheeks colour pink, and your lips part in desire, I do have work to be getting on with.”
“My lips weren’t parting in desire,” I protest.
Plutus rolls his eyes. “You keep telling yourself that.”
“Well it’s just as well I didn’t shift without any clothes on… I’m pretty sure your jaw would drop then,” Ceb says, making a show of twirling his hips, which only serves to annoy me more, especially when my damn cheeks flame red. Maro and Ceb fall about laughing.
“Urgh, you two are worse than a pair of teenage boys,” I say, giving them both my most pissed-off glare before twisting on my heel and running to catch up with Plutus who has already left us all behind.
“Wait. Those two are driving me nuts.”
“They’ll do more than that given half the chance,” he says, as I fall into step behind him.
“You don’t like them very much do you?”
“Like? Berus I tolerate. Maro… Let’s just say he and I have a coloured history.”
“Oh, yes. Ceb mentioned that.”
Plutus glances at me. “He did, did he? I suppose he told you how I stole Maro’s only love? I suppose he painted me as the bad guy, because of course an angel can do no wrong? Ceb is blinded by Maro just like everyone else.”
“Well, actually, that’s not…” my voice trails off as my attention is drawn to the sound of thunder rolling in the air. I look up, expecting to see flashes of lightning only to see cavernous darkness.
“What is that noise?” I ask, having to place my hands over my ears. The more we walk towards the sound, the louder it gets.
“You’ll see soon enough,” Plutus shouts over the increasing din.
A few more paces on, we get to the edge of a large pit in the ground, and by pit I mean a hole large enough to fit thousands upon thousands of people. People who appear to be pushing around boulders as large as small cars. Both men and women alike are wearing nothing but rags. They are skin and bone, hollow eyes and cheeks.
“What are they doing?” I ask, my mouth dropping open in shock.
“They are pushing boulders,” Plutus responds with a shrug.
“I can see that, but why?”
“Because these people in life either hoarded their possessions or lavishly spent all their wealth, and never considered anyone but themselves in the process. Their punishment is to roll these rocks around in perpetuity, never getting anywhere. They misused their wealth and privilege in life and now this is their eternal Hell. Their wealth in life cannot buy them a moment’s peace in death. Pretty neat, huh?” Plutus says.
“Neat?” I fold my arms across my chest. “I think it’s horrid. There are worse things in life than hoarding money, or spending it, for that matter. I mean, why does the Devil even care, it’s not like it was his bloody money.”
“It isn’t the Devil who cares. It’s the other fella,” Ceb says with a shrug of his shoulders. “The Devil, he just gives them a place to put them up.”
“The other fella? Surely you don’t mean...?”
“The one and only. The great Alm-”
Maro slams a hand over Ceb’s mouth. “Are you fucking insane, Cerberus? Don’t mention His name here.”
Plutus laughs. “You two will never learn. You think the Devil cares? You think He does? We were all lost a long time ago. We have our own punishment to suffer, do we not? The Devil has far more important matters to deal with, your sister seemingly one of them.”
“Well I think this is wrong. I don’t even care if He hears me. No one deserves such torture.”
“Oh, believe me, Ciera, the worst things are yet to come. There are many levels to Hell. We’ve still got a ways to go,” Maro says as he stands next to me. His face has lost all amusement from earlier. I catch the look he gives Ceb.
“Worse how?” I ask, not really wanting to know the answer but asking anyway. Tris was down there somewhere. My sweet, innocent Tris.
“Every circle we pass through is worse than the one before. At the moment we are in Upper Hell, where the sins of the weak reside, beyond the Gates of Dis is Lower Hell…” Maro’s voice trails off. If I am not mistaken there is fear just beneath the bravado.
Ceb coughs loudly. “You need not fear, fair maiden, that is why we travel with you. All will be well.”
Plutus laughs at this. “Berus, do not give her false hope. You know as well as I do that once we enter the City of Dis, there’s no going back.” Plutus looks at me, his coal black eyes glistening from within. “You’ll have only one more chance to turn back. If you wish to return to the land from which you came, then you must say so before we pass through the gates. Understand?” He rests a surprisingly gentle hand on my arm and I try to ignore the electricity his touch sends across my skin.
“I am here to set Tris free. My soul for hers. I will not leave until I have fulfilled my promise to her and paid my debt to him.”
Plutus sighs, nods his head then turns to the people below and howls into the night. One by one they make a pathway between the centre of the pit. Far over the other side I can just about make out a dark broiling blackness, not unlike the River Acheron Maro flew us over. There is something ominous about it, something that makes my skin crawl.
“Well, this is all good and well, but how do we get down there?” I say, pointing at the hundred foot drop below.
“That’s easy. We jump,” Ceb says, swooping me up in his arms.
“Great, more jumping,” I mutter.
Half a second later we are all standing on the rough stone below. Inside my mouth, my cheek is bleeding where I accidentally bit it, the rough landing jolting my body in Ceb’s arms. I spit out the blood onto the stony floor and watch as it is absorbed by the ground. Swallowed instantly. Something about that makes me shiver.
“Let’s go, I can only keep them like this for a few minutes,” Plutus says, urging us forward.
We walk single file through the stone boulders and trembling wraiths. Up front is Plutus leading the way, then me followed by Maro then Ceb.
The faces of the greedy all look at me with a desperate kind of hunger. Now that I see them up close, they appear less pitiless and more frightening. I have no doubt that every single one of them wants nothing more than to smash me to pieces between the boulders they are leaning against.
Perhaps He was right after all, and they deserve this torture? Or perhaps they have become this way through millennia of pain and suffering. Either way, I want out of this circle and quick.
Not less than five minutes later, I release a huge sigh of relief as we all step out beyond the pit. The moment Ceb passes through the last man and his boulder on the edge of the pit, the sounds of thundering cracks resound through the bleakness as the inhabitants of the fourth circle of Hell take up their punishment once more.





CHAPTER 14
   
With every step we move away from the strange pit, the ground becomes softer. Soon, we have to make sure we don't step into any of the tiny streams crisscrossing the marshy landscape. It reminds me a little of Ceb's circle, and I'm not the only one.
"This must feel like home to you," Plutus remarks, gaining a growl from Ceb.
"At least this place doesn't stink," Maro whispers to me and I snicker. He's right though. The air is laden with moisture, but it smells earthy rather than the pungent odour of the third circle.
This part of Hell is damp and dark, but it doesn't feel as threatening and depressing as the others. This could be Scotland on a winter's day, if the sky high above wasn't glowing a doomy red.
"When we get to Styx, try not to get involved," Plutus warns us, but he seems to single me out when he stares at me.
I frown. "What's Styx?"
He stares at Maro, anger clouding his expression. "Did you prepare her at all for this journey?"
"It was her idea," the angel defends himself. "I never had the time to tell her more about Hell. If you forgot, we're here to rescue her sister, not to do a sightseeing trip."
Plutus sighs and falls back until he's walking beside me. "Styx is the river we need to cross."
"And what's the problem with it?"
Plutus runs a hand through his hair, as if he's not quite sure how to approach the subject. Then he sighs again and explains, "The river is full of people drowning. You can't help them though, so you need to stay away and not touch any of them. If you do, they'll draw you under the surface to become one of them."
"Drowning?" I gasp, imagining that terrible fate. "Why? What did they do to deserve that?"
"They're the sullen," Ceb explains from behind me. "They couldn't see the beauty of life when they were living under the sun, so now they're trapped forever in the murky waters of the Styx, gurgling and drowning but never dying."
I shudder. "That's terrible."
"It gets worse," Maro mutters darkly. "You'll see in a minute."
We walk on in silence, my mind spinning with images of what could be worse than eternally drowning. The marshland becomes ever wetter and soon, my shoes are filled with water and my trousers are glued to my skin, uncomfortably sticky.
Noise drifts to us like wisps of fog, the sound of people fighting and shouting. Weren't they supposed to be drowning?
"What..." I begin to ask but then the sky lightens and I see what's happening. There's a massive river in front of us, at least as broad as Acheron, and on it are hordes of naked people. Yes, on it, standing on the water like bloody Jesus. They're fighting, clawing at each other, biting, ripping out flesh. They're feral, attacking their fellow sinners without thought.
"What the h..."
"Don't," Maro interrupts me. "Really, you need to stop using that word. But to answer your question, these are the angry. Even though they may not have resorted to violence in life and kept their anger within themselves, here they become unstoppable, tearing each other apart."
I stare at the people, their blood-stained bodies, their deep wounds and broken limbs. "How aren't they all dead yet?"
"They heal," Plutus explains darkly. "Don't get close. I'm keeping them at bay right now, but if they touch you, I won't be able to stop them. Same with the ones drowning."
I look at the fighting people's feet and only now notice how the water beneath them is boiling with limbs and gasping mouths. These must be the sullen.
I shudder again at the violence of this punishment. Maro was right, every circle of Hell really is worse than the previous one. I don't even want to imagine what the final ones will be like.
I cautiously approach the edge of the river and peer into the murky depths. The water is too dark to see the drowning figures clearly, but then, suddenly, an arm breaks the surface, grasping for an unseen hold that would help it get out of the river. There's a tattoo around the wrist, a snake biting its own tail. It looks familiar, too familiar.
"I think I know that man," I whisper, and immediately, the three men are surrounding me, staring at the drowning person in front of us.
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Plutus make a weird movement with his hands, like he's pulling on an invisible rope. A moment later, the man is thrown out of the water and lands in front of us, sinking deep into the mud.
He coughs and splutters, and I almost bend down to touch him, but when he lifts his head and looks at me, I forget all about that. I won't have pity for that man. Not after what he did.
"Filippo," I snarl and step forward, but an arm slings around my waist, preventing me from moving.
"Don't touch him," Maro whispers in my ear.
I stare at the man who took my mother away from me. I've not seen him for years; I didn't even know he'd died. But I'm fucking glad he did. He deserved to die, and as the anger bubbles up in me, I understand why the sinners get punished in this way. Death alone isn't good enough for him. He made other people suffer in life, so now he has to suffer in death. Good.
I take a deep breath and look straight into his eyes. He looks confused, but there is still a trace of his former arrogance sketched on his expression.
"Ciera?" he asks hoarsely, muddy water running down his chin.
"The very same," I growl. "I'm glad to find you here."
His eyes widen. "Are you here to rescue me?"
He takes me by surprise, but then I laugh loudly. The coldness in my laugh must tell him all he needs to know, because he lowers his gaze and looks at the ground. Is he ashamed? Feeling guilty? I bloody hope so.
"Why is he in this circle?" I ask the men without turning around. "Why isn't he with the violent people?"
Suddenly, they crowd around me.
"What did he do?" Maro asks, his voice laced with poison.
"Seduced my mother. Made her leave us. Beat her. Got her addicted. Made her drink herself to death. Take your pick."
I look at the pitiful form of Filippo, but pity is the last emotion I feel now. Hate and anger is all that I sense, and it's taking all my strength to push them away from me. I don't want to become like these sinners. Just because I feel angry doesn't mean I need to act on it.
It's bloody hard. I never got the chance to punish him in life. Now he's here, right in front of me, and oh how easy it would be to take one of the men's weapons and make him suffer.
"Wolf?" Maro asks, but it's more of a demand. He puts his hands on my shoulders and squeezes, and I lean into his touch, drawing his strength into me.
"With pleasure," Plutus growls and without warning, Filippo is pulled back into the water so fast I almost miss it. He cries and shouts and claws at the ground, but he doesn't stand a chance.
I watch as the water devours his screams and a smile begins to form on my lips.
It's not a happy smile, not at all. But I can't help it, I enjoy seeing him suffer. He hurt my mother and through that, he hurt my entire family. He tore us apart, killed her, then made my father search for a new wife, who ended up throwing me out when I was a teenager. The only good part of it all is that my stepmother had Tris. My innocent little sister, trapped in Hell.
I get up and brush the wet dirt from my knees. "Let's go."
I don't look at my men, not wanting to know what they'll think of me now. I don't even know what I think of myself. Was I right to want revenge? Or should I have taken pity on him? Forgiven him?
No, I couldn't have. I'm not a good person, and I don't have it in me to forgive. Not Filippo. Not Lucifer. Not the man who took my sister.
Wait. And did I just call them ‘my’ men?
I take a deep breath. "How do we get across?"
Plutus turns to me and smirks.
"We run."
BY THE TIME we reach the other side, I'm covered in blood, sweat and mud, and am having trouble catching my breath. The men don't look much cleaner, but they don't look exhausted at all. Maro's glow is diminishing even further, though. Should I say something? Ask if he's in pain, perhaps? If it's safe for him to continue? I don't want the angel to suffer, and now that I've somehow acquired two new companions, he could return and leave me with them.
Not that I'd want that. Maro's presence is comforting and reassuring and... well, he's got other advantages. I lick my lips at the memory of his kiss.
In front of us, the marshland continues, the ground swollen with thick brown water, but in the far distance, a large wall hides the horizon.
"What's that?" I point at it and turn to the men.
"That, Cookie, is the City of Dis."





CHAPTER 15
   
I  follow Plutus as we make our way across more marshland to the entrance to Dis. I’m tempted to ask Ceb to shift so I can rest awhile on his back, but I don’t want to appear weak. If I am to survive the descent into Hell, then I must project strength even if inside I feel tired or scared. I know I am a survivor, that I will do whatever it takes to save Tris, but I know from this point on that I must never, ever show weakness.
Not to the people I come across in Hell.
Not to these men surrounding me now.
Not to the Devil.
Not even to myself.
“You alright there, Ciera?” Ceb asks.
I swipe the back of my hand against my cheek, smearing blood and mud across my face. It looks as though I am going to be perpetually dirty. If I ever get to Tris… No, correction, when I get to Tris, I am going to be unrecognisable. She will scream blue murder if I turn up looking like some monster from the deeps.
“Ciera?” Ceb prompts.
“Good as gold,” I lie, feigning nonchalance. Both Maro and Ceb look at me with raised eyebrows. I cross my arms against my chest and glare at them both.
“What?”
“Need a bunk up?” Ceb asks, waggling his eyebrows.
“No.” Yes, I think. Yes, I’m so damn tired.
“It’s no sweat. You can lean on me.”
“I said no.”
“Then we rest for a bit. You’re going to need your strength for the next portion of Hell,” Maro interjects. He’s looking at me strangely, his usual bright golden eyes are more of a rusty shade of gold now. His lack of sparkle, for want of a better word, is making me anxious. That and the fact he appears to be reading my goddamn mind.
“I don’t need to rest,” I snarl through gritted teeth before storming off to catch up with Plutus, who’s a good few hundred metres ahead of us. He doesn’t say a word as I fall into step beside him. I’m grateful for the silence.
Shoving my hands into my jean pockets, I stare at the looming city in front of us. The walls are as high as a twenty story tower block at home, each individual stone is as large as a car. Set in a stone archway are two huge wooden doors, as tall as a house. The immense size of the place make me feel inextricably small. Along the top of the wall people move. No, not people, angels.
“Who are they?” I ask, pointing at the topmost part of the wall.
“Those, Cookie, are fallen angels,” Maro says, drawing up beside me.
I look up at him. A muscle ticks in his jaw.
“Fallen angels?”
“Yes, you know, the ones who took Lucifer’s side,” Ceb says, shrugging his shoulders.
“At least they chose a side,” Plutus mumbles under his breath.
Maro glares at him.
“You’ve not chosen a side?” I ask Maro, aghast. “But, I thought…”
“You thought I was a servant of the big guy?”
I’m not sure what I thought really. Frankly, until now, I hadn’t really thought about much else than getting my sister back.
“I don’t know. Well, yes. I thought you were on the good side...” My voice trails off as he looks at me. Maybe that’s why his kiss was so sinful… he’s not as pure as I first thought.
“Maro here sits on the fence. I’m telling you, his arse must be pretty damn sore.” Plutus smirks.
“Shut the fuck up, Plutus. You don’t know anything,” Maro snarls. He takes a step towards Plutus, his fist curled.
“Whoa, whoa. Let’s save the rage for when we need it to funnel it most, okay? We’ve still got to get past them,” Ceb points towards the fallen angels who have now gathered along the top of the wall. They stand watching us from their lofty position, which is kind of ironic given we’re in Hell.
“Oh, get out of my way. I’ll deal with this lot,” Maro says, elbowing both Plutus and Ceb out of the way. I notice his feathers are looking a little dishevelled, sparse in some places.
“Hell affects us all a little differently,” Ceb says, stepping up to me. “Because Maro is still on the fence, as Plutus put it, he will lose his strength the lower down we descend. Be prepared for the change in him. It won’t be pretty.”
“Why doesn’t he turn back?”
“You don’t need him anymore, is that it?” Ceb asks, his eyebrows pulling together in disappointment.
“No, that’s not it at all. I just…” I realise then that I don’t want him to get sick. Not for me.
“Just what? You care…” Ceb lets that word hang in the air between us.
I turn to watch Maro as he addresses the fallen angels. Do I care? My eyes graze over his wings and I realise that I do, very much so.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake, not you too. What is it about Maro? Anyone would think he’s an angel,” Plutus says rolling his eyes.
“Well, he is,” I retort, feeling defensive.
“Yup, whatever you say.”
Plutus strides over to Maro and starts shouting rather loudly at them to open the gate. He’s waving his fist swearing obscenities.
“What’s he doing? Does he want the bloody Furies to turn up?” Ceb says, slapping his beefy hand against his equally large forehead.
“Furies? What are Furies?”
“You’re about to find out.” Ceb points to the wall and I follow his finger. Behind the fallen angels are three giant-sized woman, as tall as the wall itself. They push the angels out of the way and climb over the wall. Maro and Plutus step back as the ground beneath us shakes.
“Shit, how do we get past them?” I say, my mouth dropping open. Not only are the Furies giants, they are also bloody stunning. Like drop dead, knock-em-out gorgeous. Beside me, Ceb gives a low whistle.
“Must admit, it’s been quite a while since I’ve seen these three. Forgot how hot they are. We call the red-head Phoney, the busty one in the middle is Meg and the blonde Alecto. Nice to look at, eh?”
I glare at him. “Not particularly.”
He just chuckles even louder.
“Who are you?” Meg, the dark-haired Fury, booms pointing her finger at me.
“Me?” I squeak.
“Come here at once,” she demands. Alecto is leaning against the city wall filing her nails with a long sword. The other, Phoney (seriously, what kind of name is that) looks bored to tears.
Ceb nudges me with his elbow. “Looks like you’re needed. If you want to get into the city, you’d better do as she asks.”
I suck in a breath, picture Tris in my mind, and approach the Furies. I feel like a bloody pixie compared to them. One stamp of their foot and I’d be a nothing but mush.
“Maro tells us you wish to enter the City of Dis?” Meg asks. Her voice is so loud I have to cover my ears.
“I do. I am here to find my sister, Tris. Will you let me pass?” I say, sounding much braver than I feel. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see both Maro and Plutus looking at me agog.
Phoney leans over and whispers something in Meg’s ear. Weirdly this time I can’t hear what she’s saying.
“Oh, fine,” Meg snaps. In a flash of blinding light, Meg reappears in front of me. This time not much taller than I.
What the actual fuck?
She stalks towards me, completely ignoring the men surrounding us. “If you want to enter the City of Dis you’ll need to pass a test.”
“What kind of test?” Maro asks.
Meg suddenly reaches behind her head and pulls out a bow and arrow. Keeping her eyes firmly fixed on me, she points the arrow at Maro’s head.
“I am not talking to you. Next time you open your mouth, I won’t hesitate to end your life permanently, Angel.”
Maro has the good sense to remain quiet.
“What must I do?” I ask. Inside I am trembling, but outwardly I’m the picture of calm.
Meg smiles slowly, her obsidian eyes glinting with darkness.
“Beyond the gates are the darkest parts of Hell. No one with as much light as you can pass through. You, my child, must lose some of that light.”
“NO!” Plutus and Ceb shout at the same time. I turn to look at Maro, he catches my eye and I swear I can see a tear fall down his cheek. His eyes plead with me, but I turn away from his gaze.
“Are you willing to make that sacrifice?” Meg asks, placing her hand on my shoulder.
I block out the sounds of Ceb and Plutus’ protests and nod my head.
“For Tris, I’m willing to do anything.”





CHAPTER 16
   
Suddenly, everything around me goes black, like a curtain falling on a play that hadn’t finished yet.
“What’s going on?” I shout, extending my arms to feel for my men. They were there, Maro on my side, the other two behind me, but all my hands meet is cool air. “Maro!”
“Stop shouting, silly girl. They didn’t follow us here.”
Slowly, the darkness lessens until I see the slender figure of Meg standing not far from me. I stumble towards her, not knowing whether the ground is smooth or whether I’m about to trip over some rocks. Or skulls, in the worst case scenario. This is Hell, after all.
“Where are we?” I ask her, but she simply turns around and walks away into the darkness. I wait for a moment, hoping she’ll say something, explain what this is all about, but nothing happens.
I sigh and run after her, towards a glimmer of light at the horizon. Is the sun about to rise? Is there a sun in Hell? Are we still in Hell?
So many questions, and Meg doesn’t seem in the mood to divulge her secrets.
Finally, she stops and turns. “Hurry up, we don’t have all night.”
“Night?”
Her eyes glitter in amusement. “Do you see daylight anywhere?”
She waits until I’ve caught up, then hands me something. My eyes are still adjusting to the darkness, but I recognise what it is because I’ve seen it before. The bow and arrows she took from her back earlier.
“What am I supposed to do with that?” I ask, gingerly taking the bow and slinging the small quiver over my shoulder. Not sure I’m rocking the Legolas look, but this is the first time I’ve ever handled a bow. Usually, knives are my weapon of choice. If I have to choose one, that is. In my heart, I’m a pacifist, but sadly, my heart hasn’t had much influence on what life’s thrown at me. I’ve had to use those knives to survive, and to keep my sister alive.
The Fury chuckles as if I’ve made a joke. “Shoot, of course.” She snaps her fingers and three glowing circles appear in the distance. “Show me what you’ve got.”
Maybe this is the point where I should tell her that I have no idea how to shoot, but I don’t want to show any weakness in front of her. If she decides that we’re not allowed into the city, it’s all been for nothing.
I lift the bow and notch an arrow, trying to remember how I’ve seen people do it in films. They always made it look easy, but my arrow doesn’t stay where it’s supposed to and uselessly falls down to the ground. I pick it up and try again. This time, I manage to keep it on the small indentation that should steady it, but as soon as I pull the string, it falls again and I only just manage to catch it.
Meg laughs. “You’ve never done this before, have you.”
I don’t answer and lift the bow again, ready to prove that I’m not going to give up.
“Stop it before you hurt yourself,” the Fury cackles and puts a hand on my shoulder. A strange kind of warmth flows into me, not quite comfortable but not painful either. The pressure of her touch slowly increases, and I try not to flinch away. What the… heavens is she doing?
Suddenly, my mind goes blank. There’s nothing, no thought, no images.
Silence.
I sink into the nothingness.
And know.
“There you go, now you can try again.”
Meg’s voice rips me out of the blankness and back into my body. Something’s changed. The bow feels familiar, like I’ve used it hundreds of times. I run my fingers over the feathers lining the end of the arrow. It’s like touching a friend.
As though I’m in a trance, I lift the bow, notch the arrow, pull the string back as far as I can and release it. The arrow flies in a perfect arch, hitting the left target straight in the centre.
The Fury claps in delight. “Well done! Now, that’s enough of me helping you. It’s time you prove that you’re worthy of ascending further into Hell.”
I stare at the arrow that’s vibrating softly in the target. I got it there. I managed to shoot and hit at my very first try. And inside, I know that I could do it again. I could use up all the arrows in the quiver and succeed with every one of them.
“What did you do?”
She shakes her head. “Don’t ask. I shouldn’t have done it, but I’m not a patient Fury. I would have probably killed you out of boredom, so don’t complain.”
“Not complaining,” I mutter. Will this newfound skill disappear when we leave this place, or will I stay a master archer? It could be a solution to my problems. I could take part in competitions, maybe even the Olympics, and earn some money for Tris. I’d no longer have to work for Luke. We’d be able to have a normal life.
I push those foolish thoughts from my mind. I need to focus on what’s right in front of me. Namely, the three glowing figures that have just appeared where the targets were standing before.
“Shoot them,” Meg commands.
She wants me to shoot people? Well, they don’t seem real. They’re too glowy and ethereal looking. They’re probably the same as the targets, just a different shape.
I lift my bow and aim for the person on the right. It’s the biggest one, and even though I know that I could probably hit a small coin from this distance, my mind hasn’t caught up with my body’s new skills.
The outline looks familiar, but I don’t dwell on that. It’s just a target. Just a Hell version of a cardboard cutout. I’m not actually killing anybody.
“Don’t.” His voice makes me drop the bow in shock. Plutus. “Please, don’t do it.”
He sounds vulnerable, almost scared. Not like I’ve ever heard him before. Granted, I’ve only known him for a few hours, but he doesn’t strike me as a person to ever sound this frightened. And that convinces me that he’s real.
He’s not two dimensional, a picture of strength and confidence. He’s showing real emotion.
“Shoot them,” Meg repeats.
“Is he real?” I ask, my voice quivering despite me trying to hide my trepidation.
“Shoot them.”
“What happens if I don’t?”
“Then you’ll be expelled from Hell, never to return. Until you die, of course.”
I’m not surprised by that. After all I’ve done, of course I’m going to Hell. I’m just hoping that I can save Tris from ending up here as well. She’s so pure, so innocent. I need to get her out of here.
I pick up my bow, my body as tense as the string.
I’m doing this for my sister.
For her, I’ll sacrifice everything. Everyone.
Plutus is already in Hell. Hopefully, that means that he can’t die.
“Shoot them.”
Meg is growing impatient. It’s time to lose some of my light. It’s time to make my first kill.
Except… do I need to kill? She said shoot. Not shoot dead.
I pull back the string, the arrow pointing at Plutus’s heart. He’s quiet, not moving, not trying to stop me. He’s too far away to see his expression. I hope he’ll understand. My muscles are shaking under the strain, but I keep the bow in this position, my head spinning.
“Forgive me,” I whisper and let the arrow fly.
His scream pierces my heart. The light around him disappears and all I can see is his dark figure fall to the ground. He’s quiet then. Hopefully he’s not dead. Please let him not be dead.
Tears are running down my face as I point the second arrow at the middle target. Yes, it’s a target, not a person. And it certainly doesn’t look like Noella, the woman from the shelter. I shoot before she can even say something, and she crumples to the floor, soundless.
“Would you really shoot me?” a very familiar voice asks. It’s the person on the left. The light around her increases until I can see her properly.
I’m staring at myself.
Bloody me, Ciera.
“I’m supposed to shoot myself?” I ask incredulously.
“Look closer,” the Fury says surprisingly patiently. At her words, the light around target-me increases. I look younger than I am now, maybe a few years. My hair is shorter and my smile wider. Yes, I’m smiling. Target-me seems happy, innocent, carefree. Have I ever been that way? I can’t remember a time when I was ever this innocent. Maybe in my early childhood, but things went downhill pretty fast. I’ve had to fight for myself for longer than I can remember.
“She’s the you that could have been,” Meg explains softly. “You will have to get rid of her. She’s the hopes you had, the aspirations. In your heart, you still cling to her. You still have hope that one day, you’ll turn into her. That you can reclaim the life you never had. You need to shoot her.”
“What will happen to me when I do?”
The softness in Meg’s expression disappears. “Shoot her.”
Well, I doubt it’ll kill me. That’s not the point of this whole thing. She said she wanted me to lose my light. The thing that set me apart from the other beings in Hell.
She wants me to become more of a sinner. Less good.
I’ve been on that path for a long time, not just since I started working for Lucifer. I’ve played with fire, I’ve breathed in ash. The spark of innocence inside of me has gradually been chipped away, until only a tiny bit was left. Now, I’m about to kill it off once and for all.
I take a deep breath and shoot.
I shoot myself in the chest. Not in the shoulder like I did with the other two.
Pain flares through me and I collapse before I can even scream. The bow clatters to the ground, the arrows spilling from the quiver like the liquid that is oozing from my heart. I clutch my chest and shudder when my fingers come in contact with blood.
I’m actually bleeding. Real me, not just target-me.
Pain is racing through me and I wait for unconsciousness to take me away, to let me die, but I stay awake, fully aware of the agony ripping my chest apart.
“Let her go,” Meg whispers from above. “Let her flow out of you. Remove your hands.”
My arms move before I can think about what I’m doing. I take my hands off the wound, lying back until I’m looking at the blackness that is the sky. Now that I’m no longer trying to stem the blood flow, the pain decreases a little.
“That’s it,” the Fury says quietly. “Leave her behind. She’s no longer part of you. You don’t need her. Embrace the darkness.”
One last flash of pain squeezes my heart and I whimper, but then it’s gone as if it was all just a dream. I clutch my chest, expecting my shirt to be soaked, but it’s just as dry as it was before I shot target-me. There’s no rip in the fabric either.
I scramble to my feet and look at where the three targets were. The left one is gone, but the other two are still there, two dark figures lying on the ground.
I ignore Meg and run to them, checking on Noella first. The arrow is embedded in her shoulder, but it’s not bleeding much.
“Don’t worry, child,” she whispers. “You had no choice. Save your sister.”
I reach out to touch her, but she disappears into nothingness, not leaving even a drop of blood behind that could prove whether she was real or not.
I run to Plutus and kneel by his side. His chest is heaving irregularly and he’s wheezing with every breath. Did I hit his lungs? I thought shooting them in the shoulder would be safe. Ish. I aimed high enough to avoid hitting lungs and major arteries… but he’s not looking good. His skin is pale, almost deathly white. He’s not wearing a shirt and my eyes flick over his torso, his chiselled muscles, the hair forming a triangle on his chest. There’s another line of hair further down, disappearing under the rim of his black leather trousers.
No time to think of stuff like that.
“I need more light!” I shout to no one in particular, but someone’s listening. The glow around us increases until I can see the wound in more detail than I would have liked. It’s a gaping hole in his shoulder, much larger than the arrow should have been able to cause. Dark blood is oozing from it, running down his arm and pooling in a threatening puddle around him.
“Plutus!”
He doesn’t respond. His eyes are shut, but his face is torn into a grimace of pain. I take off my shirt and press it on his wound, hoping that it’ll stem the blood flow somewhat. If until now I have doubting whether he was real or not, the feel of his wet skin beneath my fingers dispels all such doubts.
I shot Plutus.
I may have killed him.
If Meg hadn’t made me murder my innocence already, I would have lost it now anyway. For all the terrible things Luke made me do, I never had to kill anyone. My soul was grey, but not black.
Now, I can feel the darkness seep into it. Where in Hell do the murderers reside? I better take a good look at it cause that is where I’ll end up.
Plutus groans and my eyes flicker to his face, searching for a sign that he’s awake.
“Plutus?”
No reaction. I don’t know why I do it, but I bend down and press my mouth on his. It’s impulse, instinct, sin.
His lips are hard and dry, not like Maro’s soft and subtle ones. I kiss him, desperately, not wanting to let him go. He can’t die.
He groans again and slowly, his lips begin to move. He’s returning my kiss. I pull back, wanting to let him breathe, but he slings an arm around me, holding me in place. How does he suddenly get the strength to move? A moment ago, he was lying there, dying, now he’s kissing me passionately, his tongue nudging my lips to open, his arm touching my back possessively.
I let him in, opening my mouth, meeting his tongue with mine, tasting him. I close my eyes, focussing on his touch, on the hope that is spreading in my chest. Maybe he isn’t dying after all.
Suddenly, something sharp touches my bottom lip. I wince and pull back in surprise, opening my eyes to look at what cut me. Plutus stares back at me, his eyes yellow, his pupils large and black. His expression is changing, turning wilder the longer he looks at me. The intensity of his gaze is pulling me in, making me want to kiss him again, forever.
He opens his mouth, exposing the glistening fangs that have grown where his incisors were before.
“Get back,” he growls, his teeth lengthening even further. His eyes tell me not to leave, and so does my heart, but I realise that something is happening, something big, and I need to keep my distance. I rip myself away from him, getting up and stumbling backwards a few steps.
“I love when he does that,” Meg says, suddenly behind me. “It’s so masculine.”
“What the Hell are you talking about?” I ask, annoyed at how she seems to be ogling Plutus. It’s almost as if I’m jealous, but I shouldn’t be. I don’t really know him, and while I may have kissed him, that was just to… well. Mouth to mouth, perhaps?
“Watch, you’re missing the best bit,” the Fury says in excitement and I look just in time to see Plutus’s thick leather jeans rip apart. Wow. I didn’t expect that. I didn’t expect him to hunch over and turn into a wolf, either.
A massive, giant, dark wolf with legs almost as tall as me. His eyes are glowing bright yellow, reminding me of the angelic glow Maro had back on Earth.
“You didn’t think they called him ‘wolf’ for no reason, did you?” Meg chuckles and puts an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s go back, he’ll follow.”
The blackness around us convulses, embracing us before spitting us out again, back in front of the gates of the City of Dis.





CHAPTER 17
   
C eb is the first to greet me. He strides over, picks me up in his muscular arms and crushes me against his chest. I can barely breathe.
“Put her down,” Maro says. His voice is clipped, brittle.
Ceb heeds his order and settles me back on my feet. His eyes rove over me as he takes in my appearance. Seemingly satisfied, he gives me a wink. But I can’t even smile. I can’t even look at him, not after what I’ve done. I drop my gaze to the stony ground.
“You alright?” Ceb asks gently. He lifts my chin forcing my eyes to meet his.
“No,” I murmur.
“Just give her space to breath. Ciera doesn’t need you smothering her,” Maro snaps.
“No need to be so short, Maro. Just checking she’s still in one piece. You know as well as I do what the Furies are capable of.”
Ceb drops his hand, and I almost, almost, take a step into his arms. But I don’t deserve his comfort. I don’t deserve anything.
Maro gazes at me briefly, but it’s long enough for me to see his anger. He knows what I’ve done. He knows what I’ve lost.
“This is all really touching, but I could do with a hand,” Plutus says from behind us.
I look over my shoulder, relief colouring my vision for the moment. He’s no longer in wolf form but he is completely and utterly naked. I avert my eyes, but not before I see pity in his.
Fuck. It wasn’t all a bad dream. I shot him with an arrow, which must mean I shot Noella and… Well, I can’t think about that last part. I can’t.
Forcing myself back in the moment I look beyond Plutus. Meg is nowhere to be seen and neither are the two other Furies. In fact, all the angels lining the city wall seem to have disappeared too.
“You’re naked and covered in blood, mate,” Ceb says, stating the obvious.
“That’s right, Einstein.” Plutus rolls his eyes, then winces as he takes a step towards us.
“What happened to your shoulder?” Maro asks. If I didn’t know him well enough, I would think he cared. He glances at me, then back at Plutus. Neither of us answer him.
“What the fuck happened?” he demands.
“Ciera shot me with her arrow,” Plutus explains. He doesn’t appear cross, just resigned. It’s as though he’s done this kind of thing before.
Ceb whistles. “So that’s what Meg got you to do. She’s a first-class bitc---”
“Shut your mouth, Berus. Do you want the gates to slam shut? Look,” Maro points to the city’s entrance. The gates are wide open. Beyond I can see people milling around, just like in any city. It doesn’t look very hellish, but then again, if there’s one thing I’ve learnt in Hell, it’s that looks can be very deceiving.
“You turned into a wolf,” I blurt out, my eyes roving over Plutus’ body. I can’t help but notice the size of his manhood. I mean for crying out loud, that thing is dangerous. Heat fills my belly at the memory of our kiss and the hunger that had blazed in his eyes.
“You seem surprised?” Plutus laughs, then sucks in a breath at the pain it causes him.
I wince, watching the blood seep through his hand. “I’m sorry. I had no choice.”
“We both know that’s not true. I don’t blame you for it, Ciera. You did what you had to do,” he replies.
“Are you bleeding still? I mean, do we need to get you a doctor or something? Are there doctors down here?” I ramble, knowing how stupid that sounds.
Ceb chuckles. “No doctors. Unless you count Jack the Ripper…”
“He’s down here?” My mouth drops open in shock. I remember the history lessons at school and the gross images of women carved into pieces. One theory was that he was a royal physician. Could that actually be true?
“Well, he’s hardly going to be in Heaven now is he?” Maro practically snarls. “He murdered people, Ciera. That’s a boundary crossed. A soul doesn’t get any darker than that. He’s in the lowest circle of Hell because of it.” Maro stares at me meaningfully.
“What?” I bristle, feeling immediately defensive. I’m a murderer now too. I’m pretty sure I killed Noella, and I know I killed the goodness within myself. It ran out of me, hot and thick, only five minutes ago.
“Come on. Let’s get into the city before the Furies change their minds and close the damn gates,” Maro says. He doesn’t bother to glance my way as he strides off towards the entrance. My heart should feel heavy. Instead, I just feel empty. I no longer feel whole. It’s as though a swirling pit of darkness has taken hold in my chest and I am getting closer and closer to falling in its depths.
Sighing, I follow Maro through the gates of the city. I want to tell him that I had no choice. I had to do it for Tris. Everything I do is for her. Always for her. My misery is a small price to pay to save her soul.
“Don’t worry about Maro, he’ll come around. He’s an angel, he won’t stay mad for long,” Ceb says, falling in step beside me.
“You’re kidding, right?” Plutus laughs, keeping up with our pace despite the obvious pain he is in. “Maro is about as angelic as those fuckers up there.”
He points upwards. The fallen angels have returned as sentries on top of the wall. They eye us with vague interest as we step into the city. The air seems thicker here. It smells of smoke and ash. It smells like the blood that poured away from my chest.
“Maro needs to fucking own up,” he continues.
“What do you mean, Plutus? Just spit it out. All this vaguebooking. Just tell me what you know or shut the hell up. I’m sick of hearing your shit!” I snap, the whirling darkness whipping up a storm inside me.
Plutus grunts some remark under his breath, but still doesn’t elaborate. Good. I’m done with playing pawn between him and Maro. I don’t know what their issue is, and frankly, I don’t want to know. They both might kiss like a fucking god, but that doesn’t mean I should treat them like such. Ceb snorts, amused by my outburst. I glare at him and he soon shuts up too.
THE FOUR OF us pass through the gates into the City of Dis. I’m not sure what I’m more surprised by, the unremarkable look of it, or the fact that there is a damn pub with a flashing neon sign saying “Highway to Hell”.
“Is that a joke?” I ask, pointing to the pub. All of a sudden I’ve got quite the thirst on.
“No joke, Ciera. Fancy getting pissed?” Ceb asks, a mischievous look on his face.
Frankly, I could use a drink. I could use several. If fucking Jack the Ripper is down here, then I’m going to need as much dutch courage as possible to get through the next circle of Hell.
“Well, Plutus really needs to put some clothes on before he pokes someone’s eye out with that,” I say, pointing to his manhood. “And I could use a drink. So, sure let’s do this.” I stride towards the pub, leaving Ceb and Plutus chuckling behind me.
IT’S unremarkable inside the pub. I don’t know what I was expecting, but a couple of old dudes nursing half a pint and a buxom blonde at the bar wasn’t it.
“Ah, Plutus, long time no see. Looks like you need some of my healing tonic,” the blonde laughs, pouring a triple shot of whisky into a glass. She smiles slowly, her scarlet lips full and sexy.
Plutus saunters over to the bar. His swagger is ridiculous. I must admit, I do enjoy the rear end view, though I’d never tell him that. He leans over, plants a kiss on the barmaid’s cheek, then downs the shot before wandering off to a room behind the bar.
“Where’s he going?” I ask Ceb, who’s taken a seat at a grimy table next to me. He picks up a beer mat and twiddles with it.
“To get some damn clothes, I hope.”
“Hmm, looks like the barmaid is going to give him a hand with that,” I mumble as I watch her follow him across the pub. A streak of jealousy jabs at my heart, but I push it away. We’ve shared a kiss in a moment of stress. So what? It doesn’t have to mean anything. It certainly doesn’t seem to mean anything to him, given the sounds of giggles I hear from the back room.
“Better get myself a drink then,” Ceb says, pushing back the chair and standing. “What can I get you?”
“Something strong.” Something that will numb the damn pain.
Ceb nods his head and leaps over the bar in one smooth motion. He starts pulling bottles from the shelf and knocking back mouthfuls in between pouring. He’s like bloody Tom Cruise in Cocktail, except he’s twice the size with a ginger beard and turns into a hellhound when the moment takes him.
“I need a moment to talk to you, Ciera,” Maro says, making me jump.
“For crying out loud, Maro, don’t creep up on me like that.”
Maro takes hold of my arm, none too gently, and begins to pull me away from the bar. “You need to come with me. Now.”
I snatch my arm away. “No. I want a damn drink.”
In the corner of the room the two old men look up at us. One of them catches my eye, the black orbs of his eyes narrow and the centres lights a fiery red. He smiles, revealing a row of sharp teeth. “What the fuck,” I mumble.
Maro follows my gaze. “Now, Ciera. I need to talk to you. This place isn’t safe.”
I laugh hysterically. “We’re in fucking Hell, Maro. Of course it isn’t safe.”
“Just do as you’re damn told for once and come with me.” The tone of Maro’s voice has me checking myself.
“Don’t do that. Don’t do that weird fucking witchy thing,” I say, yanking my hand out of his grasp.
“I’m no witch and I’m not doing anything. I overstepped the mark that time. I won’t do it again. We are further into Hell, Ciera. There are others who can manipulate you.”
I look over at the two men again. Both are staring, both look less old and more demonic.
“Please, Ciera, just come talk with me.” He looks defeated, and it’s that and not his demands that make me go with him. Okay, so it might also have to do with the fact that the demonic old timers seem to be growing fucking horns.
He takes me to a dark corner of the pub and we sit down.
“I want to know what happened with Meg. What did she make you do, Ciera?” Maro is searching my face as though looking for something other than what he can see. I think about lying to him, but then, what’s the point? So, I tell him. All of it, even the part where I killed the me I could have been. Maro doesn’t say anything for a while, but when he does, it makes my skin go cold and my heart near stop beating.
“You’ve come further than anyone else. You’ve faced the Furies and won their respect, that is no easy task, Ciera. But now you’re left with a shadow of your former self. There is no light here in Hell. The further we descend, the darker it will become, the darker you will become. If we reach Tris--”
“When,” I correct him.
“When we reach Tris, you may be too far gone to do what you came here to do. The darkness will take root and it will turn your heart to stone and your soul… well, there won’t be much left of it to give.”
“You seem to know an awful lot about this part of Hell. You’ve been here before? You’ve been lower?”
Maro scrapes a hand over his stubbled chin. “I think it’s time I tell you my story…”
“Fuck the story, Maro. Let’s drink,” Ceb says butting in on our conversation. He places a tray of drinks on the table, the liquid slopping over the sides. “Here, something spicy for my little firecracker, and something strong for Maro.” He hands us both a drink, picks up a glass and chinks it against each of ours.
“Starting without me?” Plutus says as he plonks himself beside me. I glance at him, glad to see him dressed.
“Alright now?” I ask, my voice sounding snarky even to my own ears.
“I am fucking perfect,” he responds before downing three shots in a row.
“Here’s to us. Here’s to the Highway to Hell,” Ceb says.
I look at Maro across the table and swear I can see a shimmer of red fire in his bronze eyes.





CHAPTER 18
   
I t only takes that one drink to get me drunk. Whatever Ceb gave me is either incredibly strong, or I’m just not used to alcohol anymore. I’d rather spend my money on food for Tris rather than on going to the pub with my non-existent mates. Usually, being in a pub means being on a job for Lucifer, shadowing someone, or threatening them. Sometimes, stealing, although I’m not very good at that. Seducing, too, if I have to. Anything for Tris. Anything to survive.
“Another?” I hold my empty glass out to Ceb, my hand swaying slightly.
He winks at me. “Same again?”
I nod, not really caring about what he’s giving me, as long as it continues to give me the warm feeling in my stomach that I’m starting to get used to. It’s attempting to fill the hole that the arrow ripped into me, but all it does is line the sides, pretending that it’s a solution. Still, I’m going to take that for now. Better than not feeling anything at all.
“I need the loo,” Plutus mutters and leaves with Ceb, heading towards a door at the other end of the dark pub, where the two demons are still sitting and staring.
I turn to Maro and give him a conspiratorial grin. “Have they left us alone on purpose?”
He doesn’t smile. “You need to know some things about me before we continue on to the lower circles. It’s been okay until now, but you need to be prepared. We’re going to meet…” He frowns and stumbles over the word. “... family.”
I stare at him. “You’ve got family?” Somehow, I didn’t imagine angels to have parents, or siblings. They’re created by God, right? Or some other kind of higher being, anyway.
He sighs deeply. “A twin. I’ve got a twin brother.”
I’d love to drink right now, but Ceb hasn’t returned yet. I take a large gulp from Maro’s glass and shriek as the liquid burns my throat. “What the bloody fuck are you drinking?”
“Something not made for mortals,” he mutters, watching me intently as if I’m about to explode or grow boils. “Are you alright?”
I swallow several times, trying to get rid of the fire that seems to be lodged just behind my tonsils. “A brother?” I croak, not letting him distract from the matter on hand.
“When the angels fell… we weren’t just thrown out of Heaven. We rebelled. Some of us did, not all. Others were undecided, trying to stay neutral, while the rest fought on the side of the Maker. It was chaos. Of course, the one who’d incited the rebellion was Lucifer, but he had a faithful friend, a second in command…”
Maro takes the glass from my hand and empties it in one go.
“Your brother,” I whisper, watching as the last bit of golden glow leaks from his face.
“Yes, Marbas. He was always the more talented of the two of us. Better at fighting, better looking, better at attracting the attention of female angels. And better at rebelling, I guess.”
He looks at his empty glass, not meeting my eyes.
“What side were you on?” I ask him, keeping my voice as steady and neutral as possible. I can take an educated guess, but I want him to confirm it.
“Neither.”
His answer surprises me. “Huh?”
“Of course, Marbas wanted me to be part of the rebellion. Most of my friends were on the other side, though. I didn’t want to abandon them, but I also didn’t want my brother to fight alone. I tried my best to be both, to help negotiate and bring the two sides together… but it didn’t work. They all assumed that I was secretly supporting my brother, so when he was thrown out of Heaven, they expelled me too. Luckily, the few friends I still had managed to convince the Maker to let me live on Earth rather than be stuck in Hell like Marbas. I’m free to travel here and visit him, but I’m barred from Heaven. I guess they still assume that one day, I’ll come and join my twin.”
“And Plutus thinks that too,” I say quietly. It’s not a question, I already know that it’s true. It’s been obvious from the way the two men have been talking to each other.
“He and every other damn demon,” Maro sighs. “They can sense the darkness in me. They know I’m not one of the heavenly angels, so they automatically assume that I’m one of the fallen. Which I am, technically, but not quite.”
He stops talking and stares at his glass, deep in thought. I'm not quite sure what to say. I want to hug him, but he doesn't look like he's in the mood for it. With his angelic glow gone, I see the darkness in him, the darkness that the demons are sensing too. What matters though, is if he decides to act on it. All of us have darkness inside, but not all of us become sinners. That might be the difference between Maro and his brother.
"You helped me," I tell him, before noticing that he might need a bit of context. "You knew you'd have to face prejudice in Hell. You didn't have to come here. And yet... you did. To help me, someone you don't even know. You're going against your brother's ally, or friend, or whatever Lucifer is to him. All of that... only a very good person would do that. You're not a fallen angel to me, Maro."
Finally, he looks up at me, his eyes blazing with an echo of the golden hue they were when I first met him. "That's sweet of you to say, but you don't know me. You have no idea what I've done. I deserve to be living down here, hell, I deserve to be punished in one of the circles."
I can't help it, I have to laugh. "Blasphemy!"
"What?" His dark expression is turning into confusion.
"Ever since I met you, you've been telling me not to use the word hell as a curse. Well, now you did it yourself."
He stares at me blankly for a moment, then a tiny smile is flickering on his lips. "I guess you're right. How very hypocritical of me."
"No, it makes you human."
The smile disappears. "Ciera, I'm not human. I'm as far from being human as it gets."
I reach out and take his hands into mine. "And that's what makes you special. You're an angel, a real bloody angel. You know that humans tell tales of having guardian angels watching over them? Well, you're mine, and I'm not letting you believe that you're anything else than a good, selfless person, human or not."
To emphasise - this man seems to need some encouragement - I lean over the table and press my lips against his. A kiss sometimes solves everything… but it doesn’t last. A cough behind me makes me jump and pull back.
“Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve got some bad news.” Ceb puts two glasses in front of us, as if to prepare us for the coming shock. “We can’t go on straight away. The sixth circle is closed.”
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“C losed? What do you mean closed?” I ask, my voice sounding both shrill and inebriated. Currently, Plutus has two heads and is looking more like Ceb in hellhound form than himself.
“Under construction or something…” Plutus shrugs. “No doubt Lucifer is up to something. Bottom line is, we ain’t going anywhere just yet.”
“Are you serious?”
“Sorry Ciera, this happens every so often. We just need to wait it out for a bit,” Ceb says apologetically.
“Well, how long’s a bit?” I slur. Suddenly, the chair beneath me seems to turn to liquid and my body falls to the side.
“Long enough to sober you up,” Maro says, catching me before I slide to the floor. He shoots a look at Ceb. “Ciera downed my drink…”
“Ah, fuck,” Ceb responds. “This should be interesting.”
Maro hauls me to my feet, then realising that my legs seemed to have lost the ability to walk, picks me up in his arms. “Let’s get you a bed to sleep off the drink. Hopefully by then we’ll have access to the next circle.”
“But I want to go now. Just let me talk to the gatekeeper, they’ll let me through. I’m badass,” I slur.
“I think that’s the issue,” Plutus mumbles as he follows Maro and I across the pub and into a darkened corridor, Ceb following behind.
“You’re all coming to bed too?” I ask, with a giggle.
Ceb and Plutus glance at each other. “We don’t really sleep. That’s a luxury bestowed upon those who aren’t…”
“Aren’t as what? Demony?”
Ceb chuckles. “No, Ciera... Dark. Dreaming is for souls who still have light.”
“But I gave my light up. It’s gone now. I don’t need sleeeeeep,” I say, drawing out the word. “I think we should do something far more exciting than sleep to pass the time.”
“Don’t tempt me, Ciera,” Plutus says, his voice rumbling. Even in my drunken haze my body reacts to his dominance.
Maro stops abruptly in front of a door at the furthest end of the corridor. He turns with me in his arms and looks from Ceb to Plutus. “Stand guard. No one gets in this room. Got it?”
“You want us to wait out here whilst…” Ceb’s voice trails off at the glare Maro gives him.
“Fine, fine. I’ll be your bloody watchdog.”
“Plutus?” Maro asks, waiting for a response.
Plutus’ gaze falls from Maro’s face to mine. “Will you be alright, Ciera?”
“Why wouldn’t I be alright? Maro’s an angel,” I giggle, running a hand over the thick muscle of his arm.
Plutus scoffs, looking far from convinced. “If you need me, call. I’ll be here with Ceb standing guard, okay?”
“Okay.”
Before Maro is able to open the door and step inside, Plutus leans over and presses a rough kiss against my mouth. My heart lurches in my chest at the contact.
“I haven’t forgotten our kiss, Ciera,” he murmurs against my mouth, before pulling back.
I feel Maro tense around me, but he doesn’t say a word.
“Since when did you kiss Ciera?” Ceb grumbles looking more than a little pissed off. I can’t help but giggle. It’s fun being the centre of their attention, and by ‘their,’ I mean the several Cebs and Plutus’ that are multiplying in front of me.
“It’s none of your damn business, hound,” Plutus responds.
Indignant, Ceb’s arm reaches out to stop Maro from heading into the room.
“Wait!” he says. “I’ll be damned if I’m the only one who doesn’t steal a kiss.” He leans over, his huge bulk blocking out the overhead light. Above us, I can hear Maro murmuring obscenities under his breath, but, surprisingly, he doesn’t try to stop Ceb. He lets him kiss me.
Ceb’s mouth is soft, gentle even. I can feel the tickle of his beard against my skin, and in my drunk fuelled haze I wonder what that beard would feel like against other, more delicate areas. His tongue nudges open my lips and dances against my own. Ceb’s kisses are surprisingly sweet for someone so full of fire and brimstone. When his mouth leaves mine, the look he gives me is hard to read, but there is as much surprise in them as I know there must be in mine. My fingers flutter to my lips, the drunken haze fading fast. Has his kiss sobered me up?
“Damn it Ciera…” he mumbles before looking up at Maro. “I will guard this door with my life, you have my word.”
Maro dips his head in acknowledgement and then steps inside the room.
“I think I can walk now. Ceb’s kiss…”
“Sobered you up?”
I nod. “How?”
“Damned if I know how it works. What I do know is, the couple of times I’ve been in trouble down here, Berus has managed to heal me enough so that I can battle my way out again.”
“He kissed you too?” I ask, my mouth dropping open, my brain completely bypassing the fact that he has had to battle his way out of Hell in the past. Maro releases me from his arms, but I wobble on my feet still feeling a little tipsy if not rip-roaring drunk. He reaches out his hand to steady me.
“You may feel less drunk but you’re still not fully sober. Get on the bed, Cookie.”
“Back to Cookie now, is it?” I ask, climbing on the bed. I make room next to me for Maro to sit down, tapping the empty space beside me. Maro remains where he is, staring at me from his spot in the middle of the room. I tap the bed again. This time he obeys, and slides into the empty space next to me.
“You haven’t answered my question.” I insist.
“You don’t like my nickname for you?” he asks, turning his body to face mine.
“That’s not the question I mean…” I smirk.
Maro chuckles. “No, Cerberus has never kissed me, Ciera. He wouldn’t dare.”
“Fair enough,” I laugh, then raise my hand to my head as the most explosive headache flashes behind my eyes. “Holy fuck, what is that?” I ask my hand flying to my forehead. White spots enter my vision.
“Ah, that will be the mother of all hangovers,” Maro says, apologetically. “You’re better off trying to sleep it off.”
“I don’t suppose there are any painkillers in Hell?” I mumble, my eyes closing against the pain.
“Afraid not, but there are my hands…”
“Your hands?” I ask, cracking my eye open a fraction to see whether he’s taking the piss or not.
“Yes, my hands. Come here, Ciera,” he demands gently. This time he is tapping the bed between his parted legs. “Sit here, lean your back against me. I will rub that headache away.”
I’m not sure if it’s because he’s doing that hocus pocus thing of his, or whether it’s because I really, really want a head rub, but either way I crawl into his lap. This headache is the mother of all headaches and I don’t really care whether I’m under his spell or not, I want it gone. If his hands can give me relief, then so be it.
For the next half hour, Maro massages my head. His fingers start across my temple, moving in a circular motion before heading across my scalp. He is so good at it that the headache eases within minutes, but I don’t tell him that. Frankly, he could massage me like this for the next bloody week. When his fingers move to the back of my head and to the tops of my shoulders I can’t help but let out a long moan of ecstasy.
“Ciera, don’t do that,” Maro says, his voice husky.
“Do what?” I ask, twisting my body so I can look up at him.
“That noise you made. It’s very…”
As I look up into his eyes, I am very aware of Maro’s hands resting just above the top of my breast. “It’s very what, Maro?”
“Sexy. You’re very sexy, Ciera.”
Without really thinking about what I’m doing, I twist in his lap and straddle him.
“What are you doing?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” I ask, reaching up and brushing a strand of hair that has fallen in his eyes.
“I think you’re playing with fire. I think this could be a mistake. I think I want you to kiss me and damn the consequences,” Maro says in a heated rush.
“I’m already in Hell, so playing with fire is something I do quite well. As for it being a mistake, I’ve made plenty of them and lived to tell the tale…”
“And the last part?” Maro murmurs quietly, his hand reaching up to hold the back of my head.
I lean in close, my hips rocking against his pelvis as I do.
“What do you think?”
We both move to close the space between us, our lips joining in a heated rush. Maro’s fingers twine in my hair whilst mine wrap around the back of his neck. Our kiss is filled with red-hot desire, with passion, with longing. Our teeth clash with the urgency, our tongues entwine. My teeth nip against his lip and in response Maro growls, pulling my hair hard as his mouth moves down the curve of my exposed neck and slides back up again seeking out my mouth once more. We kiss for what seems like forever. It doesn’t move on from the kiss, even though I can feel Maro’s arousal thick and hot between us. For once in my life I am being kissed as though that’s all that matters. There’s no rush to move on to the next part. There is just satisfaction in our mouths pressed against one another. It’s exhilarating.
Eventually, Maro pulls his mouth away from mine. He places his hand up, resting it against my shoulder preventing me from seeking his kiss once more.
“No more, Cookie. As much as I want to kiss you all night, this must stop now before it goes any further.”
“But I want…”
Maro lifts his finger to my lips. “I know, I do too. But this isn’t the time, or the place.” He cups my face in his hand and brushes the pad of his thumb against my cheek. For a moment we just stare at each other, before Maro’s head suddenly snaps to the door. In one swift movement he lifts me off his lap and is standing in front of me, his sword withdrawn and glowing.
“Maro, what is it?” I ask.
The door flings open and Ceb and Plutus rush in.
Plutus and Ceb are by my side in an instant. “Get up, we have to go now,” Plutus demands, handing me my bow and arrow. I hadn’t even realised I’d left it behind.
“What’s happening? What is it?” I ask, feeling slightly better now that I have my new weapon back. I’m so much better with a bow than I ever was with my knives.
Ceb snarls, the light in his eyes changing.
“The gate’s open…. All Hell’s breaking loose.”
The End
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