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   Chapter One: Stranger Than Fiction
 
    
 
   In a grassy field that sat two miles from the nearest town and one mile from the nearest house, something strange occurred. With only nature to bear witness, a narrow ring of light formed floating feet above the ground. It grew rapidly as it hovered, widening until it was five feet across. The ring became a solid white beam of light that lifted into the air, depositing three people as it disappeared into the evening sky. 
 
   “Here we are,” a man said. “Earth.”
 
   The group stepped out of the ditch and onto a nearby gravel road. After looking both ways, the leader pointed south.
 
   “This way.”
 
   The man started walking, his two disciples following closely behind him.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   One mile south, in an old farmhouse that sat at the edge of a small forest, an intense battle was about to take place inside the second-story bedroom of a teenage boy. Crashing drums, thumping bass, and a shrieking punk rock guitar solo drowned out any sound coming from the TV as the boy gripped his video game controller.
 
   “I made it, Zane,” he said to the cat, a longhaired gray dozing on his bed. “I’m about to fight the final boss.”
 
   The cat gave a disinterested yawn before turning away. The boy spared a moment to take his glasses off and wipe away the smudges. Unopened college brochures gathered dust on his desk next to pictures of friends that had moved on without him. Band posters lined the walls and stacks of video games shook from all the bass. There was a knock on the door, but the boy could not hear it over the punk rock music blaring from his stereo. 
 
   “Coming in,” the boy’s mother, Grace, said as she stepped through the doorframe. “I thought we agreed that you would wear headphones when you listen to this… music.”
 
   “Sorry mom, I forgot,” said Ash. The boy reached for his stereo remote and turned the music down.
 
   “Have you looked at any of those brochures yet?”
 
   “I flipped through a couple,” the boy said, pausing his video game. “I’m still not sure, though.”
 
   “You could work at the grocery store until you decide,” she said. “Maybe save up a little money over the summer. Money that you don’t spend on CDs and video games.”
 
   “Maybe,” said the boy as he turned his attention back to the game.
 
    “Dinner’s almost done,” his mom said. “Come down soon. We can talk more about what to do with you.” Grace went back downstairs to finish setting up for their meal. The boy played his game for a few more minutes but his heart was no longer in it. 
 
   “You’re lucky you’re a cat, Zane,” he said to his napping pet. “Human life sucks.”
 
   Ash turned his gaming system off and went downstairs, where his mother had the table set and dinner ready.
 
    
 
   After the meal Ash helped his mom wash the dishes. The horizon outside the kitchen window became orange as the sun sank like an anchor from the sky. With his spirits low from the dinner conversation, the boy wanted nothing more than to return to his fantasy world for the rest of the night. 
 
   They didn’t get many visitors at the Kaplan house, living so far out in the country. It was strange then at this time of evening to hear the doorbell ring. Ash gave his mother a skeptical look and she returned it with her own. 
 
   “Are you expecting anyone?” he asked.
 
   “No. Could it be one of your friends?” 
 
   “No,” he replied. “Everyone’s gone already.” Ash set down the towel he was using to dry a plate and headed for the front door.
 
   He opened it to find three strangers standing on the porch. Two men and one woman, all wearing black suits and ties. They stood in a triangle formation: one man in front and the other two shoulder-to-shoulder behind him.
 
   “Good evening,” the man in front said. “May we perhaps come inside?” 
 
   “Excuse me?” Ash asked.
 
   “I am sorry,” the front man said. “Perhaps I should explain myself first.” 
 
   “Who is it?” Grace said, stepping out of the kitchen.
 
   “Good evening, ma’am,” the front man greeted her. 
 
   “Hello, can I help you?” Grace asked. 
 
   “I believe you can,” he replied. “You see, our…vehicle-”
 
   “Automobile!” The woman behind him said, correcting him.
 
   “Yes, auto-mobile,” he agreed, “has ceased to remain in forward motion. May we come inside and use your telephone?” 
 
   Grace and Ash stared at them. 
 
   “I’m sorry, do none of you have a cell phone?” Grace asked. This time, it was the three strangers that looked confused. The man and woman in back shot each other a look while the front man fell deep into thought. He snapped out of it all of a sudden, as if he had just thought of something intelligent. 
 
   “I am sorry, but we have not stored telephones within our cells,” he said.
 
   “Yet!” the woman added.
 
   “But!” the other man said, “we intend to do so as soon as we get home.”
 
   “So you see, we require of the use of your telephone.” The front man seemed pleased with this strange explanation. 
 
   Grace and Ash however, were only further baffled. Ash leaned over and whispered to his mom, “I think they’re foreigners.”
 
   “Um…” Grace stammered, “fine, come in.” Under the assumption that they were a couple of foreigners stranded in the middle of the country, she felt sorry for them. She remembered a long time ago, when she and her husband were on their honeymoon in Germany. They had wound up lost and dependent on help from the locals to find their way back to their hotel. The evening sky was turning gray with clouds, signaling the beginning of a storm. 
 
   “Thank you very much indeed,” the front man said, entering the house. His two followers stayed behind him in formation, smiling politely and nodding their heads. 
 
   “I’m Grace and this is my son Ash.” 
 
   The three strangers looked to the boy. 
 
   “Hello Ash,” the front man greeted him, staring into his eyes.
 
   “It is a pleasure to meet you!” The other man added.
 
   “An honor!” The woman said. 
 
   Grace cleared her throat. “What are your names?” she asked.
 
   “My name is Sosime,” the front man introduced himself. 
 
   “I am Cyril,” the other man said.
 
   “I am Arthemise,” the woman said. 
 
   “See?” Ash whispered to his mother. “Foreigners.”
 
   “I’m not so sure,” Grace whispered back.
 
   “We are businessmen!” Cyril announced. 
 
   “I am a business woman,” Arthemise added. 
 
   “Okay, definitely foreigners,” Grace said under her breath. “The phone is this way,” she said, motioning for Sosime to follow her to the kitchen. As they disappeared through the kitchen door, she turned around and mouthed the words watch them to Ash. He nodded. 
 
   For a moment, Ash sat back and sized the pair up. Cyril was an average-looking man in all regards, probably in his early thirties. The woman, Arthemise, was no beauty queen but she wasn’t unattractive either. She looked uncomfortable in her suit. 
 
   “Would you like to take a seat?” Ash asked, leading them into the living room. 
 
   After exchanging another look with his partner, Cyril gave their answer. “The seating arrangement is adequate. I wish to leave it as it is, thank you.”
 
    
 
   Inside the kitchen, Grace tried to look busy while Sosime used the phone. The leader of the three foreigners, Sosime was the standout. He was tall, handsome, and probably in his late thirties. His golden hair made Grace’s blonde hair look dull in comparison. She hung around to eavesdrop on the phone call. It was one of the strangest conversations she’d ever heard. 
 
   “Good evening, friend,” Sosime put an unusual amount of emphasis on the word, as if to assure Grace that he was chatting with someone who was indeed a friend of his. He even turned to look at her as he said it, smiling. Grace gave a forced smile back while pretending to wipe off the dinner table. 
 
   “I am sorry to inform you that we have encountered vehicle troubles,” he announced into the phone. “Automobile!” he corrected himself, shouting and making Grace jump a bit. She stared at him and he stared back at her. “Automobile troubles,” he said, more definite. “I am contacting you from the home of some very kind, generous and lovely people we’ve found. They are allowing us to use their telephone, as well as providing us with temporary shelter from the storm.” 
 
   Grace stared out the window at the gray clouds outside. A storm was definitely approaching. 
 
   “We are in need of assistance,” the man said.
 
    
 
   In the living room, Ash was no longer having fun with his guests. They were beginning to creep him out. They seemed a lot less like foreigners and more like space aliens.
 
   Ash tried to be polite and make small talk. “So what kind of business are you two involved in?”
 
   The two strangers exchanged glances, and then Arthemise answered. “The business of helping people,” she said, smiling.
 
   “How do you help people?” 
 
   “We provide protection,” Cyril answered.
 
   “Protection?” Ash could hardly believe these strange people were capable of protecting anyone. “Protection from what?”
 
   “You’ll see,” Cyril said. Arthemise shot him an angry look for his ominous tone and he froze up suddenly. 
 
   “Oh,” said Ash. The boy stood up and got out of there. As he left the living room to join his mother in the kitchen, he could hear Arthemise scolding Cyril for his comment.
 
   The other man was still on the phone, nodding his head and saying “yeah” a lot. Ash didn’t think much of it, and went to the cupboard for a glass. As he was filling it with water from the sink, his mom leaned over and whispered to him.
 
   “He’s been standing there saying yeah for a few minutes now. I’m beginning to think no one’s on the other end.” 
 
   Sosime turned toward them with a guilty look on his face. “…No,” he said, and turned his back on them once again. 
 
   “The other two are really creepy, too,” Ash said.
 
   “I don’t really like this. I think we should get rid of them.” 
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’ll drive them into town. Drop them off at a mechanic.” 
 
   Suddenly aware that he had perhaps been on the telephone for longer than anyone ever should and holding a conversation with one simplistic word, Sosime said goodbye and slammed the phone down on the wall receiver, disrupting Ash and Grace’s conversation. The mother-son combo spooked at the sudden sound and unnatural speed of their unwanted guest, and turned their attention to him.
 
   “It appears my colleague isn’t able to offer us immediate assistance. I am afraid we are at your mercy for the remainder of the evening.” 
 
   “I can call my friend Harry. He’s a mechanic. He’ll fix your-” Grace didn’t even finish her sentence before a loud, thunderous clap from the storm outside struck. All the power in the house went out, leaving them standing in the dark kitchen. 
 
   “Well that’s inconvenient,” Grace said.
 
   “I think we should all move to the living room now,” Sosime said with an sense of urgency that he hadn’t yet displayed. 
 
   “Why?” Grace challenged him. “Are you afraid of the dark?” 
 
   A bright bolt of lightning flashed, illuminating the kitchen. At that exact moment something came hurling through the window. Glass shattered and sprayed everywhere, covering the floor. 
 
   “Get back!” came Sosime’s voice again. The other two foreigners entered the kitchen and called out “Sir!” They both had looks of concern on their faces. Ash and Grace hadn’t even seen what caused the window to shatter yet. Whatever it was must have rolled underneath the kitchen table. But the room was dark, and the tablecloth hung down almost to the floor, blocking their view.
 
   “Get back, both of you!” Sosime ordered. He crossed the kitchen to reach them, and while they were still confused and trying to process the last ten seconds, he managed to corral them into the corner. 
 
   “What was that?” Grace asked. 
 
   “Places, you two,” Sosime commanded the others. They split up and stood on opposite sides of the table.
 
   “What is-” Grace tried questioning them again, but she was shushed by Sosime. She stayed quiet and watched. Sosime signaled to his associates, holding up his hand. He counted down slowly from three, and when he reached zero he sprang forward and kicked the table so hard it lifted off the ground and flew at the wall. Grace was about to object, but events transpired too quickly for her to get in a single word of complaint. Whatever it was that came in through the window and hid under the table was alive. It was also growling like a mad dog. 
 
   Another bolt of lightning illuminated the kitchen and everyone could see the creature for a brief moment. The creature was covered in black fur like a dog and had rows of red, glowing eyes surrounding its head. Its mouth seemed to have far more teeth than a normal dogs mouth. That was all they could see of it before darkness obscured the kitchen once more. 
 
   The creature leapt forward, lunging at Ash with teeth bared. The boy retracted in fear. Sosime held his arm out, his open palm pointing right at the creature. They didn’t see exactly how it happened, but there was another brilliant burst of light. When they opened their eyes again, the creature was lying on the kitchen floor, no longer moving. 
 
   As Grace and Ash strained their eyes in the shadows, trying to figure out exactly what had just happened, Sosime spoke once more.
 
   “Congratulations,” he said. “You just survived your first encounter with a demon.” 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two: Demons
 
    
 
   Traces of smoke lingered off the dead animal’s corpse and the entire kitchen reeked of burnt hair. Sosime dropped his arm to his side and returned to his calm demeanor. 
 
   “What did you say?!” Grace asked. 
 
   “He said ‘demon’,” Ash said as he bent down to investigate the creature. Even through the darkness, at a closer range he could see the demon just fine. Studying its head, he saw that it really didn’t look much like a dog after all. It was far uglier. “Doesn’t look like any dog I’ve ever seen.” 
 
   “That is because it is not an Earthen dog,” Sosime said. “That is a demon; a creature from Hell. We call this sort ‘sniffers’ because of their superior tracking abilities.” 
 
   The gloominess outside and the occasional flash of lightning paired with a rumble of thunder reflected Grace’s mood. “I’ve just about had it with you people! I don’t know what that thing is, but my guess is it’s just a deformed dog. Not a demon.”
 
   “Who are you guys?” Ash asked. Truth be told all the talk of ‘demons from Hell’ had him wide-awake and full of adrenaline now. What started out as a boring night was starting to get exciting.
 
   “There is no more use in hiding our identities from you,” Sosime said. “So I will tell you everything. But first, we should leave this room. It’s no longer safe to be here with an open window. More of them will be coming.”
 
    
 
    “Okay, what is going on? Who are you people?! What was that thing you did? Where did that light come from? How did you kill that, that…thing?!” Grace, as humans were prone to doing, let out her frustrations and confusions in the form of yelling. 
 
   They all stood in the living room just moments after the scene in the kitchen. The three strangers stood on the opposite side of the living room, staring back at the angry mother and her intrigued son. 
 
    “I am sorry for deceiving you,” Sosime said. “My name is Sosime Westfall. These are my disciples, Cyril Amaretto and Arthemise Bailey.” At the mention of their names, the other two both gave a wave. “As you have no doubt witnessed, our attempts at blending in by acting like normal humans failed. Our information on humanity’s modern mannerisms is a bit outdated.”
 
   “No, you did just fine,” said Ash with a grin.
 
   “Perhaps it is fortunate that the demon attacked when it did, otherwise we may have not gained your trust so easily.”
 
   “You haven’t gained our trust,” Grace said. “Not until you tell us who you are and what you’re here for!”
 
   “I don’t think the truth is something you are capable of accepting at this time, but I am willing to try. As you already know, the creature that we encountered in the kitchen was a demon from Hell. We three have been sent on a very important mission tonight, and that is to protect any humans that may fall prey to the demons.”
 
   “You keep calling us humans, as if…”
 
   “As if you aren’t,” Ash said.
 
   “Clever boy!” said Cyril. 
 
   “We refer to you as humans, because that is what you are. But we no longer have any need to hide who we are. Fear not, humans. Though the demons are coming, your safety is guaranteed, for you are in the protective custody of angels.”  
 
   If this were a movie, the music would have swelled and risen and it would have been a very reassuring and triumphant speech, and the humans would have rushed to their sides and gushed and cried and generally felt ‘saved’.
 
   Instead, Grace just snorted a bit. Ash didn’t change his expression, but shot them a simple demand: “Prove it.” 
 
   The angels laughed a bit, and Sosime replied. “We were warned that the humans would be quite stubborn and probably demand proof.” 
 
   Cyril and Arthemise both turned their backs on Ash and Grace. The two of them looked like they were on a time-out, with their faces against the wall. 
 
   “Show them.”
 
   The changes started so subtly, if not for Cyril and Arthemise turning their backs, they would not have noticed at all. Something poked out from underneath their coats. They couldn’t be sure of exactly what it was, but there was definitely something underneath their jackets, between their shoulder blades, sticking up. Whatever it was ripped through their coats, revealing two small flesh-colored lumps growing out of their backs. In just a few more seconds, the lumps stretched and grew until they were nearly a foot long. 
 
   They’re wings! Ash thought, his heart racing with excitement. 
 
   The angel’s wings continued growing, stretching, and forming until they were almost as tall as the angels themselves. When they had nearly reached full size, the wings turned flakey. The flakes grew and changed shape until they formed beautiful feathers. 
 
   Sosime, Cyril, and Arthemise stood before the humans, giving them their first look at real angels. It was quite the scene now in the living room, with the three angels displaying their fully formed and spread wings. 
 
   Admittedly, Sosime had been eagerly anticipating the reactions of Ash and Grace. He remembered in the old days, when an angel revealed himself to a human, their reactions had been spectacular. He wondered how happy these humans would be now.
 
   Grace narrowed her eyes, searching for strings or whatever sort of contraption they’d used to make these ‘wings’ appear. Ash walked over to Sosime and extended a hand towards his wing. Sosime stood still, waiting for the young man to determine that the wings were no trick. Ash brushed his hand over the feathers. Without saying a word, he gripped one tightly in his hand and yanked it out. 
 
   Sosime shrieked in surprise. “What’d you do that for!?” 
 
   Ash held the feather close to his eyes and examined it, while running his fingers over the soft edge. “This looks real,” he said to his mother. 
 
   “Of course it’s real!” Sosime said. “Typical humans! Even when solid proof is right in front of your eyes, you still have to question it!” 
 
   “You do realize what you’re asking us to believe is, well, crazy?”
 
   Instead of replying, Sosime stretched out his arm and pointed his open palm at Grace’s face. Ash flinched, remembering how the demon had died instantly after Sosime did whatever it was that he was about to do now. Nothing like that happened this time though. Sosime pointed his palm up towards the ceiling. It began glowing like there was a flashlight under his skin. Thick beams of light shot up and out of his open palm, illuminating the room around him. Cyril and Arthemise also raised their hands and displayed a similar light show. 
 
   “And what’s that supposed to prove?” Grace asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
   “This is the Holy Light, bestowed upon us from God himself!” Sosime said. “Terribly deadly to demons and those whose souls are tainted with sin, but harmless to you.”
 
   Ash and Grace both moved in and examined each of their hands, poking and prying and swiping their own hands through the light. Indeed, it didn’t hurt them at all. In fact, they felt absolutely nothing from it, just like it’d be if they moved their hands around in front of a flashlight. 
 
   “And this is how you killed the… demon… in the kitchen?” Ash asked, seemingly satisfied for the moment.
 
   “Yes! My goodness, it was never this difficult to convince humans a thousand years ago!” With a little huff, his wings retracted as if they were connected by a zip line and shot into his back. The others followed suit, and just like that they were indistinguishable from humans once again.
 
   “What can we say? We’re a lot smarter now,” Ash said. 
 
   “Sir!” came Cyril’s voice. He’d moved over to the living room window and was gazing out into the night sky. He called for Sosime’s attention only, but of course everyone approached the window to see what he was looking at. They did not like what they saw.
 
   Outside, for as far as their eyes could see, there were pairs of tiny, glowing red orbs gathering around the house. Even if they had only one guess as to what they were, they already knew: they were eyes. The demons had them surrounded.
 
   “What are they doing here?” Grace whispered, afraid the demons might hear her. In truth, it didn’t matter if the demons did hear her. They already knew there were humans inside.
 
   Sosime paused, mulling over how much information he should reveal to them. Finally, he settled on an explanation that seemed adequate to him. “The demons escape from Hell to Earth through gates – portals – that form sometimes, either through natural means or because a demon of extraordinary power creates one. There’s no telling where a gate may open up. With this planet being covered mostly by water, we often get lucky and the they appear somewhere in the vast oceans. Without solid ground to stand on, most drown. However, very rarely, a gate will open on land, and these savage creatures are unleashed upon you. That’s where we come in.”
 
   “Why don’t they try to get back to their home?” Ash asked.
 
   “Imagine that you’re a demon,” Sosime said. “You’re a wild, powerful beast that’s just been plopped down into a new land with an unlimited food supply. What do you do?” 
 
   Ash gulped. He knew what he would do. 
 
   “Eat.” 
 
   They continued to look on as the demons gathered outside.
 
   “We knew there’d be more,” Sosime said. “Not to worry; we have a plan for getting you out of here safely.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small circular object that looked like a ring, only it was too large to fit on someone’s finger. He held it up for all to see. 
 
   “What’s that?” Ash asked.
 
   “This is a gate key to Heaven. It’s our ticket out of here. Unfortunately, it requires a lot of concentration and time to prepare, and that is something we don’t have.” 
 
   “This is ridiculous,” said Grace. “I’m calling the cops.” The woman took out her cell phone. Before she could raise it to her ear, Sosime raised a finger and shot a blast of holy light across the room. Grace’s cell phone flew out of her hands, falling to the ground smoking. Grace stared at the angel in astonishment.   
 
    “We would not want to put any more human lives in danger when we are the only ones capable of handling the demons,” he said. “Cyril and I will draw their attention. You two will go with Arthemise out the back door and as far from here as possible.” 
 
   With that, he took Arthemise’s hand in his and placed the gate key in her open palm. She responded with a nod of acknowledgement.
 
   “Are you ready, Cyril?” Sosime asked.
 
   “Ready as I’ll ever be,” he said. 
 
   “Wait!” Ash said. “Can you really fight that many?” 
 
   “I’m tougher than I look,” Sosime said. “Plus, I have this.” He pulled from an inside pocket of his suit coat a long, narrow tube. Ash had no idea what it was and neither did Grace. But the angel seemed confident enough.
 
    “Give us one minute and then run,” Sosime said. “Let’s go.” Cyril followed him as they headed to the front door. They each gave one last look back, nodded, and opened the front door. From behind the sofa, Ash and his mother watched as the two men ran outside into the front yard were they were surrounded by the demons. 
 
   “Will they really be okay?” Ash asked Arthemise. “There are a lot of demons out there.”
 
   “Sir Sosime is an Archangel, the mightiest of our ranks,” Arthemise said. “Lesser demons of this caliber are no match for him.”
 
   “What about Cyril?” Grace asked.
 
   “Cyril? Well…he and I have both had one week of intensive training.”
 
    
 
   Outside, the two men stood back to back. The pack of wolf-like demons moved in on them. The first demon to make its move pounced at Sosime.
 
   “You should look away,” Arthemise told the humans.
 
   “No way,” Ash whispered, moving in closer to the window.
 
   Much like before, Sosime lifted his arms and pointed his palms at the creature, blasting it with light. This time, instead of recoiling in terror, Ash and Grace watched with open eyes the magic of the holy light. It was so bright and overpowering, the demon was lost inside the beam until Sosime stopped and the light disappeared. The sniffer dropped to the ground dead.
 
   But where they found a moment of success, more demons stepped in to fill the void the previous one left. It was not yet time to celebrate. The night of demons was only just beginning. Arthemise and the humans watched from the temporary safety inside the house as the two angels outside let loose more blasts of holy light, clearing away more of the demons. 
 
   “I think it’s been more than a minute,” Arthemise said. “We should be going now, before they notice us.” 
 
   The humans nodded and followed Arthemise back through the kitchen where the dead demon still laid and through the rear entryway. Arthemise cracked the back door and peered outside. No sign of any demons. She opened the door and popped out, getting a more thorough look around the perimeter. Still nothing. 
 
   “Let’s go, quickly now,” she whispered.
 
   Ash and Grace followed Arthemise through the backyard and into the empty field they owned. Every couple of seconds the sky would light up around them. Sometimes, they would see the lightning bolt that caused it. But when the light came from behind them, they knew it was the angels attacking.  
 
    
 
   Four demons remained. Sosime hadn’t even begun to tire himself out, but Cyril was starting to sweat. He wasn’t used to this much physical activity. Back where he came from he was more of a pencil pusher. He had only been in combat training for a week, after all. Sosime could hear his heart rate increasing and his breathing becoming heavier.
 
   “If you are beginning to tire, you may rest. I will provide defense,” Sosime said.
 
   “I could not burden you, sir.” 
 
   “These beasts are mere lesser demons; they hardly provide a challenge for me.”
 
   “I volunteered for this mission to be of use to you, sir. If I allowed my usefulness to become hindrance, even if only for a moment, it would be too much.” 
 
   Their ‘break’ was interrupted by a fast-moving incoming demon. Jagged fangs glistened with every strike of lightning. Cyril concentrated hard and shot forth another beam of light. The beam blasted a small hole through the demon’s torso, knocking it to the ground. It was hurt but not dead. 
 
   “I’ll show you my greatest trick,” he said, pulling the cylindrical object from his inner coat pocket. With a slight amount of concentration and a flick of the object in his hand, a thick beam of light shot out of it like a flashlight. The light stream flattened and solidified into a white blade just as two more sniffer demons pounced. With one slash of his light blade, Sosime took two demon lives. 
 
   The final sniffer decided enough was enough and tried to retreat. With its back turned it didn’t even see Sosime’s attack coming. With an effortless flick of his blade he split the demon straight down the middle. 
 
   Turning around, Sosime saw the demon that had attacked Cyril still writhing in pain on the ground. Cyril stood above it, attempting to create a new blast of light. It looked like a dying flashlight as he strained himself to force the attack. Sosime ended the demon’s life instead with one quick thrust from his blade. 
 
   “I’m sorry, sir!” 
 
   Sosime shook his head in dismissal, giving his subordinate a smile of understanding. “It is done. We should follow Arthemise. Hopefully she will have opened the gate by now.” He put a hand on Cyril’s shoulder, content with a job well done.
 
   “A swordsman! Magnificent!” said a loud voice from an unknown location. The two angels snapped to attention. “I was worried I’d be bored!” said the voice again. 
 
   “There!” Sosime pointed to a lone tree in the yard. Sitting among the many branches was an armor-clad man with a giant sword strapped to his back. He hopped down from the tree, a ten foot fall, and landed softly on the ground below.
 
   “It’s never fun killing an unarmed man,” he said. The two of them tensed up and Sosime gripped his sword. “Well, okay, its a little fun!”
 
   “Cyril, run!” Sosime said. Cyril did as he was commanded. He jetted as fast as he could to the side of the house. Before he could reach it, he was stopped dead in his tracks by an invisible force. The moment he made contact with it, the barrier illuminated all around them. They were trapped in a large dome, about thirty or so square yards across. Cyril fell over backwards from the force of hitting it, landing in a sprawl on the grass.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” the armor-clad man said, a wicked smile spread across his face.
 
   This is bad, Sosime thought. I’ve never seen an area seal so large before! To make one of this size, he must be extremely powerful.
 
   “We are here under the orders of Our Lord, you will release us!” he said.
 
   The armor-clad man laughed. “I don’t answer to him,” he replied. “Besides, I need you to stay put! We’re here for the boy too.”
 
   “The boy is not yours to take!” 
 
   “Relax,” the man said. “I’m giving you a fair shot, aren’t I? I’ve sealed myself inside here with you. If you want to escape and rescue the boy in time, all you have to do is kill me!”
 
   “If we kill him, the seal will disappear?” Cyril asked. 
 
   “See? Even your lackey gets it!”
 
   “Stand back, Cyril,” Sosime said. “I will handle this.” Cyril backed away as far as the area seal would allow him to. Sosime removed his torn suit coat and tossed it to the ground. He didn’t even blink as his wings shot out of his back once more, much faster than when he gave Ash the demonstration earlier.
 
   The armor-clad man shrugged. “Big deal. I got those too.” A similar transformation started with him. The lumps on his back stretched and grew straight through some strategically placed holes in the back of his armor. While the lumps started out flesh-colored, they quickly turned a dark shade of grey. As they grew, the beautiful feathers that adorned the angel’s wings did not emerge. They remained thin flaps of flesh, stretched out like a bat’s wing, until they spanned nearly fifteen feet.
 
   “Mine’s bigger,” he said, smiling. The man pulled the giant sword from the holder on his back. 
 
   “Only a Devil of immense strength and skill could craft an area seal this wide,” Sosime said. “Who are you?”
 
   “I think you already know,” the armor-clad man said.
 
   “Cyril,” Sosime said, turning his attention to his subordinate. “I want you to concentrate on staying alive.” 
 
   Cyril nodded in fear. “Who…is he?”
 
   “Our opponent is the devil Darko Satan; The Prince of Hell!”  
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three: All Good Soldiers
 
    
 
   The humans followed their angelic savior through the night, across the field and into a grove of trees on the other side. As they ran, Ash gasped for air and there was an ache in his side. Lucky for him, Arthemise pulled halted once they’d penetrated the tree line. For the moment there were no demons in sight, although even if there were, it would be hard for him to see them with his glasses so fogged up.
 
   “This will do,” Arthemise said. 
 
   “Do for what?” Grace asked. Ash used the small break to wipe off his glasses.
 
   Rather than answer her question, Arthemise simply pulled from her pocket the gate key that Sosime gave her.
 
   “How do you use it?” Ash asked. “More magic?”
 
   “I need complete silence for a moment,” she said. She dropped the gate key on the forest floor, closed her eyes, and put her hands together in prayer. The ring started trembling. It started out slowly, but within seconds the ring was shaking around so much that it looked like there was an earthquake happening underneath it. The ring also started to grow.
 
   It was large enough to fit around a wrist within ten seconds. In another ten seconds, it could fit around someone’s waist. In ten more seconds it was over two feet across. It stopped growing after that.
 
   “That was cool, but what good is a hula-hoop going to do for us?” Ash asked.
 
   “That was only the first part,” Arthemise said. “Now, I need you two to stand inside the circle.” Grace hesitated. With a little nudge from Ash, they stepped over the large ring and stood in the center of it. “Okay, I need you both be silent again,” Arthemise said. They obeyed as she returned to her prayer. 
 
   Aside from the events forcing them outside and the occasional crack of thunder, it was a beautiful night. Ash and his mother watched Arthemise, keen on seeing what the gate key would do. After a short time locked in prayer, the calm look on the angel’s face turned to strain. 
 
   The gate key started to levitate off the ground. It hovered around their ankles, floating in midair. Ash had to battle a strong urge to stick his foot under it to see if there were any wires. Given all that he had seen tonight, he was willing to give this one a free pass. 
 
   The ring drifted upward slowly but steadily until it was up to their chests. Arthemise continued her silent, intense prayer and all appeared to be going well. It was the perfect moment for something bad to happen. While Ash and Grace enjoyed the show, off in the distance a couple of pairs of glowing red eyes drew closer.
 
   “Um, Arthemise?” Ash said, breaking the silence.
 
   “Don’t speak. I need to concentrate.” As she said this, the ring dropped a few inches, which seemed to prove the fact. 
 
   “How much longer will this take?” Grace asked.
 
   “Not much longer now,” Arthemise said.
 
   “That’s good,” said Ash. “Because there’s a demon coming.”
 
    
 
   Swords clashed as Sosime and the Prince dueled. The Prince’s own sword - despite not being made of Holy Light - was powerful, and the Prince wielded it like a master of the art. He had an unfair advantage against Sosime, having been in many battles throughout his life. Their swords locked once again, neither one giving in.
 
   “You’re not bad,” The Prince said. “Let me guess. You’re an Archangel? Anyone else would be dead by now.” Their clash finally broke and the two jumped back. “How rude of me! I’ve forgotten to introduce my blade to you! Its name is Infernos.” He held the sword up, admiring it himself. 
 
   “I don’t care,” Sosime said. He checked on Cyril. He was doing an excellent job of staying out of their battle so far.
 
   “I know we’re trying to kill each other, but there’s no reason to be rude,” Prince Darko said.
 
   “Do not lecture me on etiquette, Devil!” 
 
   Sosime could take no more banter and leapt forward, swinging his light blade straight down. With a single arm, The Prince held his blade up sideways, blocking the angel. A small fire erupted in his free hand. The flame grew larger and formed into a spherical shape. Within seconds, The Prince was holding a ball of fire that he pointed at Sosime.
 
   Darko fired. The ball of flame hit Sosime in the chest and sent him staggering backwards. Smoke filled the air, obscuring his vision. The Prince jumped forward, continuing his attack. Sosime narrowly pulled his light sword up in time to block.
 
   The Prince laughed. “Don’t tell me you forgot Devils could make flames?” 
 
   Sosime remained silent, still in pain and giving everything he had just to defend himself.  He planted his feet firmly into the gravel driveway and prepared a counter-attack. With a mighty heave, he pushed forward and extended his wings while forcing his blade onward. The Prince was knocked back. 
 
   “My, how serious you are,” The Prince said, his voice brimming with sarcasm. 
 
   “The Lord gives me strength, and I will not lose to you!” 
 
   “That’s mighty confident, but I’ve already evaluated your sword skills. You’re not really a challenge for me. So instead I’m just going to have some fun!” The Prince swung his enormous sword around and rested it on his shoulder. He raised his free hand and collected more flame in it.
 
   “That will not work on me again!”
 
   Sosime dashed forward ready to bring his holy light sword down on his foe. The Prince pointed his hand down at the ground instead, shooting the fireball into the gravel. Dirt and rocks flew everywhere, kicking up a cloud of dust. Sosime brought his blade down on the area where he thought The Prince was but his blade didn’t connect with anything.  The Prince was gone; hidden amongst the dust. 
 
   As the dust expanded, it would have eventually thinned out and settled. But with the area seal in place, the dust couldn’t leave. Sosime heard several more explosions, and then more dust and dirt filled the air. From outside the area seal, it looked like a large dome made out of dirt. Nothing could be seen inside of it, and no one inside of it could see.
 
   “Sir?!” Cyril called out to Sosime.
 
   “Stop shouting, you’ll give away your location!” Sosime said. And that’s exactly what I’m doing with this, he thought as he looked down at his light blade. It could easily still be seen through the dust, so the archangel put the blade away.
 
   “Smart move,” The Prince said. “Now let’s see how fast you are!”
 
     No time to think. The Prince’s sword stabbed straight at him. He took one step to the right, narrowly avoiding it. Two seconds later and the blade came back, this time from the left. Sosime took one step backwards, missing it again only by inches. Five seconds this time, and the blade came again from behind. With his attacker directly behind him, Sosime knew he was all clear in front. He leapt forward, spinning around and shooting a blast of holy light back in that direction.
 
   “You got me! …Just kidding.” 
 
   Sosime stood in place once again, waiting. He was getting nowhere only dodging. His talent for avoiding The Prince so easily came from his ability to read the changing air currents within their enclosed dome. That, and he could feel the murderous intent that emanated from Darko’s soul. It was so pungent that it was visible. To Sosime, feeling someone’s soul power came easily. Cyril, however, was not that experienced. 
 
    “You’re doing pretty good,” The Prince said. He had a strange way of turning a compliment into something that made Sosime feel worse. “I wonder how your lackey will do though?”
 
   That got their attention. Cyril proceeded to freak out. He wasn’t trained for this. He couldn’t read the rooms changing air currents. He’d never felt a killing intent before. He was completely defenseless. He had been waiting patiently at the edge of the seal, but now he began creeping along the edge of it. He accidentally bumped into the seal wall, knocking him backw and lighting up the barrier for a moment.
 
   “Something tells me you’re up against the edge!” The Prince said.
 
   As Cyril lay on the dirt floor, The Prince’s blade stabbed the ground only a few inches away from his head. He let out a shriek of fright and pushed himself backwards. Climbing to his feet wasn’t a problem now. He took off in one direction. It didn’t matter which direction, he just needed to escape. Another swing of The Prince’s blade came down only a foot in front of him. He put on the brakes and turned the other way. The blade came at him low this time, low enough to easily hop over. 
 
   But Cyril wasn’t that good. Instead, he attempted to jump back but landed on his rear. With fear driving him, he stood up and ran the opposite way. The Prince stood in front of him, blade pointed forward.
 
   “I’ve had about all the fun I’m going to have with you. Time to die.”
 
   Cyril was paralyzed in fear. The Prince raised his sword.
 
   “S…Sosime…” Cyril choked. 
 
   “Goodbye, lackey!” The Prince said. 
 
   The Prince swung his sword. It tore through flesh and sprayed blood like a fountain. But it was not Cyril’s flesh or blood that was spilled. 
 
   Sosime, having found their location, dashed in just in time to push Cyril out of the way. As the dust finally settled and cleared the air, Cyril picked himself up off the ground. He expected to turn his head and see his leader standing tall and proud. He looked up.
 
   He saw Sosime standing, arm outstretched to push his subordinate out of the way. His arm oozed blood, completely severed from the bicep down. All that remained was a bloody stub. The rest of the angel’s forearm lay motionless at his feet. Sosime’s face was twisted in pain but he said nothing. 
 
   The Prince smiled. “That works too.”
 
   “Sir…!” Cyril gasped, tears forming in his eyes.
 
   “Stay back, Cyril… I will finish this,” Sosime said.
 
   “What confidence for someone who’s just lost an arm,” The Prince said. Sosime gave a war cry and charged forward, his remaining arm outstretched to attack. The Prince stopped him easily with a high kick to the chest. Sosime tripped and fell on his back. The Prince once again turned his attention to Cyril. 
 
   “I hope you enjoyed your prolonged final moments of life.” Cyril could do nothing. He couldn’t move, or speak. He choked for air trying to come up with something to say. He sobbed like a baby. 
 
   “Cyril!” 
 
   All Sosime could do was call out to him and try to scurry to his feet. But it was like his legs were made of rubber. It was no good. He lifted his head in time to see The Prince stab forward, directly through Cyril’s chest. Blood shot out in all directions. 
 
   “This reminds me, I forgot to show you what makes Infernos so special!” The Prince said, turning to Sosime, acting as casual as if he wasn’t holding a massive sword pierced through someone’s chest. He collected flames in his hands, which were wrapped around Infernos’s hilt. The flames traveled by way of two small holes in the hilt through the blade and channeled out through several vents along the edge of the sword. The blade burst into flame. 
 
   Cyril, too, was set ablaze. The poor man released a blood-curdling scream with his dying breath. 
 
   “Nooooo!” Sosime shouted. 
 
   “Well that did nothing for me,” The Prince said, placing a foot on Cyril’s charred body and pulling his sword out. “It’s hardly any fun killing someone who doesn’t even put up a fight.” 
 
   As Infernos slid out with a disgusting, wet noise, something else exited Cyril’s body. A small orb of light, no larger than a tennis ball, drifted through his charred skin and floated gently through the air. After a few seconds it started to vanish, whisked away back to Heaven. Cyril’s soul departed this world, now at peace.
 
   “Bye bye, now!” The Prince called after it.
 
   “He was nothing to you!” Sosime said as he staggered to his feet. “You didn’t have to kill him!” He pulled the tube from his pocket and materialized his light blade again. This time something was different. Sosime gave off a faint glow that looked like a cross between steam and light, like something very cold being pulled out of a freezer. It was the near-physical manifestation of his soul. The sudden surge of anger he felt awakened his sleeping soul power, and now he was going to use it to make The Prince pay.
 
   Sosime flickered like a light bulb and then disappeared. At least, at the speed he was moving, that’s how it looked. The Prince was barely able to raise his sword in time as Sosime ‘reappeared’ directly in front of him, slashing with his own blade. The angel twisted his body around and slammed his foot into the side of The Prince’s face. The devil went soaring through the air and slammed against the invisible barrier.
 
    
 
   Long ago, when the human race was still young, angels made frequent trips to Earth. Because they were so different, they were eventually discovered. For one thing, they had wings. That was a dead giveaway. The other giveaway was their method for entering and leaving this world. The gate keys they used hovered above their heads before transporting them to and from Heaven. After enough humans witnessed this phenomenon, it became standard to depict angels with their wings and halos.
 
   With the giant gate key hovering above their heads, the humans continued waiting for Arthemise’s prayer to pull through. A lone sniffer demon was heading towards them at a steady trotting pace. 
 
   “Please hurry, it’s coming!” Grace said. Arthemise didn’t reply, but did make a mental note to go faster. The extra tension wasn’t helping.
 
   As the halo reached its maximum height over a foot above their heads, a new sensation came over them. A thin veil of light began to stream down from the ring, stretching to the ground below. It wasn’t a bright enough light to completely obstruct their view outside; just bright enough to see that it was clearly there. Ash reached out and touched it. He was quite surprised to find that it was solid. It seemed that the veil would keep them safe from any demons, but the downside was that Arthemise was on the outside of it. With the giant pillar of light shining, the sniffer picked up its pace and broke into an excited run. 
 
   “Get in here!” Ash said.
 
   “I am sorry, but this trip is just for you,” Arthemise told him. “I can’t abandon my team!”
 
   The demon was only yards away when the next phase of the gate key began, and the thin, transparent light that wrapped around them began to thicken and turn pure white. 
 
   “Just a little more…” Arthemise pushed herself. Before the light turned completely opaque and the humans could no longer see through it, the last thing they saw was the demon leaping through the air towards Arthemise. Then everything went white. Even sound was completely cut off, and if they looked up all they could see was more of the color white instead of the forest treetops they knew surrounded them. 
 
   They didn’t know how long they were stuck there, unable to move. As Ash discovered, time is hard to keep track of when you’re in a soundless tube, surrounded by nothing but the color white. In reality, it was only about three minutes. Neither mother nor son spoke; what could they say? The obvious statements all seemed redundant. They could question their safety, but it was more satisfying to remain silent and hug each other.
 
   After a while the light that was wrapped around them once again became transparent. As soon as they could see outside again, they wished they couldn’t. They were greeted by the grisly sight of Arthemise lying belly-down in a pool of blood. Most of her clothing was in tatters from the demon. She was a bloody mess, and the demon was still gnawing on her leg. She lifted her head ever so slightly, just enough to make eye contact with Ash. It looked like she mouthed something to him, but it wasn’t audible.
 
   She put her face down and that was the last time they saw her move. If they could see her soul exiting her body they might of known she was dead, but as human beings they were not capable of seeing naked soul energy. Now on their own, with a demon munching on their last hope of survival, Ash and his mother panicked. Ash tried but still could not put his hand through the light, so for the moment they were safe. But something troubling was happening. Just as it had done before when Arthemise lost her concentration, the gate key was slowly lowering to the ground, and with it the protective light barrier.
 
   “Okay, we’ve got who knows how long until this barrier thing is gone,” Ash said, breaking the silence. 
 
   “I say we run for it,” Grace said.
 
   “That’s no good,” Ash replied. “It’s too fast for us. I say you run while I try to fight it off.”
 
   “No way!” Grace said.
 
   “Hear me out! There’s a pretty big stick over there,” Ash said, referring to a large tree branch only feet away from where they were standing. “If I can grab that, I think I can fight this thing off. It won’t do if you’re standing there too, because it might try and go after you instead. I’m not saying you need to abandon me, just go get help.”
 
   Grace was lost in thought, and in all honesty she would not have been able to make the decision if the barrier weren’t already below their chests. The demon popped its head up from the angel’s body for a moment, but since the humans appeared as little more than floating heads to it, the monster continued its meal. In less than a minute they’d be completely revealed to it.
 
   “When this thing drops to our ankles I’m going to hop out and make a run for the stick.” The barrier hovered around their waists now as Ash gave his directions. “All you have to do is run. Got it?” Ash looked into his mother’s eyes. She was frozen in thought. “Mom!” Ash shook her a little and she snapped to, nodding in agreement. 
 
   “Get ready,” Ash said as the light barrier dropped to their knees. The demon looked up suddenly, now aware of the magically appearing humans in front of it. It gave a low growl and Ash knew it was now or never. With the barrier finally around their ankles, he shouted “Go!” 
 
   He and his mother both jumped over the gate key and ran. Ash made a dive for the stick as his mother kept going, the demon already hot on their heels. With his fingers wrapped around the tree branch, Ash felt a sting of pain as the sniffer clamped down on his leg. 
 
   He let out a yelp and Grace couldn’t help but turn around. She saw Ash turn and swing the tree branch at the demon. It was thick and long, and didn’t break as it struck the creature across its hideous face. The monster released its grip on Ash and staggered back. 
 
   “Go!” Ash shouted, and once again she took off. Although his leg was throbbing with pain from the bite, Ash climbed to his feet brandishing the stick like an all-powerful weapon. The demon didn’t stay down long. As soon as it shook its head and gave a few angry snorts, it once again focused on food.
 
   The demon lunged. Ash swung again. Too low this time, and it merely swiped the mad creature’s front legs. No damage done. Ash tried to back away while pointing the stick at the demon as if it were a sword. The demon, not fooled, stayed low and advanced. 
 
    
 
   Grace ran faster than she had in years . She’d put enough distance between her and the demon to consider herself safe for the time being. She stopped running and leaned up against a tree, which was a welcome break. When she looked back, she could just barely make out the silhouette of Ash behind her. She could see he was moving around a lot, but that was all. The night sky was too dark to see anything, and gray clouds still covered most of the sky. The moon was only able to poke out of passing breaks in the clouds every couple of minutes.
 
   A rustling of the trees around her snapped her to attention. She’d come too far to be caught off-guard by another demon. She started moving again, slowly at first. She didn’t want to give away her location if there were more of them around. She held her breath as best she could. As she crept, an abrupt wind took her by surprise and rattled the treetops above. The wind died down, but the treetops kept moving. Someone - or some thing - was up there.
 
   Grace bolted from that spot. She got about ten yards before a mysterious flying rock collided with her head. She fell to the forest floor, unconscious. 
 
   Whoever threw the rock had a reason for doing so. They needed Grace out of the picture, yet still alive. She could be used for all sorts of things, a bargaining chip perhaps. If all went according to plan, all she would need to do is lay there unconscious and serve as the perfect motivation for the boy…
 
    
 
   Ash was barely managing to fight off the demon. All the swings of his mighty tree branch (not to mention the small amount of injuries Arthemise managed to inflict before her demise) were beginning to slow it down. Finally, Ash smacked the creature with such a powerful stroke that the branch broke and the demon dropped to the ground. It stopped moving, though Ash couldn’t be certain it was dead. But he knew this was his chance to get away. Though his legs ached and were bleeding from several bites, he turned and ran. Through the forest he went, in the direction he saw his mom take off in. He didn’t bother to look back. After not too long, he encountered his mother lying on the ground.
 
   “Mom?”
 
    He feared she was dead, but quickly realized there was no blood and that she was still breathing. He felt a rush of relief as he knelt beside her, confused as he was. 
 
   His mother’s unconsciousness did pose a problem, though. Ash had no idea how they were both going to get to safety. He’d have to carry her. The boy scooped up his mother in his arms and with all of his remaining strength, rose to his feet. He managed three steps before his legs gave way and he dropped back down to his knees, dropping his mother.
 
   Damn it! he thought. That bite must have really messed up my leg! 
 
   He tried shaking his mother now. “Come on! Wake up!” he cried, but she was out cold and no amount of turbulence would wake her. 
 
   There’s got to be something I can do! he panicked. Anything! 
 
   His mind raced as he tried to come up with a solution. He didn’t get to think for very long though, as the rustling of tree branches above his head made his heart beat faster, for there was no wind. With a terrible feeling in his gut, he gazed up. 
 
   There above him amongst the tree branches were the strangest looking creatures that he’d ever seen, even stranger than the sniffer demons. Like the sniffers resembled wolves, these new demons looked a lot like chimps. Their arms were much longer and slimmer, and their faces looked skeletal, but they were simian in nature. One of them hung from a tree branch by only one arm, and Ash saw a dangling hand full of sharp claws. He couldn’t be sure of how many were out there, but he counted three before him. 
 
   Ash had seen nature specials on chimpanzees before. He knew how dangerous they could be. He didn’t need to be told how dangerous demon chimps were. As they swung around from branch to branch, Ash almost had to question if they even knew he was down there. But then he realized they were circling around him specifically.
 
   They’re playing, Ash thought. Playing with their food.
 
   All at once the demons dropped to the ground and began rolling around, waving their arms in the air and making unpleasant screeching noises. 
 
   There wasn’t much that Ash could do. He didn’t want to leave his mother behind, and he knew he couldn’t stand and fight. He and his mother wandered so far from their home that he was sure even the angels wouldn’t be able to find them now. He was thankful that his mom was already unconscious and wouldn’t have to be awake for their demise. With the wild demons approaching, Ash did what felt right and closed his eyes as he waited for it all to be over. 
 
   Instantly, he felt something warm on his face. The demons were making such a commotion that he could barely think. They sounded terrified now. Against his better judgment, Ash opened his eyes. He wasn’t sure which he was more surprised to see: the wall of fire that now surrounded him, keeping the demon chimps at bay, or the man who now stood before him.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four: Devil
 
    
 
   “We call them shriekers,” the white-haired man said, turning to Ash. “Can you tell why?” 
 
   “Because they shriek?” Ash replied, relieved to be having a conversation with another person amidst all the madness.
 
   “Aren’t you clever?” The man smirked. “My name is Goddard von Gosick. You look like you could use some help.” Like the angels, he wore a black business suit as well.
 
   “You came here to help me?” Ash asked.
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself,” Goddard said. “I was just in the area following the trail of these demons. That is all.” He spoke with such a tone of authority and dignity that Ash found hard to disagree with. Like an elementary school child being lectured by his teacher, Ash couldn’t really question him. 
 
   “Are you with the other angels that came here?”
 
   “No, I am here of my own free will,” Goddard said. When a worried look appeared on Ash’s face, he added “But make no mistake, I will save you.”
 
   With the fire blazing and the shriekers shrieking, it was becoming difficult to even hear Goddard. Ash’s next request was a no-brainer: “Well, you can start with them,” he said. Goddard’s response didn’t thrill him.
 
   “I have done all that I can do to help you. The rest is on you.”
 
   “What?!” Ash panicked. “I can’t fight them!” Indeed, there was a long list of things impeding his ability to fight (namely, his ability to fight). 
 
   “Why not?” Goddard asked.
 
   “Well because I’m…” Ash trailed off.
 
   “You’re what?” Goddard pressed.
 
   “I’m weak.” Ash answered. He didn’t mean he was weak from his wounds, either. Even if his body was in perfect condition, he simply couldn’t fight against the demons because as a human he was just too weak. He knew just by looking at them that those things would tear even the strongest man alive to shreds. Humans simply can’t compete with demons. 
 
   “And what if you weren’t so weak?” 
 
   The question caught Ash off-guard. First, because this wasn’t the best time for silly what-if questions, and secondly because there was no way around their current dilemma: Ash just didn’t have what it took to stand up and fight.
 
   “Obviously, if I had the power to, I’d get up and fight them off!” Ash shouted in frustration.
 
   “Perfect, that’s just what I was hoping to hear,” Goddard said with a smirk. “Like I said, I can’t give you any more help. But what I can do is give you the power to fight for yourself.” Goddard acted like an experienced salesman pitching a product now.
 
   “You can? How?”
 
   “All you have to do is drink this.” The man produced a small vial of dark liquid from his suit coat pocket. The vial looked exactly like the ones Ash had used in his high school science class, complete with a cork stopper in the top of it. He handed it to Ash. 
 
   “What is it?” Ash asked, for he’d always been taught to not accept gifts from strangers, let alone strangers that want you to drink something out of a suspicious vial they give to you. 
 
   “Trust me; you’re not going to want to know. Don’t sniff that!” He should have warned Ash earlier, but he didn’t expect him to pry open the stopper and stick the vial up to his nose. Ash immediately regretted it himself, as the scent of the liquid inside was like nothing he’d smelt before. It was so pungent that Ash came very close to throwing up his dinner from earlier. The thought of putting whatever that filth was in his mouth didn’t strike him as a good idea. He put the stopper back in.
 
    “As I was saying,” Goddard continued, “by drinking that you will gain an unimaginable power, transcending what your human body is capable of.”
 
   “Like superpowers or something?” As unappealing as the liquid itself was, the payoff was something Ash was definitely interested in. As the demons continued their frantic wailing, it almost looked like the flame barrier was shrinking. Ash could swear he was able to see the demons on the other side more clearly now than he had before. 
 
   “If that is how you choose to rationalize it, then yes.” Goddard knew how to sell to his target audience, and the ‘superpower’ angle was a perfect fit for Ash’s demographic.
 
   “I don’t know… What do you want from me in return?”
 
   “Oh you will owe me big time, that’s for sure,” Goddard said. “But we can work that out later. I’d say your safety, and your mother’s safety, is the far more pressing matter at the moment.” He took this verbal cue to diminish his flame barrier a little more. “This fire barrier isn’t going to last much longer, and by the sounds of it, those shriekers are pretty angry,” he said. “So what do you say? Become a ‘superhero’ and save the day, or…well, don’t. And die.”
 
   Ash knew the barrier was shrinking. All around him, the demons were beginning to notice it as well. A few of them even tried (ineffectively) to step through the diminished flame blockade. With the shriekers still held momentarily at bay, Ash gave a downward glance at his sleeping mother. His heart broke at the thought of letting any harm come to her, and he knew that she would do anything she could to save him. If their roles were reversed and she was the one awake and defending her son, she would take the drink. It was only right that he do the same. 
 
   He laid his mother down gently on the earth and brushed aside a few stray hairs on her forehead. After being on his knees for so long, standing up was quite tricky. But the rest helped, and he made it to a standing position with less difficulty than he expected. 
 
   “Well then…” Ash said, wondering if Goddard would continue on with his speech. Goddard said nothing, but mentally he lowered the fire barrier a little more. Ash took one more look at the vial, removed the cork and figured it’d be best if he just didn’t think about it too hard. He tilted his head back and held the vial over his open mouth. Filth ran down his throat. 
 
    
 
   The Prince of Hell was battered and blood ran down his cheek from being punched so many times in his face. This was, bar-none, the worst beating he’d suffered in his life. And he loved every minute of it. Pain coursed through his body, making him all the more excited. He knew he was the stronger and more experienced combatant. He knew he wasn’t really in any danger. But the sensation of pain was new and exciting to him. It meant there was a potential challenge to be had.
 
   The Prince narrowly raised his blade in time to block slashes from Sosime. The angel kept disappearing and reappearing from different directions, which was actually just him moving at a speed that was faster than the eye could detect.
 
   Sosime, believing himself to be the victor, finally quelled his light blade and pocketed the cylindrical sword hilt. The Prince, though not exactly sure of what was happening, did not feel he was in any immediate danger. He caught Sosime’s icy stare, returning it with a grim smile.
 
   “You’ve lost here,” Sosime said. “Remove this barrier now, and I will let you to leave with your life.” The Prince’s smile widened, but he let Sosime continue with his victory speech. “What are your plans for the boy, anyway? What value does he hold to you?”
 
   “No value at all,” The Prince said. “To me, anyway. Goddard wants him for some experiment or some such nonsense. I’m just here to kill some angels.” 
 
   Is it possible, Sosime wondered, that The Prince knows nothing about the boy? Whoever this Goddard is, he must be the one pulling the strings. Sosime was careful not to seem too lost in thought, for fear that Prince Darko may catch on. “Do you admit defeat yet, Devil?” Sosime asked.
 
   The Prince looked up and laughed. What began as a chuckle turned into a hearty laugh. Not quite the reaction Sosime predicted. It continued like that until The Prince practically chocked on his laughter. He struggled to regain composure.
 
   “I’m sorry, I will collect myself now,” The Prince said. “You see, this is one of the few times in my life I’ve experienced something resembling danger. Perhaps you are used to it, I mean naturally since your opponent is me, but I have never experienced anything quite like it. It’s exhilarating.” Sosime, unflinching, did not respond. Instead, he waited to hear out whatever The Prince had to say, on the off-chance it included a possible surrender. 
 
   “My point is,” The Prince continued, “while it has been fun, I’m afraid the fun cannot last for long. It is my eternal burden to bear that I must never fear death, though I wish I could.” 
 
   “Are you so arrogant that you will not admit defeat?” Sosime was unprepared for the haughtiness The Prince displayed.
 
   “Arrogant? If only it were that simple. For example, you are using soul power, which is a feat not many are able to master. In all my travels, I have not come upon more than a handful of others that were able to elevate themselves temporarily to my level. It is with great regret that I must inform you that I have been battling with but a minor fraction of my actual power. The rest, as you are about to witness, is not usually required. For this, I thank you. It will feel good to let loose for a change.” 
 
   At once, The Prince emitted the same glowing steam that surrounded Sosime. It was his soul energy finally taking form as The Prince called it into use. And it was terrifying. The mist trickled off him, blood red in color. It was also much thicker than Sosime’s, giving it the appearance of a sinister cloud of death. 
 
   Sosime didn’t want to wait around for The Prince to fully awaken his soul power, so he did what anyone else might have done: he charged forward. After all, up to this point he had been too fast for The Prince to even see. Before he reached his foe, The Prince stabbed his blade into the ground. When the angel finally stretched his arm forward, fist aiming directly at the devil’s face, Sosime truly discovered the extent of The Prince’s soul power. 
 
   Instead of making contact with his face, Sosime’s fist merely hovered in midair only centimeters from its destination. The Prince smiled.
 
   “What’s the matter? Have a change of heart?” he asked with childish innocence. Sosime grinded his teeth and pushed himself harder, trying to move his fist the necessary distance to properly punch The Prince in his face. It just wasn’t possible. The Prince repelled him with soul power alone, something that the angel had never seen before. “If that’s how you really feel, I understand,” he taunted. “But you should know I do not feel the same!” With this, The Prince shot his own fist forward, connecting with Sosime’s stomach. The angel was blasted backwards so fast that The Prince and all his surroundings blurred. Before he noticed it had even happened, Darko reappeared behind him and thrust both his open palms into the angel’s spine. 
 
   Sosime screamed in pain.
 
   “Boring,” The Prince said.
 
    
 
   Following the consumption of the strange liquid, Ash’s body was not responding well. In fact, once the liquid crawled down his throat, his body tried its hardest to forcefully eject it via puking. All he got were dry heaves. The liquid felt as if it had the consistency of concrete inside him, and try as it might, Ash’s body simply could not expel it. The gunk dripped down his throat into his stomach, then seeped into his veins and spread throughout his body. Ash entered a state of near-unconsciousness. It felt like something solid was passing through his body, and it hurt.
 
   His whole body - not just externally, but internally - felt like it was on fire. Everything itched but he couldn’t lift a finger to scratch. He was paralyzed. The vial dropped from his hand and disappeared. As the mysterious liquid spread and blended in with his body, he became short of breath. Everything was moving around him but he himself was unable to move. He could hear the shriekers still, but they were not as loud now.
 
   Goddard was talking to him, saying something he could no longer understand. The words all blurred together, and soon he realized the only reason the shriekers sounded different was because he wasn’t hearing things properly. Sound faded, colors blurred, and soon everything was going dark. He dropped to his knees, unaware that he was doing so. His comprehension of the world was a little better than that of a coma patient. 
 
   In real-time, Goddard watched as Ash became an even more pathetic scene than he had been before. He knelt beside his mother as demons wailed into the empty night. Every once in a while, the sky lit up as lightning struck. Rain was imminent, and Goddard wished to be going before he got wet. While Ash twisted and contorted in pain, Goddard stood on edge with excitement. He’d come this far, now he just needed the boy to survive. But that all depended on Ash. 
 
   Finally Ash dropped to the forest floor onto his face. He had entered the final stage of his transformation. The pain was over, and now all that was left was numbness. Ash felt nothing as his body changed. The growths that emerged from his back popped and stretched and grew from his shoulder blades, ripping through his shirt. His glasses fell from his face and were crushed beneath his body. The skin growths continued stretching until they finally took the shape of wings. As they contorted and settled, the familiar feathers of the angel’s wings would not appear. The large, dark wings that Ash now sported were those of the devils.
 
   The physical transformation was winding down now. Ash was completely unconscious, though his eyes were still open. With the devil wings emerged, the next thing to happen was the awakening of his soul, which happened in bursts. The first was so strong it shot him up to a standing position. Instinct kicked in, and although he was still unconscious, he remained standing upright. His eyes, still wide open, turned pure white. 
 
   He was becoming a devil.
 
    
 
   The Prince continued to beat Sosime into submission. It was clear that the devil royalty did not want him dead; he was only looking for fun. Though the angel’s own soul power was drained, The Prince wasn’t remotely exhausted yet. Darko assaulted his angelic opponent from all directions, beating his face and body to a bloody, bruised mess. His sword, Infernos, remained unused. If he were to use it, the fight would be over instantly. Not that it could really be called a ‘fight’ at this point. It was a slow execution. 
 
   Finally, The Prince sent Sosime soaring straight to the ground with a double-fisted slam to the back of the head. He didn’t want to, but he held himself back and did not attack any further. Doing so spared the angel’s life.
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I’ve been in a lot of fights and I’ve taken every opportunity to harness and control my soul power. You, on the other hand, don’t seem to be able to control it at all. If I were to guess, I’d say it was brought on by a sudden surge of emotion, most likely because of your pathetic lackey dying. It’s exactly because of your inexperience and weakness that I am now standing over you, able to deal the killing blow whenever I please.” 
 
   As The Prince lectured him, Sosime barely clung to consciousness. This fight had already gone on longer than any fight he’d ever been in before. It was at this moment when something happened that changed the fight. Although he was far away, Ash’s unexpected bursts of soul power reached all the way to the angel and devil in their battle. As it washed over them, they each felt differently about the situation. 
 
   The Prince felt a sense of pride, knowing that his mission was now complete. He could care less about the human they’d just converted though. It merely served as a time marker, and he knew that their time on Earth was nearly over.
 
   Sosime, too, knew that the awakening of the boy’s soul meant that the devils succeeded in transforming him into one of them. His own mission had gone extremely wrong tonight, and was about to be over entirely if he did not break out of this area seal at once. As a result of his frustration and despair, Sosime’s soul power activated once more. This time, however, it was much stronger. Rage and determination coursed through him, and he felt his soul awakening to its full potential. 
 
   “Oh?” The Prince remarked, feeling the renewed spark of battle power coming from his opponent. “What is this? I thought you were-” 
 
   Before he could finish his sentence, Sosime’s fist connected with the bottom of his jaw, sending The Prince skyward. He hit his head on the top of the area seal and fell back down. Before he could hit the ground, or even figure out what was happening, the angel’s feet connected with his back, this time sending him flying towards the wall of the area seal. The devil was able to flip around so that his feet connected with the wall, bringing him to a relatively safe stop. He dropped to the ground. 
 
   The angel stood with perfect stillness several feet away. His face was distorted in concentration. The Prince waited and watched. 
 
   Sosime let out a dramatic scream. With that shout came the spectacle of Sosime’s bone shooting out where his arm had been severed. It extended the length of where the rest of his arm would have been, until it stopped at the hand and separate bones shot out as well.
 
   Sosime clenched his teeth as the flesh began to stretch and wrap around the newly formed bone. Once the muscles all settled in, a layer of skin grew over it. It was a slightly different color from the rest of his skin – more pale. And just like that, the angel had regained his lost arm. His original, severed arm that was lying on the ground dried up, becoming a brittle husk.
 
   “High-speed regeneration,” The Prince said. “The only ability you angels possess that I would say I actually envy.” 
 
   “Maybe if your kind hadn’t betrayed The Lord so long ago, he wouldn’t have taken it from you,” Sosime replied. 
 
   “Completely unnecessary,” said The Prince. “I would never be foolish enough to lose a limb.” With that, he charged at his angel opponent once more. 
 
    
 
   The white, glowing eye thing Ash had been doing was over, and his regular pupils returned. He strained his eyes for just a second, looking at his hands steaming in front of him. He noticed that he could see his hands more clearly than he had ever seen them in his life. And everything else the forest had to offer: individual leaves on the trees, various insects moving around, oh – and those demons waiting to kill him. He could make out their ugly features even better now, and oh how he wished he couldn’t. Nonetheless, he was pretty jazzed about his vision suddenly becoming awesome. 
 
   The second things he noticed were the enormous wings that had grown out of his back. They were kind of hard to miss, even if they were behind him. Just thinking about the wings made them move instinctively, and after a few seconds he discovered that they were as easy to move as his own arms.
 
   “These don’t look like angel wings…” said Ash.
 
   “Angel?” Goddard said, offended. “No no no my boy, you are far superior to the angels! You may not be able to see the changes right now with your clothing hiding your body, but believe you me: your body has changed! Gone is the fat that you’d acquired from your easy-going lifestyle, replaced with sheer muscle mass for fighting! Your eyes, weakened by your years spent in front of the television screen, are now a hundred times more powerful! You’ve become an unstoppable creature of the night!”
 
    “What now?” Ash asked, growing skeptical. His health had recovered and he felt better than before, but he was still doubtful about everything Goddard claimed. Still, something within him compelled him to fight.
 
   “Tear them to shreds!” Goddard said. 
 
   Ash obliged. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five: To Another Abyss
 
    
 
   There were five shriekers. Before Ash could really get moving, the flame barrier extinguished entirely and one of the demons rushed at him, desperate for a bite of him. Ash reacted on new instincts, moving his hands to grab the demon’s neck and outstretched arm. With the demon only inches away bellowing in his face the boy-devil tightened his grip on its neck to silence it. He accidentally moved his other arm a little too fast and tore off the sinister simian’s arm.
 
   The demon would have probably screeched louder if Ash weren’t still choking it. Another shrieker attempted to sneak up behind him (well, as sneaky as one can be whilst shrieking). Ash spun around faster than he’d ever been able to pivot before in his life, holding the one-armed demon out before him. The ‘sneaky’ shrieker instead took a bite out of its comrade. Did it care? Not really. It continued to bite away at its fellow demon until Ash grabbed it by the neck as well. He held the two creatures as far apart as possible and then banged their heads together so fast their skull-like faces shattered into tiny fragments. Both demons went limp. Ash dropped them to the ground. Three left. 
 
   The remaining demons were rampaging around the area. Two of them were up in the trees swinging about, and one remained on the ground. The grounded demon ran in figure-eights until Ash no longer cared to watch. He decided to pursue. It didn’t take much effort. While it seemed like the demon got slower, it was actually Ash who had become faster. With a nimble dash and a quick swipe of his arm, he caught the monster by the back of its neck. The monkey thrashed and tried swatting at Ash, but even with its long arms it couldn’t reach him. 
 
   What now? Ash thought before coming up with an idea. He pulled his leg back and then shot it forward, digging his knee into the shrieker’s spine. It stopped moving. The other two demons in the trees began circling closer, gaining the courage to finally attack. Suddenly the dead demon in his hands turned into a projectile weapon as Ash turned and lobbed it at the nearest tree-born demon. It didn’t do much damage, but it did knock the shrieker out of the tree. It fell to the ground only feet away from where Ash stood.
 
   He zoomed over to where the demon was with speed that surprised even him. Ash kicked the creature in the side of its head, sending it shooting over to a nearby tree and either knocking it out cold or killing it.
 
   There was just one demon left. It remained up in the trees, seemingly safe for the time being. It was no longer making high-pitched, ear-piercing shrieks anymore. Its wild animal behavior was replaced with dire caution. The demon was stupid, but it wasn’t so stupid that it didn’t realize it was now completely on its own. This new foe had just killed several members of its pack. This was a bad day to be a shrieker.
 
   With the demon just hanging there watching him, Ash came to realize that if his strength and speed had been boosted to ‘superhero’ proportions, then why the heck not his jumping abilities too? He crouched low and then shot upward. He ended up wracking his head against a tree branch several feet above where he was standing. It didn’t hurt though, and he was able to grab hold of the branch and hang at eye level with the last demon of the night.
 
   The shrieker, in what could only be labeled as ‘demon logic’, decided that if he was safe before when he was up and Ash was down, now saw that Ash was up and up was suddenly not safe anymore. This could only mean that down was the new safe. So he let go of his branch and dropped to the ground. Ash followed. Suddenly, the demon didn’t want to be down anymore. Now it only wanted to back off. Ash strolled toward it, but it continued to retreat. The boy-devil almost chuckled at what a non-threat it had become, until it got closer to his unconscious mother.
 
   The demon bumped into Grace’s sleeping body. It turned around and saw that it was now standing over a delicious, vulnerable human and all its primal instincts kicked back in. With an eardrum-rupturing shriek, it decided to gorge. This would not fly with Ash. He was at the demon’s side before it even lowered its head and opened its mouth. Ash blasted forth his arm and connected his fist with the demon’s face. It was the first of many awesome punches the boy would inevitably throw during his life as a devil.
 
   The hard, skeletal face sank in all around Ash’s fist, and when he removed his hand he saw that he had shattered the demon’s face in. It was quite the unpleasant sight. To Goddard, who had been watching attentively this entire time, it was possibly one of the greatest moments he’d ever seen. Here was this Earth-boy-turned-devil, someone who was utterly pathetic only hours earlier, suddenly shattering demon’s faces without breaking a sweat.
 
   Ash let out a relieved sigh. His ordeal was done and his mother was safe. The happy moment was interrupted by a clapping sound. It was Goddard, slowly approaching Ash and giving him a round of applause. 
 
   “You performed magnificently!” 
 
   “What happens now?” Ash said, quick to get to the point. He wiped the demon-face goo off his hand on his pant-leg.
 
   “Now, my boy,” Goddard said, “I collect on the debt you owe me for giving you the power to save your mother.”
 
   “Already?” Ash asked. “I thought you said we’d worry about it later!”
 
   “It is later,” Goddard said. “I held up my end of the bargain and gave you what you needed, and now I would like to be repaid.” 
 
   “So what do you want, exactly?” 
 
   “I want the new soldier I’ve created. I want you, Ash.”
 
   Ash’s heart skipped a hundred beats and his stomach turned. He became cold but sweated at the same time. His adrenaline rush wore off, and even though his body had miraculously healed in the transformation, he felt weak all over again. Although Goddard was only standing feet away, his face became blurry.
 
   “Want me for what?”
 
   “We’ll have plenty of time to chat about that when we get to Hell,” Goddard replied. The word ‘Hell’ rang in Ash’s mind. 
 
   “Hell? But…I don’t want to go to Hell…” He was barely able to argue as his eyelids became heavy. He felt himself about to pass out. He had to check on his mom first. He could see her still laying where he’d set her down. She looked peaceful now. Everything was starting to turn fuzzy. Lightning struck. Or maybe it was daylight? Nope, definitely lightning. Everything went dark again. Time was all messed up. Stupid time. 
 
   “I’ve gotta take my mom…” Ash tried to speak, but his words fell flat. He had a general idea of what he wanted to do, but his body wasn’t cooperating anymore. 
 
   “Shhh, shhhhh my boy,” Goddard said, laying a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I forgot to mention that while the transformation gave you a nice power rush, it also drained you of all energy in a few minutes. Everything will be fine when we get to Hell. You’ll see. It’s quite lovely.”
 
   “No, I gotta…” Ash was barely awake now. He’d won against the demons, but he was losing his battle with the sandman. 
 
    “Don’t fight it,” Goddard said. “Night night.”
 
   Ash fell over, succumbing to unconsciousness.
 
   Goddard wasted no time reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small stone shaped like an old iron gate. He held it in his palm and stretched out his arm, closing his eyes in concentration. Within seconds, the gate key activated and generated a red electrical current. The power shot off the stone and went into the ground, where the strange electricity surged and swirled until the earth cracked and split. Up from between the fault line shot a massive iron gate.
 
   Goddard collected his prize, the devil boy, into his arms and stepped towards the gate. The elegant gate doors swung open automatically for him. Even though the rest of the forest could be seen through the gates, the second they stepped through they disappeared. The earth put itself back together exactly how it stood before, and there was no trace they had ever been there. Except of course for all the bodies littering the ground. 
 
    
 
   “You feel that?” Prince Darko asked Sosime as their swords clashed again. They were in a dead heat and had been for a while. But Sosime’s strength was running out, while The Prince was still fresh. “I know you felt that! That was victory!” And with that, The Prince withdrew his sword. The battle was over.
 
   “About time, I can finally do this!” The Prince inhaled a big breath of air, closed his eyes and exhaled. The area seal that had been their prison for the last hour flickered into sight and then disappeared altogether. Without the constant adrenaline pumping, Sosime’s soul power vanished. The fight was truly over for him.
 
   “I guess I’ll be taking off now. Goddard has big plans for that boy,” the devil taunted. 
 
   “You will not get away with this,” Sosime said. “Sooner or later, you will be punished.”
 
   “What are you talking about? We already have gotten away with this. This is me, getting away!” With that, he pulled out a stone similar to the one Goddard had used only moments ago. With less concentration than Goddard had needed, The Prince made the gate appear almost instantly. “I’ll leave the clean-up to you!” 
 
   This is it, Sosime thought. This is going to be the only chance I have… I may have failed everything else here tonight, but I can at least do some good and kill him! He gripped his light blade tightly and leapt forward. He came within five feet of The Prince, with his blade held high above his head. All he had to do was bring it down, just one swing and Prince Darko was done for. But he couldn’t.
 
   “I should have you know,” The Prince said without so much as turning to face the angel, “holding the area seal in place for all that time used a large chunk of my concentration and power. About half, I’d say.” The angel blinked, and with tears forming in his eyes, he knew he could not go on. “What I’m trying to say is that without having to hold that area seal in place, I am now at my full strength. That’s practically double what you were fighting before. It is impossible for you to kill me now.” Without so much as looking back, the devil walked through the gate and disappeared forever.
 
   Two angels died that night. One human lay unconscious, and another one was taken to Hell. The devils had won, and Sosime was left with the clean-up. Overcome with grief and fatigue, he dropped to his knees, tears rolling steadily down his cheeks. The evening storm finally broke, dumping rain down on the Earth in such a rush it appeared as though the Heavens themselves were crying out for their loss.
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   Chapter Six: A Walk Through Hell
 
    
 
   Ash awoke with a headache and back problems. Presumably because he was lying on a cold stone floor with no recollection of how he arrived there. As he came to, he looked around at his immediate surroundings. There wasn’t a whole lot to see. The boy was stuck in a small room made from stone and brick. No window, no bed. The most notable feature was the steel bars on the cell door. It was some sort of jail cell. 
 
   While sitting up he noticed his wings were no longer sticking out of his back. He couldn’t remember losing them, either. For one hopeful moment, he thought he could have made it all up. The angels, the demon creatures, and Goddard were all just a bad dream. The unfamiliar jail cell and his own memories made him realize that was just wishful thinking. Hope as he may, nothing could erase the terror of that night from reality.
 
   He heard footsteps outside his cell coming closer. The boy climbed to his feet and edged forward to investigate. Before he could reach the cell door a man walked by. Ash jumped back in surprise. The guard also jumped, surprised to see Ash awake.
 
   “Oi! Finally awake ‘en, are ya?” he said with a grin.
 
   The guard, who couldn’t have been any older than Ash, wore a crimson undershirt and metallic armor.  The armor covered most of his body, but his arms and legs were only protected by some leather boots and gloves. With no helmet, the guard’s dirty crop of hair was distractingly visible. 
 
   “Um…Where am I?” Ash asked, trying to sound casual, calm, and collected. He found it difficult to pry his eyes off the man’s greasy, disheveled hair.
 
   “Yer in a ‘olding cell in the basement of the castle,” the guard said. “Ol’ Goddard brought you ‘ere ‘imself, ‘e did.”
 
   “How long are you going to keep me in here?” Ash asked, beginning to panic that perhaps this small, uncomfortable cell would be his new permanent home.
 
   “Goddard gave me orders to bring you to ‘im as soon as you came to,” the guard said as he rattled around with some keys. After finding the appropriate one, he opened the cell door. “Come on ‘en.” Ash didn’t need to be told twice. He exited the cell and made a silent promise he would never end up in one of those again. 
 
   Following behind the guard, Ash noticed something peculiar about his outfit. On his backside, there were two holes in his armor right above his shoulder blades. The holes were sort of small, and the only explanation Ash could muster was that they were for wings to fit through. 
 
   The guard led him down a long stone corridor filled with other holding cells. Ash counted over fifteen cells before they reached the end of the hall. Another guard was positioned at the end. He wore the same uniform, and Ash noticed all the little cracks and rust he had overlooked before. Their equipment was seriously outdated.
 
   “Transporting a prisoner,” Ash’s escort told him. Ash cringed at the word ‘prisoner’. The door guard didn’t question him and let them pass. Inside was a stone stairwell going up. The guard ascended the stairs and Ash followed. After going up five flights of stairs, Ash began to realize that he wasn’t tired at all. As a human, an exercise like that would give him a side ache at least. 
 
    After several more flights of stairs, the guard stopped and opened the door there, exiting out into an elaborate hallway. It seemed the basement levels were made mostly of stone, but the upper floors were built with wood and brick. Lit candles hung along the walls, providing the only light in the hall. The floor was covered in a crimson-colored carpet. It wasn’t long until they stopped at another door. 
 
   “Go on now!” The guard said, giving him a push. 
 
   Ash grabbed the handle, which seemed to be made from some kind of bone, and pushed the door. Inside, light coming from a large window illuminated the room. There was a long, rectangular table with many seats, but only one occupant: Goddard. He was sitting at the table with a stack of papers, writing on them with an old quill feather and ink. 
 
   “You’ve kept me waiting,” Goddard said, not looking up from his papers. “Sit,” he commanded.
 
   The guard closed the door and left them alone. Ash took the seat next to Goddard. The chair creaked as he pulled it out and sat down. He realized that - like the door - the chair was made from an odd mixture of wood and bones. The chandelier that hung from the ceiling would be considered a piece of art on Earth, for it was also made from bones. 
 
   “I imagine you have a lot of questions for me,” Goddard said.
 
   “I do,” Ash replied, his mind actually quite blank. 
 
   “First, tell me… have you read the Bible?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh thank goodness,” Goddard said, breathing a sigh of relief. “It’s all garbage anyway.”
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “It’s a two-thousand year old book that was written by humans, what do you think?” Goddard said, finally looking up from his papers. Ash stared at him with a blank look. “I’ll tell you what you need to know to survive.” 
 
   Outside the window, Ash could see a large sun in the sky.
 
   “Can you tell me if my mom is okay?”
 
   “You defended her magnificently. Not a hair on her head was harmed, and it’s all because of your heroic actions.”
 
   “Wait, did you just leave her there in the forest?! She’s probably worried sick about me right now!” 
 
   “Before you have one of those silly little human panic-attacks, you should know that your mother is fine; the angels would not allow harm to come to any human. My guess is that she’ll be made to forget the entire night’s events.”
 
   “You mean… the angels are going to erase her memories?” Ash was puzzled, but realized he shouldn’t be. If angels existed, then why not the ability to erase one’s memories as well? “That’s fine, I guess. I’d rather she forget about the demons… but she’s still going to miss me terribly.” 
 
   “No,” Goddard said. “They’ll have erased you from her memories as well.”
 
   “They can do that?!” 
 
    “Of course. With God’s power on their side, nearly anything is possible.” 
 
   “What about coming here to get me?” Ash asked with a trace of optimism.
 
   “I said nearly anything.” Goddard crushed his hopes. “Hell is too far from Heaven to be able to travel directly between the two. That is why Earth is so popular among angels and devils. It’s a middle-ground.” 
 
   “Oh. So what happens now?” Ash asked, his voice glum. 
 
   “Work,” Goddard replied.
 
   “And what if I refuse? Tried to escape from here?”
 
   “Take a left in the hall. Go down three flights of stairs, then go right down the next hallway.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Those are directions to get you out of the castle.”
 
   “You mean I’m free to go if I want? I can just…leave?” 
 
   “If you absolutely refuse to work for me, you’re free to go. But let me first ask you this. What would you do out there? You don’t know anybody. You have nowhere to go. I’m offering you a job. I’ll set you up with a place to stay and provide your meals.
 
   “Besides, we had a deal. I held up my end of it. If you back out now, you’ll be the bad guy here. Perhaps I should have taken you for a stroll around the Kingdom first… I think if you saw the Kingdom firsthand you would see that Hell is far nicer than you imagined.
 
   “If it weren’t for all the demons, Hell would be quite pleasant. Oh, that’s another thing. Good luck with the demons if you walk out on me. There’re way stronger creatures out there than the ones you fought, but I guess you don’t want the special training I was going to give you…
 
   “I’m not going to lie; you’ll be fighting demons on almost a daily basis. It can be dangerous, especially if you don’t learn to fight. I saw something in you, back on Earth. I believe you can fight. I was hoping you’d join our ranks, defend the Kingdom from the demons and help save innocent lives. But if you’re not up to it, if you’re still too weak to do anything, I suppose I would rather not have your help.”
 
   Goddard sighed and returned to his writing.
 
   Ash brooded. He couldn’t believe what he just heard. The devils were so desperate for help, they’d recruited him? He would have to stop himself from laughing, if he weren’t in such a dismal mood. They must have been in a real bind if he was their first choice of help. He sighed and gave his answer.
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “I don’t expect you to be enthusiastic about it immediately, by all means take a look around the kingdom. See for yourself our suffering. I’ve arranged a guide to show you around. In the meantime, I have some light reading material that I believe will be helpful to you.” Goddard handed Ash a small, thick book titled ‘Hell In My Pocket’. The title was appropriate, given the book’s small size that would fit perfectly into even the smallest pocket. 
 
   “This book is the standard for all scholars in Hell,” Goddard said. “It’s the most comprehensive and informative source on our world you’re likely to find here. Consider it a gift.”
 
   “Thanks, a book,” Ash replied. He’d rather wait for the movie.
 
    The next couple minutes passed painfully slow. Ash was a fast reader, but his current situation and somber disposition didn’t exactly put him in the mood for reading. He sat there flipping through the pages mindlessly. Every so often he’d find a chapter that interested him slightly and pause to read what it said. Here are the sections he read:
 
    
 
   Kingdom of Hell
 
    
 
   The Kingdom of Hell is divided into four sections: North, South, East, and West, with the castle in the center. When Hell was first colonized, the northern section was the first to be built, with the others being developed in the years to follow. 
 
   Unlike Earth and Heaven, Hell does not have a natural sun. That is why the citizens of Hell must give a little of their own flame every day to create an artificial sun for roughly 15 hours at a time. Without them, all of Hell would exist in complete darkness. This is done not only to bring light to the Kingdom, but also to simulate day and night cycles. It has also been proven that the artificial sun deters the demons from invading.
 
    
 
    
 
   Devils
 
    
 
   The devils were created when God cast us from Heaven for Lucifer Satan’s planned rebellion. To distinguish us from his loyal followers, our appearance was altered; instead of the beautiful, avian-like wings, ours were transformed into the ugly, bare wings we have now. 
 
   Our Holy light was also taken away, and only later did we learn to create and manipulate flames for ourselves. It took many years to learn such a powerful technique.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Negative Divide
 
    
 
   The Negative Divide is outside the Kingdom, and is the area where evil human’s souls are deposited. UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES SHOULD YOU EVER GO THERE. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Demons
 
    
 
   Demons inhabited Hell long before the devils arrived. Currently, it is unknown how many demons there are in Hell, but they are assumed to vastly outnumber the devils. 
 
   The demons are ranked by intelligence and power. Some devils rank them by letters, some by numbers, but essentially they all boil down to two categories: Lesser Demons, and Greater Demons. 
 
   The lesser demons are the more animalistic types, commonly found wandering outside of the kingdom. These are the demons that long ago invaded Earth, and over the many years evolved and changed into the animals that currently populate that planet. More commonly, lesser demons are used as livestock for farming.
 
   The Greater Demons are intelligent, dangerous, and powerful. Very rarely do they come to the kingdom, but whenever they do it has always resulted in battle. Unless you are highly skilled in the usage of soul power, it is recommended you stay away from Greater Demons.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Several pages displayed maps of the various sections of the kingdom. Ash spent a long time studying the lay of the land and reading all the various labels assigned to the many districts, as well as the surrounding areas. On paper, the kingdom of Hell looked pretty huge. 
 
   “Am I to assume you’ve finished your reading?” Goddard asked.
 
   “Yeah…” Ash muttered, tucking the book into his pants pocket. “It’s awesome that my vision is perfect again,” he said. Suddenly, Ash realized something: Goddard said Devil eyes were perfect, but if that were the case, then why did he wear glasses? 
 
   “If devils have perfect eyesight, then why do you wear glasses? Are they just for looks?” 
 
   Goddard actually stopped his writing for a moment and looked up, though not directly at Ash. “I read a lot of books.”
 
   “It must take a lot of reading to wear down devil eyes.”
 
   “Every day, for over two hundred years,” said Goddard. “Most of which is done by dim candle light.” Ash was in awe. First at the sheer age of Goddard, and then at how intelligent he must be. The amount of knowledge he must have gained was more than Ash could hope to achieve in his lifetime. “I believe I’m the only devil to have ever done that,” Goddard added, as if what he had just said was no big deal. “Ah, your guide is approaching.”
 
   “What? How can you tell?” Ash asked, stunned.
 
   “Do not say anything stupid,” Goddard said, ignoring Ash’s question. He paused for a second thinking about it, and changed his mind: “Just don't speak at all.”
 
   The door swung open without warning and a girl in crimson armor walked in. Her hair, tied back in a ponytail, was the brightest shade of red Ash had ever seen. She glanced around the room from Goddard, to Ash, then back to Goddard. 
 
   “You must be kidding!” she said. 
 
   Goddard stood to greet her, and Ash followed his lead.
 
   “Lady Shiva, welcome,” he said. 
 
   Lady Shiva wore armor similar to the guards that Ash saw earlier, except hers was newer-looking. Polished, without a scratch. Maybe even unused. Her bright red hair made her dull, crimson armor look bland by comparison. Her boots and gloves were far more elegant-looking than the simple leather equipment of the guards though.
 
   “That’s the boy I saw sleeping in the holding cell,” Shiva said, motioning to Ash with her eyes. “I checked him out already. He looks pathetic.” 
 
   Ash stood there in his torn clothes, a dopey look on his face wondering what exactly Shiva meant by checked him out already.
 
   “I assure you, Lady Shiva, he is quite pathetic,” said Goddard.
 
   “Hey!” Ash said, feeling insulted.
 
   “You can’t be serious!” Shiva said, still not wanting to believe whatever it was that she had been told. “I have better things to do with my time! What if I refuse?” she asked, staring stone-faced at Goddard.
 
   “Your father would be very disappointed in you, wouldn’t he?” Goddard said with a hint of superiority in his voice. Ash could tell from the look on Shiva’s face that was something she didn’t want to happen.
 
   “Right. I will carry out my orders.” She quickly changed her tone as well. “So what exactly do you want from me?” 
 
   “I would like for you to take the boy out and show him the city. Why don’t you take him by Gio’s and fetch him some new clothes as well?” Ash was surprised and pleased to hear this part. He could really go for some new clothes, since his were torn, not to mention full of dirt and blood. 
 
   “I have an address for you, as well.” Goddard scribbled something down on another piece of paper, tore it off and then handed it to the girl. “Give that to Gio for the delivery,” he instructed her. 
 
   “Anything else?” she asked. “Do I need to hold his hand on the way so he doesn’t get lost or seperated?”
 
   “After you take him to Gio’s, your next assignment is to assess his basic combat skills. I saw him perform against some lesser demons, but I’d like to see what he can do against a competent opponent.”
 
   Shiva smiled. “Right then! Let’s get going!” Suddenly she was all smiles and raring to go. Ash didn’t like her sudden mood change at the mention of ‘testing his combat abilities’. He got the feeling that would only mean more pain for him. Though he wondered, how tough could this girl actually be?
 
   Little was said as Ash followed behind Shiva. The hall was a winding labyrinth of dimly-lit hallways, but every so often they’d pass by a bright window with the sun shining through it. Artificial sun, Ash reminded himself. After enough twists and turns and staircases, they emerged in a large open hall that appeared to be the lobby of the castle. Before them was a giant set of wooden double-doors with a pair of guards standing at attention. 
 
   “I’m going out,” Shiva told them. Without another word, the guards pushed the doors open for the two. This was Ash’s first real look outside, besides the windows he’d looked through on their way. Immediately outside the gate was a large lush courtyard, and beyond that, a giant stone wall. There was a walkway on top of it and guards surrounding the perimeter, keeping watch. The sun shined brightly enough to light up the kingdom, but not enough to hurt Ash’s eyes if he stared directly into it (which he did). Another sight to behold in the sky was the presence of a full moon, idly hanging about in broad daylight. Hundreds of Devils peppered the sky as they flew about their daily business. If not for their wings, they would be indistinguishable from humans.
 
   Without a real sun, it was cold in Hell. Ash wasn’t expecting that nor was he ready for it. Where he’d come from, it was summer with temperatures in the nineties every day. Shiva and the guards all seemed adapted to the cold, but Ash was wearing a torn tee shirt. With goosebumps on his arms and legs, he looked forward to getting that change of clothes even more. 
 
   “Can you fly?” This was the first thing Shiva had said directly to Ash in the ten minutes they’d been together. 
 
    “I don’t know how…” Ash replied. 
 
   Shiva groaned in disappointment. “It figures,” she muttered to herself. So without being able to fly, the two of them walked the brick path through the courtyard. If it weren’t so cold, Ash might have actually enjoyed it. He couldn’t see anything over the wall save for some building tops, but his first impression of Hell was that Goddard was right, oddly enough: it was quite nice. Not at all like the blazing inferno he imagined it would be.
 
   At the end of the courtyard, two more guards stood in waiting. When they saw Shiva approach, they wasted no time in opening the smaller gate there. Ash and Shiva exited the courtyard into the city beyond the walls. And what a city it was! Ash had seen plenty of movies that took place in the past, but nothing could prepare him for actually stepping into a kingdom straight out of a fairy tale.
 
   Amid ancient-looking buildings made of brick and wood, cobblestone streets paved their way through the town. All around them denizens of Hell scurried about on their business. Their fashions ranged from medieval to at least the early nineteen-hundreds. As the pair walked, they entered an open air market. Lined up all along each side of the street were various stands, booths, and carts filled with merchandise. 
 
   The merchants carried a lot of clothes, some weapons like swords and spears, furniture and toys, and a whole lot of food. And it wasn’t hot dog and hamburger stands, either. It was mostly raw meat and vegetables. Every so often, he’d catch sight of a butcher chopping up some poor animal.
 
   The livestock Hell had to offer was surprisingly similar to Earth’s. That is, with the exception that all of their livestock were demons. The demon chickens that Ash saw either in cages or being carved up looked almost exactly like earth chickens, but with more horns, bigger claws, and overall larger sizes. The boy saw a few varieties of livestock demons, including goats, swine, cows, and fish. They all looked pretty much the same as their Earthen counterparts, but with much larger and uglier features. 
 
   The demon counterpart of horses turned out to be unicorns. Except these weren’t the girly unicorns My Little Pony would have you believe. These demon horses varied in color, but most of the ones Ash saw were black and larger than a Clydesdale. They had red glaring eyes, feisty tempers, and many different types of horns sticking out from their foreheads. Some had the standard horn most people were familiar with, and others had what looked like blades growing out of their skulls. Not the kind of creature likely to crap out rainbows and sunshine. 
 
   Ash had hoped for a little narration from Shiva as they walked, but she continued her silent treatment. While he could barely keep his jaw closed, Shiva just looked annoyed. She’d rather have just flown to the tailor and be done already. As non-informative as she was, Ash still had an amazing time sightseeing. He threw out his old mental image of Hell as a fiery inferno, and replaced it with this tranquil scene of civilization. He found it strangely comforting since he’d apparently be spending the rest of his life here.
 
   Every so often, Ash would spot an enormous wall beyond the rooftops, far off in the distance. He wasn’t very good at measuring, but he guessed that the wall was taller than the length of a football field. As enormous as it was, he realized he wasn’t even close to it. If he were to stand right next to it, it’d probably be even bigger. He wanted to ask Shiva about it, but her cold disposition made Ash think twice about doing so. In the end, he pulled out his guide to Hell and flipped through it till he found a section on the wall.
 
   There wasn’t a whole lot of information about the wall, but that was probably because it was common sense to everyone. Obviously, the wall was to keep dangerous demons out of the kingdom. It wrapped around the Northern and Eastern sections of the Kingdom, but from the look of his map, the Southern and Western sections of the wall appeared to be incomplete. It did not bring comfort to Ash knowing that parts of the kingdom were still unprotected from demons. Maybe that was why Goddard wanted him so badly.
 
    
 
   Their walk eventually led them to the tailor’s shop. As they arrived, the tailor, a man named Gio, stood outside his store painting a mural on the wall. His eyes lit up as Shiva approached.  
 
   “Afternoon, Gio,” Shiva said.
 
   “Good afternoon, Lady Shiva!” The man set his painting palate down and removed the apron he was wearing. “What can I do for you?” 
 
   “As you can tell, this boy needs some clothes.”
 
   “My my, he most certainly does!” the tailor said, giving Ash a look-over. “Lady Shiva, you’ve come to the right place. My name is Gio St. James. Pleace, come inside.” They followed him into his shop. “My clothing is the cutting-edge of fashion in Hell,” Gio proclaimed, grabbing a purple suit coat off a nearby coat rack and putting it on. When a man in a purple suit claims he’s on the cutting edge of fashion, there is not much you can do but smile and nod. Ash did just that. 
 
   Gio took Ash’s measurements and then dashed around the store searching for something Ash could wear in the meantime. The boy looked around the shop expecting to see more battle armor, but found that most of the clothing looked like it was from Earth, albeit not from anytime after the 1950s. In the rear of the shop, safely hidden behind a protective barrier of velvet ropes, stood a bland wooden mannequin. It was what the mannequin was wearing that caught Ash’s attention: a black, warm-looking pea coat. Ash fancied that coat very much.
 
   He had to smirk a little at Gio’s star-shaped earrings dangling from his ears, and his short, spiky blonde hair. He wondered if he based his look around Sir Elton John (or if he even knew who he was). Gio settled on a simple brown shirt and some dark pants. He handed them to Ash and made him put them on, right then and there. Shiva stared without so much as batting an eye when Ash removed his tattered shirt and pants and quickly tossed on the new clothes.  
 
   “How do those feel? Warm enough?” Gio asked him. 
 
   “Well, a coat would be nice…” Ash said, his eyes wandering towards the pea coat. Gio caught his wandering stare and intercepted. He grabbed a nearby grey suit coat and tossed it to him. Dust filled the air, as the coat had apparently been sitting there for quite some time. What Ash was unaware of was that Gio was particularly protective of that pea coat. He had designed it long ago and won a fashion contest with it (never mind the fact that he was the one hosting the contest). 
 
   “Okay,” the tailor said, “I’ll throw a few outfits together and have them delivered right away. Where shall I have them delivered to?” Shiva then pulled the piece of paper Goddard gave her and handed it over. “Thank you,” Gio said. “Might this possibly be the newcomer everyone is whispering about?”
 
    “You mean the human? Yep, this is it.” Shiva practically yawned.
 
   “Ah!” The tailor exclaimed. “I was hoping I’d get to see him up close.”
 
   “Who is whispering about me?”
 
   “Oh its only rumors I’ve heard, but I’m surprised to see they’re true!” the tailor said with glee.
 
   “Probably some of the Royal Guards that got a look at you,” Shiva said. “They have big mouths and love talking.”
 
   “How very interesting indeed,” Gio said. “Very well then, what is your name?”
 
   “Ash Kaplan.”
 
   “Ash, I will have your clothes prepared and delivered tonight. I expect great things from you,” he said.
 
   “Um, thank you?” Ash replied. 
 
   “I hope you find your stay here pleasant.”
 
   Shiva and Ash left the store and headed back the way they came. It was a slightly warmer return trip, wearing that dusty suit coat. 
 
    
 
   As they made their way back towards the castle, several shadows flew across the cobblestone street, momentarily blocking out the sun. Ash and Shiva both cast curious glances upward. What they saw excited Shiva, and terrified Ash. High above the kingdom of Hell, floating on the breeze with feathery wings were colossal, bird-like demons.  They looked like Earth vultures, but were the size of a Cessna airplane. 
 
   “Alright! It’s a demon attack!” Shiva said.
 
   “How do you know?” There was a hint of cowardice to Ash’s voice. “Maybe they’re just…hanging out.” As if that was their cue, the giant demon birds began their descent. 
 
   “Here they come!”
 
   An incredibly loud siren started blaring, and then Royal Guard soldiers from all over the Northern section of Hell could be seen taking to wing while the devils evacuated the skies and streets and headed indoors. Most of the soldiers held weapons like swords and spears, while some of them flew upward forming fireballs in their hands.
 
   Shiva grabbed a spear off a nearby weapon-wagon.
 
   “I’m borrowing this! Official business!” she told the vendor.
 
   Ash could only watch as she took flight and joined the other soldiers. Ash couldn’t get an exact count on the number of demons, but there were plenty to go around. Never before had the human boy seen war waged in the air quite like this. All above him, soldiers flew and slashed their weapons at the giant birds. Most of them weren’t fast enough. The demons could navigate the skies more precisely than the devils. 
 
   Ash followed Shiva’s movements as best he could. She was surprisingly quick, more so than a lot of the other soldiers. She’d fly straight at an oncoming demon, like some insane gravity-defying game of chicken. At the last moment, the demon would pull up and Shiva would shoot forward her spear, stabbing the monster in its belly. Twice, this tactic worked for her. The third time, she was not so lucky. This demon did not pull up at the last moment but instead slammed right into her, face-first. Shiva had the wind knocked out of her and began to fall.
 
   There was little Ash could do, but his instincts and good nature kicked in and he ran towards the spot where she was falling. It wasn’t that far away, and with his improved devil speed he made it there before she even got close to the ground. With his arms stretched out, ready to catch her, he waited. It would have been quite the save too, if Shiva didn’t recover in midair and return to hunt down the beast that knocked her out of the sky. Ash put his arms down, somewhat disappointed. He wanted to be helpful.
 
   Demons were raining from the sky. Someone was going to be eating well tonight. Despite the large number of soldiers cutting and burning down the birds, a single demon was giving everyone the most trouble. This particular vulture was the largest of the flock, and faster than anything else in the sky. It alone was responsible for picking off the majority of the men who’d fallen. Shiva had her sights set on it for a while but hadn’t been able to catch up to it yet. 
 
   A terrified scream brought Ash’s attention back down to the ground. With all the action in the sky, he hadn’t even noticed the birds that landed on the ground. Two demons were chasing after some citizens that had nowhere to hide. The men were barely able to keep them at bay with their flames. But it was one demon in particular that held Ash’s attention, because it was where all the screaming was coming from.
 
   It was a little girl and her mother backed into a corner and terrified by the advancing demon. They had nowhere to go and little hope of making it out alive. 
 
   “Hey!” Ash tried calling out for one of the Royal Guards. “Hey! Someone help!” No one was listening. Everyone was either too busy fighting their own battles or running away. With the demon drawing nearer, it was up to him alone to save the two.
 
   He dashed forward with no plan of attack. He’d underestimated the sheer size and scale of the monster. Luckily, he made it to the demon before it could take a bite out of the two scared citizens. Ash shot his fist straight out, smacking the bird’s feathered back. The demon didn’t appear to be hurt by this blow. It turned away from the mother and her child, which gave them the opening they needed to run. It faced Ash and puffed out its chest and feathers with a loud squawk. Ash about peed himself.
 
   It certainly didn’t look that big in the sky, Ash thought. He turned and ran, but didn’t make it very far before the demon stretched out its long neck and pecked at his legs, tripping him and sending him tumbling into the street. On his hands and knees he tried crawling and climbing back up, but it was no use. The shadow of the creature engulfed him, and as he turned around he saw the demon was on him. He didn’t even have time to close his eyes before Shiva intercepted. 
 
   She moved so fast, Ash almost thought he was seeing things. She shot forward, spear pointing outwards, and rammed it right into the demon’s torso. It flapped its wings trying to get away, but it was too late for the beast. It dropped to the ground dead. Shiva looked at Ash with distaste in her eyes. 
 
   Goddard was right, Ash thought. I really am helpless on my own…
 
   He climbed to his feet and thanked Shiva, who turned her back on him.
 
   They returned their focus to the sky, where the situation was almost under control. As the last few demons dropped, only the largest one remained. There was a group of at least ten devils chasing after it, throwing fireballs and stabbing at it when they got close. No one was able to hit it. The demon retreated.
 
   “Looks like that one’s going to get away,” Ash said in an attempt to change the subject from his humiliating rescue. 
 
   “Don’t be so sure,” Shiva told him. Before the demon could escape the kingdom limits, another devil came shooting down like a missile from high above, heading straight for the demon. The creature didn’t even see him coming. The mysterious missile-man slammed into the demon, resulting in a silver shockwave that sent them both plummeting from the sky. 
 
   “Come on!” Shiva said and took off. Ash chased after her. They ran down a few streets, dodging people until they found what they were looking for: the giant vulture demon, impaled to the ground by a massive sword. It was a bloody, disgusting mess in the street now, but the missile-man was nowhere to be found. 
 
   “Where’s the guy that did this?” Ash asked, searching for the missile-man.
 
   “Look up,” Shiva said. Above them the man drifted down to the ground. He deployed his wings shortly after slamming into the demon and stabbing it. The silvery, spiky armor-clad man dropped down next to the demon carcass and pulled his sword out. He swung it around a little to get some of the blood off it, before making use of the sword’s talents.
 
   Gathering flame in his hand, he channeled the fire through the sword’s inner-workings and out the vents along the blade. Infernos lit up, cleansing itself of demon blood. Shiva smiled, awestruck at the sight. This man of course was The Prince of Hell, though Ash didn’t know it yet. The Prince gave an undignified grunt at the sight of the pair and turned his back. He walked away without saying a word. 
 
   “That was so cool,” Ash said. Maybe, just maybe, if I could become that strong… I could go home some day, he thought.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven: Fight Test
 
    
 
   They walked back to the castle, seeing many of the same sights along the way. Ash wished they’d take an extended tour, or at the very least a different return path, but he was too timid to ask Shiva. At least he had a coat now. The castle guards allowed them inside the courtyard, and shortly after that they were entering the castle, pacing its winding hallways once more. Ash couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like Shiva was quickening her pace. Maybe even becoming antsy. 
 
   The tour of the kingdom and the trip to the tailor bored her to tears. The demon attack was the only highlight of the excursion, and now she looked forward to the next task: fighting with Ash. She led him through the candle-lit halls, past Royal Guards and chambermaids speeding about, until they arrived at a small wooden door that Shiva pressed her way through. They emerged outside, but in a small courtyard.
 
   “This is the private yard,” Shiva said. “Outsiders like yourself aren’t typically allowed in here.” It was a very lovely yard with lush green grass. Wide and open, surrounded by enormous walls that Ash couldn’t even see over. That was about it though. Besides the grass, there was nothing there. 
 
   “Cool. It’s very, umm… grassy.”
 
   Shiva stepped in front of Ash and slapped him across the face. Ash, completely unaware it was coming, took the slap full-force. He’d never been slapped before, and it hurt as much as he thought it might.
 
   “Ow!” he cried, grabbing his cheek where a throbbing, red hand mark was starting to form.
 
   “You didn’t even try to block that,” Shiva said. “Did you even anticipate it at all?” 
 
   “No!” Ash said. “Why would I anticipate you hitting me?” 
 
   “We’ll need to work on that.” She began stripping off her armor. Ash felt himself turn red in the cheeks, but was glad to see she wore a tank top and shorts underneath the armor. “Okay, come at me.”
 
   “You want me to hit you?” 
 
   “Yes. Go ahead and throw a punch at me.” 
 
   “Okay, remember you asked for it though.” Ash wouldn’t usually hit a girl, but given the recent change of circumstances, he was willing to give it a go. He drew back his arm, wound up, and let his fist fly… straight into the open palm of Shiva, who grabbed his fist in one hand, then took his arm and flipped the boy over onto his back. 
 
   Ash lay in the grass for a moment, trying to deduce what had just happened. 
 
   “You’re way too slow,” Shiva said, standing over him. “And predictable. There’s nothing wrong with throwing a punch directly at your opponent, but you’d better have the speed and power to back it up.”
 
    Ash climbed to his feet, brushing the grass off his knees. He was fed up with being beat around and treated like crap. He was, after all, still half adolescent-human. And as anyone who has ever been an adolescent human before knows, they don’t always act intelligently. This was one of those moments. 
 
    “What the heck is that!” Ash said, pointing behind Shiva. She turned her head to see what Ash was talking about, and Ash saw the perfect opportunity to launch his attack. He tried again, throwing another punch at her. Without even moving her head back to face him, Shiva caught his fist again.
 
   “Cheap tricks are a good way to get yourself killed here,” she said, and quickly placed her foot on Ash’s stomach, kicking him so hard he shot backwards, tumbling onto the grass behind him. “I’ll give you one more chance,” Shiva said. “Then I’m going to start beating you senseless.”
 
   Inhaling a deep breath, Ash closed his eyes.
 
   Okay, that’s it, he thought. They want me to fight? Then I’m damn-well going to fight! No more mister nice guy!
 
   He exhaled. Opening his eyes and grabbing a handful of grass, the boy stood up. 
 
   “Okay,” Ash said. “This time…I’m seriously serious.” 
 
   “Alright, let’s see it,” said Shiva. She took a step toward him.
 
   “Ha!” Ash shouted, throwing his fistful of grass up in the air.
 
   While Shiva was distracted by the grass, Ash rushed in low, aiming for her stomach. Shiva caught on and crouched down, preparing to retaliate. Perhaps a little too preemptively, Shiva stuck her arms out to catch Ash’s fist, but the boy did something to disrupt her plan. He jumped back a couple of feet instead, throwing her movements off. Shiva extended her arms to grab at nothing, while Ash shot forward again, this time with his real attack.
 
   He caught Shiva completely open and delivered a mild slap across her face that wouldn’t even have harmed a child. 
 
   Shiva recoiled, expecting to feel pain. When she finally realized what happened, she was not so happy.
 
   “What was that?!” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry about the grass, I just thought-”
 
   “Not the grass! That was a good idea!”
 
   “It was?” 
 
   “Yes! I’m talking about the puny slap you just hit me with!” 
 
   “But you’re not mad about the grass? It wasn’t another cheap trick?”
 
   “No, it was a genuine distraction. That shows some actual thought went into your attack. You can’t always win on strength alone. Sometimes you have to have a strategy.”
 
   “Oh, cool. I didn’t really think it would work.”
 
   “That hit couldn’t have been your full power though!”
 
   “Well no,” Ash said. “I still just don’t feel right about hitting a girl, I guess.” 
 
   “A girl?!” Shiva repeated, shoving Ash backwards. “I’m not going to hold back anymore, so get ready!” she said, leaping at him. Despite her warning, Ash was completely unprepared for her assault. She first landed a blow to his stomach, and then followed up with a shot to his cheek, ending the combo with a jump kick to his chest. Ash stumbled backwards, but did not fall this time. He remained standing, his feet planted to the ground. 
 
   “I decided,” he said, gasping for breath, “just now, that I’m not going to fall down anymore.” 
 
   “Oh? What brought this on?” she asked.
 
   Ash needed only to think for a moment before he gave his answer. 
 
   “I may not like this. I may not want to be here…in Hell. But if my mom truly is safe, and has already forgotten me, then I’ll have to get used to calling this place home. And if I’m going to fit in, and more importantly survive, then I’ll need to fight. You’re just trying to teach me. So I’ll do my best.”  
 
   Shiva smiled, and for a moment Ash thought he had gotten through to her and made a real connection. He thought he’d hear her say something encouraging or uplifting. Instead she said:
 
   “I decided, just now, that I’m going to make you regret telling me that.” She rushed forward and attempted to sweep his legs out from under him. Ash jumped. He came down, expecting to plant a punch on her face, this time for real. Shiva countered by grabbing his fist and placing her feet on his chest, tumbling backwards, and tossing him. Ash rolled and sprang up to his feet.
 
   “Not down!” he shouted triumphantly as a ball of fire hit the back of his head, knocking him to the ground. He sat up rubbing his singed head, panicking that his hair might be on fire.
 
   “What the hell was that? I can’t do that yet!”
 
   “I never said I wouldn’t use flame.”
 
   “That sucks! I thought you would at least cut me some slack and hold off on that for a bit.”
 
   “You thought wrong,” Shiva replied, conjuring up another fireball in her hand. “You’re not always going to get a fair fight here.” With a sadistic smile, she aimed at Ash and fired. Ash barely managed to jump out of the way in time and the fireball hit the grass where he was sitting. Shiva followed it up with another. Ash did his best to dodge for a while, but the girl eventually caught up with him, barraging the boy with a combination of flames and fists. 
 
   After an hour of this, Ash was exhausted and beat up, but still managing to stand. He took his coat off long ago, partly to avoid any damage that could be done to it, and partly because he was sweating. Shiva could tell that he couldn’t take much more. 
 
   “I propose we take a break,” she said. Ash, assuming it was a trick of some sort, didn’t respond. Instead he prepared himself for another barrage from her. “No, I’m serious,” she continued, “Clearly you need a break. I can only beat on you so much before it actually starts impairing your ability to learn from it. Unfortunate, really. I could beat on you all day.”
 
   Ash collapsed to the ground. “This doesn’t count,” he said. “We’re on break.”
 
   “Whatever,” Shiva replied.
 
   She gave Ash a look-over. He wasn’t bleeding, but he was badly bruising in a lot of places. His new clothes were already worn out. It was a good thing he had more coming.
 
   “I guess now that we’re on break, I could go for something to eat,” Ash said. 
 
   “That’s right, you haven’t eaten in two days.” 
 
   “Two days?! No wonder I’m so hungry!”
 
   “I’m surprised you didn’t start complaining about it sooner, really.”
 
    
 
   Shiva led him back through the castle, down a long hall, and through a large door into a great dining hall. The dinning hall was comparable to Ash’s high school cafeteria, complete with many long tables and a buffet-style counter along the back wall. Shiva motioned Ash to take a seat and he obeyed.
 
   At the many tables sat various guards, their armor in a variety of conditions ranging from ‘looks like it’s held together with glue’ to ‘might not actually break if you hit it’. They were each wearing slightly different variants of the armor Ash saw on the guard that escorted him to Goddard’s room. Variables included: gloves, either leather or metal; boots or sandals; and a helmet. Some even had weapons with them.
 
   Ash also noticed an entirely different set of armor he hadn’t yet seen, worn by one group of men. This armor covered their entire bodies, and didn’t look old or worn at all. On the contrary, it looked brand new and totally awesome. The color was crimson red, like the other guards’ armor. But that's where the similarities stopped. This armor was tight, almost form-fitting, and appeared lightweight. Every inch of the soldier’s body was adorned with spikes of varying sizes, from head to toe. Their helmets actually covered their faces as well, like samurai armor Ash had seen in an old movie.
 
   There was also one more variant type of armor, the same as the spiky-red guys, only colored black. The man wearing this armor sat at the head of his table, and cast a cold stare in Ash’s direction. Judging from the scene, Ash imagined that the spiky-armor indicated status.
 
   Shiva surprised Ash by plopping down a tray of food in front of him. Ash was so absorbed in the different armor types around the room, he hadn’t even noticed Shiva left his side.
 
   “This is the only time I will ever serve you food.” 
 
   Ash didn’t really see it as ‘serving him’, but didn’t argue. He simply nodded in acknowledgment and picked up a piece of meat. What proceeded to happen from there could be loosely described as eating. The word ‘eating’ sounds too civilized, too tame to really describe it though. If there was a single word that could adequately describe a pack of starving wolves gorging themselves on the tender carcass of a fresh deer; that would be a more suitable term. Perhaps ‘wolfing’.  
 
   Shiva looked on in half amazement, half disgust as Ash piled the various foods into his mouth, barely taking the time to chew. He took a short break to wash it all down with the small cup of water that Shiva had managed to fit on the tray amongst the food. After slamming the entire cup, he gasped loudly for air. 
 
   “Enjoying your demon?” she asked. 
 
   “This is demon?!” Ash replied in disgust. Shiva merely looked at him as if he were an idiot. He then remembered that demons were basically animals to the devils, and that he’d even seen several types of them out on the streets being used as livestock. In a fraction of a second, his brain went from disgust to acceptance. “Yes, I am.” He continued eating. After all, it tasted great.
 
   “Splendid,” Shiva said in a tone that implied she didn’t care at all. “I’m going to my room, I’ll be back shortly.” She rose from her seat and exited the dining hall. Ash couldn’t say anything because his mouth was too full to even try to speak, but if he could have said something he would have asked about her room. He wondered if that meant she lived at the castle. Maybe she was a high-ranking official. He was suddenly curious as to what exactly her job title was.
 
   As he stuffed more mystery meat into his mouth, he pondered what a devil girl’s bedroom might look like. With the food on his tray completely gone, Ash made a trip to the counter area and grabbed a new tray. He made his way down the line of unique-looking food, not recognizing anything. It all looked like pretty standard meat; chicken, pork, beef, and fish. He knew that it was actually their demonic counterparts. It all tasted the same though, and that’s really all that mattered to him. 
 
    
 
   By the time Shiva came back to fetch him, he was on his third tray of food. She pulled the boy away from it and they returned to the yard. Much like their short session before, Shiva told Ash to defend himself from her attacks, and if he could, launch his own attack and try to land at least one hit on her. Ash found it easier to avoid her attacks all together by dodging them, but after a while, Shiva devised a counter-strategy of shooting a fireball at him if he did so. Ash began to think of entirely new ways to avoid her attacks, all the while making an attempt to attack her.
 
   At first, Ash could barely land a hit. Every punch he threw Shiva saw coming and easily countered. She would either grab his arm with a preemptive strike and toss him aside or dodge and throw a counterattack his way. As the number of bruises on his body began to rise, Ash quickly learned that Shiva was not holding back or going easy on him.
 
   After a few more hours flew by, the door swung open and another person entered the yard. She was a slender, raven-haired woman wearing a long, black dress. On Earth, Ash might have lumped her into the category of ‘goth’, but in Hell, clothing like that didn’t seem so strange. She was a real treat to look at, the first female beauty Ash had seen since arriving. Shiva laid off for a moment, and the new woman approached them.
 
   “Lady Shiva,” she gave a small curtsy in greeting. “And this must be Ash.”
 
   “This is Yazma Bethilda,” Shiva introduced her. “A teacher.” 
 
   “Oh no,” Ash said, somewhat disappointed, “you’re not making me go back to school are you?” 
 
   “You can relax,” Yazma said. “The only subjects I’ll be teaching you today are creating flames and learning to fly.” She smiled cheerfully at him. It felt nice.
 
   Ash was interested in learning how to make fire like he saw Goddard and Shiva doing. And flying? Who wouldn’t want to be able to fly?
 
   “So without further delay,” Shiva said, “I’m going to sit back and watch what’s sure to be a hilarious afternoon of seeing you fail at several more things!” She smirked and trotted off, plopping down on the grass with her back up against the wall. 
 
   “Don’t let Lady Shiva bring you down,” Yazma said. “You’ll do just fine, I’m sure. I’m more accustomed to teaching the children, so it will be nice to be teaching someone a little older!” Yazma seemed excited, and Ash was just happy to have finally met someone friendly. It helped that she was a beautiful woman, too. 
 
   “Children, huh?” Ash said. “When do most devils learn to make their flames?” 
 
   “Usually when they are ten years old,” Yazma answered him, “but I’ve had some rare cases of even younger children producing flames.” Ash’s mind was filled with images of babies flying around, raining down balls of fire on their parents. Note to self: Never have a devil baby, he thought. “Sit down, Ash,” Yazma said. “It’s not necessary to be standing while creating flame, and sitting comfortably will help your concentration.” Ash did as he was told, and sat down on the grass. 
 
   “How come the flames don’t hurt?” Ash just had to raise the question, concerned that perhaps he’d burn his hand off in the process if he didn’t learn the proper way to hold the flames.
 
   “The flames come from within us,” Yazma said. “They are just as much a part of us as our bones and blood. Your own flame, because it is a part of you, will never hurt you. Other people’s flames, however, are of their own design. Just as your flame will burn them, so too will their flames burn you. There are some exceptions as well, like if you allow your flame to exist apart from you for some time, such as when lighting a candle. Once it leaves you for any amount of time, it will become a free-flame, and may become able to harm you.”
 
   “Close your eyes,” said Yazma. Ash obeyed. “I want you to imagine a flame. Imagine it as if you are looking at it up close. Think of how it sways in the breeze.” Ash did as she instructed. With closed eyes, he kept his thoughts fixated on the topic of fire. “Give a lot of thought to the color of it. How hot is it? How big is it?”
 
   “Do you actually want me to answer you?” Ash asked, still keeping his eyes closed and thinking about fire.
 
   “No. Concentrate on the image of the flame. Look at the very tip of it, and follow it down the base. Visualize it stemming from your very own hand.” 
 
   In Ash’s mind, he could picture it, clear as day: a small flame, no larger than that of a candle’s, rising from his open palm. 
 
   “Now hold out your hand and open your eyes!”
 
   Ash did as he was told, stretching out his arm and showing Yazma the contents of his open hand. But it was still empty, with no flame to be found.
 
   “Huh,” Yazma whispered, astonished. “Four out of five times, that works with the children.”
 
   “Great,” Ash said. “I’ve failed to do what four out of five children can do.” He was disappointed, but wouldn’t give up. “Got any other tricks?” 
 
   “Do the same thing, but this time keep your eyes open.” Yazma instructed. “You should watch your hand very closely, picturing your flame.”
 
   “Okay,” Ash stared at his hand, “I’m doing it. Where’s the flame?” 
 
   “You can’t create fire by simply visualizing it. If that were so, we really wouldn’t need teachers for it, would we?” 
 
   “So what else is there to it?” Ash asked.
 
   “You have to feel it, of course.” She stated the concept as though it were common sense, and to her credit, for most devils it probably was. “Usually with the first method we tried, closing your eyes and visualizing the flame is meant to invoke those feelings.”
 
   “I know how hot fire is, but I’ve never stuck my hand inside a fireplace before. So how am I supposed to know how fire feels?” Ash asked, somewhat confused about the whole thing.
 
   “I don’t mean how a fire literally feels,” she said. “I meant think of it as an extension of yourself.” 
 
   “Like another hand?” 
 
   “Like an extension of your hand.” 
 
   Ash once again went to staring at his hand, but this time instead of merely seeing the flame coming out of it, he pondered on it as a part of himself. Nothing happened. He continued to stare, concentrating with all his might. He visualized a great inferno tearing down an entire forest, and at the center of it all was himself, flames not just growing from his arms; they were his arms. 
 
   He felt something. His palm tingled, and in the very center of his hand a tiny spark shot out.
 
   “Oh, you did it…sort of.” 
 
   Ash was relieved. He could make fire after all! And with a little (or a lot) of practice he could be throwing fireballs in no time. He smiled triumphantly. 
 
   “You’ll have to practice with it, but I’m confident you will be able to create fire just as easily as anyone else.” She smiled, encouraging him. Ash tried again, and this time even more sparks shot out, although there was still not a solid flame to be found.
 
   “Once you get the art of creating flames down, I can show you how to manipulate them.” 
 
   “Cool, then I can shoot them at things, right?” 
 
   “More than just that, with a lot of dedication and practice, some devils are able to manipulate their flames so well that they can actually change the direction and control them well after the flames have left their hands.” 
 
   “Wow, that’d be so cool if I could get that good!” 
 
   “Sparks,” Shiva called out from across the yard. “Maybe that’ll be your new nickname!”
 
   “He’ll need to practice with it for a while, but he will improve,” Yazma said.
 
   “That’s right! So don’t get too attached to that nickname. Pretty soon you’ll be calling me ‘Giant Fire Balls!” He took a moment to think about the nickname he had just proposed, and immediately changed his mind. “Actually, maybe you should just call me Ash.”
 
   “You’re an idiot,” Shiva replied, walking over to join them. “Let’s get a move-on here. I want to knock him around some more.” 
 
   “Then I’ll talk about flight now,” Yazma said, turning to Ash. “Much like forming your flame, bringing out your wings is a similar process.”
 
   “Oh, okay.” Ash said. Without giving it much thought (as he was accustomed to doing most things) Ash’s wings sprouted out from his back. Yazma was surprised, but Shiva remained unimpressed.
 
   “Surprising,” Yazma said. “How could you bring out your wings so easily and have a more difficult time with your flame?”
 
   “When Goddard changed me into a devil, they came out before,” Ash said. “I just imagined what it felt like then.” 
 
   “I see,” she replied. “I suppose having done it once already would help, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Good job,” Shiva said. “You’ve accomplished what a three-year old can do.” 
 
   “I was wondering though,” Ash said, “why do devils hide their wings?” He stared at the large flaps of skin popping out from his back. He had a lot of things to learn; best to find out as much as he could while he had an actual teacher around. 
 
   “Many reasons, but primarily because they are large and cumbersome, making it difficult to fit comfortably inside buildings.”
 
   “Oh,” Ash replied. It was actually pretty easy to figure out. “Could devils always do this, or was it something they evolved?” 
 
   “Actually, the ability stems back to ancient times,” Yazma went into teacher-mode, “when God used to send his angels to Earth, he gave them the ability to hide their wings so that they could blend in with the humans. If you ever have a couple of free hours, I could tell you all about the rebellion in Heaven.”
 
   “Cool!” said Ash. Getting an after-school lesson from a gorgeous woman was a more appealing choice than reading it in the book Goddard gave him.
 
   “Can we get on with this lesson now?” Shiva said, her patience running out.
 
   “Oh, yeah!” Ash was so distracted at the new information he forgot his next lesson. “So how do I fly?”
 
   “Uh, gee, I wonder,” Shiva said. “Try flapping them.” 
 
   Ash did what she said, and just like moving an arm or a leg, he found he was able to move his wings back and forth. He picked up the pace a little with them, starting a flapping motion. He felt himself being lifted off the ground, so he flapped a little faster, and hopped up. With his feet no longer touching the ground, he was officially flying, though no more than a foot off the ground. It was sort of like doing a pull-up. Ash could tell that moving his wings fast enough to lift his body weight would take some time to learn, and would be a massive workout. After all, they were muscles that he had never used before. He stopped flapping and dropped back down to the grass, completely psyched to have obtained the gift of flight. 
 
   “Well it looks like you won’t be needing me anymore… for the time being, anyway.” Yazma stated, smiling proudly at him.
 
   “Thanks for the help!” Ash said. 
 
   “You may send for me any time you need me,” she replied. With another small curtsy, she took her leave from the yard. Ash was disappointed to see her go, as he would have liked to spend more time with her. There was still so much he could learn about the devils and angels, and he preferred her pleasant, friendly teaching style to Shiva’s ‘hands-on’ approach. Speaking of Shiva, she was casting an ominous glare in Ash’s direction, which could only mean one thing.
 
   “We still have an hour of training time to go,” she told him. Ash didn’t really like where this was going. “You can fly and use fire now, and you’d better, because I surely will be!” 
 
    
 
   The next hour was chaos. Shiva, as it turned out, had been holding back before. She used to throw an occasional fireball at Ash when he would dodge her, but now she was using them far more often. Ash was constantly dodging attacks now, and rarely got an opportunity to fight back. He went the rest of the evening without landing a single blow on her. 
 
   He wanted to quit. Training was painful, and with every blow Shiva struck against him, his confidence dwindled. Unfortunately for him, he couldn’t quit. He had nowhere else to go. All he could do was avoid Shiva’s attacks and try not to die. After a while he began to think of it like a video game, when a character grows stronger through battle. Just like leveling up, Ash thought. The idea almost made the training bearable. Almost.
 
   The high point of the evening came when Ash decided to try something different to evade Shiva’s wild punches. He brought out his wings, leapt as high as he could, and hovered in the air for a small amount of time before falling like a stone back down. While Shiva complimented him on the move, she also warned that many devils refuse to bring out their wings in battle for fear of them being chopped off. Ash didn’t believe Shiva would chop off one of his wings, but kept them hidden from that point on anyway.
 
   With the artificial sun shrinking noticeably in the sky, Shiva decided it was quitting time. She led Ash once again outside of the castle and down into the streets of the city. Goddard had arranged a room for him somewhere, and Shiva was taking him there. Once again, she led with as little chit-chat as possible. It had been a long day for both of them; for Ash it was the hardest he’d ever worked physically, and for Shiva it was the most time she’d ever spent taking care of someone she disliked with such intensity. 
 
   While they walked down a different street than the one they walked earlier, Ash was too tired and it was becoming too dark to really soak up the sights. Once the sun started going out in Hell, most of the people headed indoors. A couple of Royal Guards were going around lighting up streetlights with their flames. In a tired daze, Ash couldn’t even be certain of how long they were walking. After several minutes, they arrived at a small block of connected buildings, much like a motel. They walked down the row of doors, until they arrived at the unit with the letter D carved onto its door. Shiva entered without even using a key.
 
   “What, no lock?” Ash asked.
 
   “What good would locking a door do? If a devil wants in, they’re getting in, lock or no lock.” Shiva told him. “If you want a good solid door with a lock on it, you’ll have to upgrade to the expensive flats.” Ash was a bit worried about relying on the ‘honor system’ in Hell, but if it was the standard that they used, it would have to be good enough. Besides, he didn’t really have anything to steal anyway.
 
   From the outside, it wasn’t apparent how large the units were. Upon entering the room, Ash discovered it to be tiny. It was just a one-room flat, no larger than a hotel room, complete with a bed and mini kitchen. He moved inside, and Shiva lit a couple of the candles hanging from the walls with flame she made from her hands. There were two doors, one of which led to a tiny closet. Inside the closet sat a small trunk. When Ash opened it, he saw it was filled with folded shirts, pants, and various other articles of clothing from Gio. Ash poked his head inside the other door and was amazed at the sight of his bathroom.
 
   “There’s a toilet!” Ash announced, surprised. Shiva didn’t bother with a reply. “I…didn’t know you guys had toilets.”
 
   “So this is where you’ll be staying.” she said, ignoring him.
 
   “Kind of small,” Ash said, tossing his dusty suit coat on his bed.
 
   “Big enough for you. Anyway, tomorrow you’ll need to meet Goddard back at the castle. You can stop in the cafeteria and eat breakfast first. If he doesn’t find you before that, you’re to head to his room. Remember, the one where we first met?” 
 
   “Yep,” Ash lied. He had no idea how to find that room again, but was too tired to remember directions and too scared to ask her to explain. 
 
   “Okay then, this is goodbye,” she said.
 
    “Alright, thanks for everything-” Ash began to say, but Shiva was already out the door. “You have a good night now,” he mumbled to himself.
 
   With not much else to do, he used the bathroom and then lay down on the bed for the night. He took out his copy of ‘Hell in My Pocket’ and looked for a section on devil anatomy, specifically what would happen in the case of dismemberment of a devil’s wing. He wasn’t thrilled to discover that a dismembered wing would not grow back properly, and there were some pretty graphic, disgusting drawings of what the regrown crippled wings looked like. 
 
   Deciding he’d had enough reading for the night, he attempted again to create a flame in his hand. Like every time he tried before, the best he could muster was a small stream of sparks that didn’t ignite. His hand was like a lighter that refused to spit out a flame.
 
   Ash lay in bed that night, shooting sparks from his hand until fatigue got the best of him.  Without ever successfully sustaining a flame, he passed out for the night.
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight: Meet the Satans
 
    
 
   Ash awoke the next morning when light started to fill his room. He hopped out of bed and went to the window to see what was going on. Outside he could see a bright ball of fire burning in the sky. After staring at it long enough, he realized it was growing. From the streets of the kingdom, thousands of fireballs rose into the sky. They flew upwards until they joined together to form the artificial sun. More and more flames flew towards it, until it was large enough to emit light everywhere in the kingdom of Hell. Ash could even see his own neighbors outside lighting small balls of flame in their hands and releasing them upwards, towards the sky. Once again, he felt left out not being able to help. 
 
   It was a marvelous sight, and the kingdom of Hell became enveloped in artificial sunlight within minutes. This was the creation of the sun that happened every day in Hell, and Ash was excited to think he’d get to see it again. When his mind turned to thoughts of exactly how many times he’d see it again, he decided it’d be best to get dressed and move on for the day. 
 
   It was time he took a good look at the clothing Gio had supplied him with. He opened the trunk of clothes that sat inside the closet. In the light of day, he could see they were all pretty plain articles of clothing: solid, dull colors with no designs or anything creative about them. Ash was somewhat disappointed. After seeing Gio’s funky wardrobe, he expected something a little flashier. He settled on a black pair of trousers and a plain white shirt. 
 
   He stepped outside the room and focused on finding his way back to the castle. From where he currently stood, buildings blocked his view of the castle. After walking down a few alleys, he came to a street where he could see the castle looming ominously in the distance. Street vendors were setting up their shops for the day, and some of them were still adding flames to the sun. Ash would have liked to stop and shop, but he had no money or even an idea of the currency in Hell. 
 
   With the castle in his sights, he knew walking there would not be a problem. But he wanted to get his wings working properly, so he decided he’d give flight a try again. Like the day before, it wasn’t at all difficult to make the wings pop out. As usual, they started as small lumps of flesh on his back. As they grew, they found their way through the designated holes in the back of his shirt. Once freed, they continued to grow at a slow pace. Ash could feel them expanding, and as they doubled in size he felt a slight tingling sensation on his back.
 
   Finally the wings were full size and ready for flying. Ash flapped them once, making sure he could still use them. They responded as loyally as any other limb. He started flapping them again, more furiously this time. His feet lifted off the ground, and then he was suspended in the air several feet off the ground. He found that his wings did not tire as easily as his arms would have after all that movement. He stayed airborne for several minutes, flying in the general direction of the castle. His speed was slow at best, and his altitude was never above the lowest rooftop, but he was making progress. When his wings finally grew tired, he dropped to the ground and continued the rest of the way on foot. 
 
    
 
   With the more experienced flyers swooping above him, Ash strolled onward. After a while, he made his way to the first gate of the castle. The guards stood at attention, unwavering. Ash approached.
 
   “Excuse me,” he said politely, “I’m supposed to be meeting with Goddard.” 
 
   “What is your name?” one of the guards said in a booming voice, more like a statement than a question. Ash told them, which apparently was enough to satisfy the guards. They parted and opened the gate. 
 
   Once inside the castle, his next task was remembering how to get to the cafeteria, which as luck would have it was the easiest room to find. He just walked down the hall and entered through the first door he found.  
 
   Inside, he treated himself to breakfast, which was not entirely unlike the lunch he’d eaten earlier. Though all the food was reminiscent of various foods on Earth, it didn’t seem like the breakfast he knew. Of course there were eggs and toast and various kinds of meats, but it wasn’t anything like on Earth. Instead of complaining, he appreciated being fed for free. At least he hoped it was free. After two trays of food and a strange drink that made him feel woozy, he felt a sturdy pat on his back. He turned around to see Goddard standing behind him.
 
   “It’s a little early for the booze, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “This is booze?” Ash smiled and felt very stupid at once.
 
   “Are you quite finished now?” 
 
   “Yes sir.” Ash got up and abandoned his tray, following Goddard outside of the cafeteria. The quiet man led him through more hallways, upstairs, and back to the room they’d first met up in. They entered and Goddard took his usual seat behind a mountain of paperwork. 
 
   “Sit,” he said, grabbing some of the papers and pushing his slipping glasses back up on his face. “Today you’re scheduled to go before the Royal Family.” 
 
   Ash did the mental version of a double-take.
 
   “Royal family? As in…Satan?” 
 
   “Correct,” Goddard said. “I will report to King Satan my evaluations of you, and he will decide what to do with you from there.”
 
   “You made evaluations of me? How? I haven’t even seen you!”
 
   “Lady Shiva has reported your progress to me.”
 
   “Oh. Right.” In Ash’s mind, Shiva’s report consisted of only one word: Pathetic. He now went from ‘a little worried’ to ‘pants-wettingly worried’.
 
   “Let’s talk about your manners in front of his Royal Highness.” 
 
   “I’ll make sure to be super polite.”
 
   “No you won’t. You are to keep your mouth shut.”
 
   “Will do!” Ash said.
 
   “Just stand there and look useful. Absolutely no talking.” 
 
   “Got it!”
 
   “What are you going to do if he asks you a question?”
 
   “I won’t say a word.” 
 
   “Of course you will! If the King of Hell asks you a question, you had damn-well better answer him.”
 
   “But you just told me not to say anything!”
 
   “Don’t say anything, unless he asks you to.”
 
   “Okay, fine!” The boy started to raise his voice, growing more and more nervous.  
 
   “You must realize that speaking out of turn in the presence of his Royal Highness can result in a swift death.”
 
   “What’s with you devils and jumping straight to the death penalty? It’s like there’s no middle ground with you people.” 
 
   “Trust me, the middle ground would make you wish for death.”
 
    
 
   Outside the room, Goddard led Ash through some more hallways and down a flight of stairs, through a different part of the castle that Ash hadn’t yet seen. The multicolored, cracked bricks that comprised the walls in this section looked a lot older, like it was built before the rest of the castle.
 
   As they journeyed down the halls, the amount of guards increased until they were finally at a large set of iron double doors with four guards standing outside. The doors looked large enough to be barn doors, but built to swing inward. The guards saw Goddard coming and immediately stood at attention. The two guards closest to the doors turned around and began pushing them open.
 
   Ash tried not to look directly through the crack of the door opening, so as not to make any accidental eye contact with whomever was on the other side. He continued to stare at the ground till the doors came to stop, wide open. Ash saw Goddard’s feet moving forward, so he took a deep breath, looked up, and continued inside to meet Satan.
 
   Inside, the room was like no other that he had seen in Hell yet. Whereas the parts of the castle that he saw before were constructed out of bricks, stone, and wood, this room was constructed out of iron. The dull metal reinforced the walls, the floor, and even the ceiling. The crimson carpet that covered the halls continued forward some thirty feet, stopping at the base of several stairs that climbed up a dais. Resting on top of the platform was a throne. 
 
   As they approached the dais and the three devils that sat atop it, Ash took a brief moment to glance back at the doors, his only route of escape. If he were to continue forward past the thrones, three doors awaited him: two on both sides, and one in the middle directly behind the platform. The two side doors were smaller, regular-looking doors. The middle one, however, was another larger iron-reinforced door.
 
   Behind Ash, standing guard near the entrance, was the man in the black spiky armor that was casting cold glances in Ash’s direction the previous day. Ash grew concerned as the man moved in behind him, expecting some kind of sneak-attack. Instead, the man gave the signal to his guards outside to close the doors, sealing them all inside. There was no escape now.
 
   His concentration focused on what lied ahead for him. With the three people he saw sitting at the top of the platform came three shocking surprises for him. The first, and most important surprise was so astounding that it led Ash to question whether or not he was being pranked.
 
   Ash was baffled by the appearance of the man sitting in the largest throne chair in the middle, the one he knew must be King Satan.  His image of a red, scary-looking, goat-legged, horn-headed Satan holding a pitchfork was destroyed.
 
   A chubby, small man wearing elegant clothing was the best way to describe his ‘royal highness’. The plump man known as King Satan, Ruler of Hell, couldn’t have been more than five feet tall if he stood up. It was sort of hard to tell because he was slouched in his large, padded throne chair. What little hair he had atop his head was slowly deserting him, as if it had somehow gained sentience and decided it had better things to do with its time. Beady eyes and a thin mustache completed the picture of the most unintimidating guy ever.
 
   His wardrobe was a mess. A too-small crimson shirt (with ruffles all over it) barely managed to conceal his ever-expanding belly. Satan’s legs were covered by what appeared to be a blanket. His pale, revealed ankles seemed to imply that under the blanket, he must have been wearing shorts. That or he wasn’t wearing pants at all.  Around his neck hung one of the most over-the-top accessories Ash had ever seen: a giant red jewel, beset in a golden base and hung on a golden chain. 
 
   On the outside, there was no visible change to Ash. But on the inside, he was shuddering at the mere thought of this disgusting, potentially half-naked man being the feared Satan. It would have been easier to believe the man sitting to Satan’s right was the real King. This man was by far more intimidating for he was the man that Ash saw executing the invading demon the day before! 
 
   The Prince looked only a few years older than Ash, maybe in his late twenties. His auburn hair was kept extremely short, even shorter than Ash’s. The Prince’s armor was silvery and covered his entire body. Large, piercing spikes stuck out of it, threatening to poke someone’s eye out. Leaned against his throne chair was the awesome broadsword Infernos, looking threatening as ever.
 
   The armor, as awesome and fearful a sight as it was, strangely enough was not the scariest part about The Prince. If one thing in particular about him really struck fear into Ash’s heart, it was his eyes. Thin, soulless, piercing eyes that focused on Ash and never let him out of their sight. Ash made eye contact with him for less than a second and immediately regretted it. He could swear he felt a shiver actually run down his spine from just The Prince’s glance alone.
 
   To Satan’s left sat Lady Shiva. It took several seconds to even register to Ash why she was sitting there. Finally, it dawned on him: she must be Satan’s daughter! That’s why she lived in the castle, and that’s why all those she encountered treated her with an air of respect. Suddenly it made sense to Ash why Goddard had remarked ‘her father would be disappointed’ in her for not obeying a command. 
 
   She sat in her throne chair, legs crossed, looking down on Ash. The expression on her face read pure joy. He couldn’t tell if her joyous mood was brought on by joining her family at the throne, or by finally having a chance to pass judgment on him. He guessed that it was most likely the joy of being able to cause him more trouble. 
 
   “Before you,” Goddard spoke loudly and clearly, “sits Our Lord, King Alfred Satan.” 
 
   Al Satan?! Ash thought. 
 
   “Our Prince, Lord Darko Satan…” 
 
   Darko! What is he, a Canadian hockey player?! 
 
   “And you’ve already met Lady Shiva Satan.” 
 
   Yeah, we’ve met.
 
   “This is the boy, Goddard?” The Prince spoke first, sounding displeased. 
 
   “Yes, your highness. This is the human called Ash Kaplan,” Goddard replied, a new tone of inferiority to his voice that Ash had not yet heard.
 
   “Is this a joke?” The Prince asked, unimpressed.
 
   “I said the same thing!” Shiva said.
 
   Satan raised his fat hand, letting everyone know that it was his time to speak. All talking in the room ceased. “Speak, Goddard. Tell me about the boy,” he commanded, his voice nasally and displeasing to the ear. 
 
   “As you know, I have brought this boy here from Earth. He was being attacked by demons and made a deal with me for power in exchange for servitude. I gave him the devil’s blood, and made him one of us.”
 
   “We’ve had humans here before, but never have we had a successful conversion,” Satan said. This was news to Ash, as Goddard had never mentioned that there had been other humans brought to Hell. Then the King’s words really sank in, and Ash realized they’d tried converting humans into devils in the past, and all others had died.
 
   “The previous one didn’t last long, did he? Wasn’t he struck down by one of your men, Sepultura?” Satan asked, looking towards the guard in the rear of the room.
 
   “I struck him down, your Highness. On orders from The Prince,” the man in the black spiky armor informed him.
 
   “That’s Sepultura Stryd,” Goddard whispered to Ash. “Commander of the Royal Guard.”
 
   “Tell me Goddard, what makes this human any different?” Satan asked.
 
   “In only a day, this human has learned how to fight somewhat decently, as well as use his wings.”
 
   “So we are to understand that he is as competent as a child?” The Prince asked. With all of his snide comments, and the fact that he had the last human assassinated, Ash was beginning to think that maybe he had something against humans. Having witnessed first hand his strength, Ash did not wish to make enemies with The Prince. Too late for that, though.
 
   “And what of his fighting abilities?” Satan asked.
 
   “From what Lady Shiva has told me, he has made an enormous amount of progress from his, shall we say, ‘humble’ beginnings. When you consider that he has had no previous combat experience, this fact is made even more impressive. I believe in time he could be trained to be of much use to us.” 
 
   That almost sounded like a compliment, Ash thought. He couldn’t believe that Goddard thought that highly of him. 
 
   “Maybe I should put his skills to the test!” The Prince said, standing up.
 
   Ash began to sweat, hoping dearly that it was just talk. He knew he’d never stand a chance at beating The Prince in a fight.
 
   “Sit,” his father said. “We wouldn’t want you to kill him yet.” Turning to Shiva, he asked, “Would he kill him, Shiva?”
 
   “He would kill him,” Shiva said. The Prince took his seat again, all the while glaring at Ash.
 
   “What do you think, Goddard?” Satan asked. “What do you want to do with him?” 
 
   “I would like to start him out on some smaller tasks, perhaps have him lighten the load of the Royal Guard, and continue to evaluate him while tracking his growth.”
 
   “Very well, we could always use a whipping boy,” Satan said, without seeming to give it much thought. “He can help out on some of the cases the Royal Guard doesn’t have time to deal with.”
 
   “Your Highness!” Commander Stryd said. “The Royal Guards are more than capable of handling our own matters!”
 
   Satan held his hand up, forcing silence upon the room again. Stryd could say no more, even though he clearly wanted to. 
 
   “The Royal Guards’ time is best spent defending the kingdom from the demons,” he told Stryd. “With the boy handling your lower-priority tasks, that will allow you to delegate more time and resources to defense.” Stryd seethed in silence. “Who will be in charge of supervising the boy?”
 
   “He made progress with Lady Shiva. I would like to keep them together to see if it continues to be beneficial for him.”
 
   “Then Shiva will continue to train him, and remain in charge of him,” said Satan.
 
   “What!?” Shiva said.
 
   “Be a dear and watch after him for a while,” Satan said, adding slyly, “unless you are not capable of such a task. Perhaps he should be left in your brother’s care; he can certainly handle it.” 
 
   Shiva gritted her teeth and swallowed back her argument. “No, the boy would surely die if left in his care. I will handle this, Father.”  
 
   “Then it’s settled,” the King said. “I leave the boy in your care. You may do with him whatever you please.” 
 
   “Very good, My Lord,” Goddard said, bowing his head. “We will take our leave now.” 
 
   Almost on cue, the doors behind them opened again. Ash and Goddard turned to exit the throne room. As they walked out, Commander Stryd shot Ash a rather troubling glance. If Ash had to guess, he would have said the look on his face meant stay the hell out of my business!
 
   Once they were out of the room, with the doors behind them completely closed, Ash exhaled a deep breath that he felt like he’d been holding the entire time. Without a hitch, Goddard continued down the hall. Ash followed, uncertain of what would happen next.
 
   “It would be best if you went back to the meal hall now,” Goddard told Ash. “I suspect Lady Shiva will be looking for me, and she won’t be happy.” 
 
   “Okay then,” Ash replied. He wasn’t hungry at the moment, having just eaten. Still, he was happy to oblige, as Shiva would probably be shouting. He didn’t like it when she shouted. 
 
    
 
   Ash was sitting at a table by himself sampling several different drinks when he felt a hand on his shoulder grab him and jerk him around. The person he was faced with subsequently shouted into his face. Even before the shouting started, he had a feeling of who it might be.
 
   “You!” Shiva started, “I should have been done with you! Now we have to work together!” Ash was so startled he nearly spilled several of his cups. 
 
   “I’m sorry?” Ash said. He wasn’t sure how to react in this situation.
 
   Shiva responded by slapping some of his drinks aside. The cups crashed to the floor, spilling their contents all over the place and turning a number of heads in the cafeteria.
 
   “Come on,” Shiva said, abruptly pivoting on her heel and turning away from Ash.
 
   “Uh, sure. Where are we going?” he asked.
 
   “To complete our first task as quickly as possible.”
 
   Ash stood, following her out of the cafeteria nervously. “So what do we have to do now? More training?” He shuddered, thinking she was leading him to another beating session.
 
   “No,” Shiva said. “Goddard doesn’t seem to think a two-person team is good enough. He wants us to add a third member.”
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine: Death Toucher Aura
 
    
 
   Shiva stormed out of the castle with Ash on her heels. She was already in a bad mood, and he didn’t want to annoy her any further by being a straggler. She had made it quite clear that she wanted to get this task over with quickly, and anything that prevented or prolonged her would be subject to her wrath. Outside the castle gates, Shiva stopped and confronted him.
 
   “Can you fly yet?” she asked, her voice still full of agitation.
 
   “Kind of,” he said and then quickly added, “I flew for a little bit this morning, not for very long but I think I’m rested enough to fly some more. I really should continue using my wings though! You know the saying: practice makes perfect!” Ash knew she wasn’t going to like his answer. She replied with a throaty groan, knowing that flight would be a struggle for him. 
 
   “We’re heading to South Hell. It’ll be a lot faster if we fly.”
 
   “Lead the way,” Ash replied. He wasn’t about to ask her to take it easy on him, but he really hoped he could keep up with her. The best he could do was try his hardest and hope he didn’t lag behind her too much.
 
    The pair brought out their wings and took to the sky. Ash followed behind Shiva as they circled around the castle and gained altitude. It felt as if the castle was sinking beneath them as they flew higher up. Ash’s heart rate quickened as he flew higher than he ever had before, with only his frail-looking wings keeping him airborne. He was terrified and excited all at once. It was the longest amount of time his feet had gone without touching the ground.
 
   From the height they were flying at, the Kingdom below looked like a model city. Ash could see the entire expanse of the Northern section he’d walked through, and realized he’d only seen a fraction of it. There was much more to be explored, as North Hell stretched on for miles. When they straightened out and started flying south, it was easy for Ash to tell where the sections of the Kingdom were divided. 
 
   One of the biggest differences between the Northern and Southern sections were the streets. The cobblestone paving of North Hell stopped abruptly, and what continued in its place into the Southern section was gravel with occasional patches of dirt. The quality of the buildings also decreased noticeably. The homes and shops of South Hell all looked old and dilapidated, like they hadn’t been repaired in decades. Most of the buildings there were made out of old wood, crumbling stone, or a bamboo-like material. None of the buildings were larger than two stories, save for one giant, white, box-shaped factory that stuck out. Spread out far off into the distance, pressed all the way up against the enormous (unfinished) wall that kept the kingdom safe, was farmland. 
 
   Though the two were in the air for only ten minutes before Shiva began descending, Ash would have liked to do more sightseeing from up high. It was probably a good thing they were landing though, because Ash was losing steam. Being up that high and running out of stamina was currently at the top of his list of fears. He actually looked forward to flying again, and examining the entirety of the city from above once more.
 
   Their descent was much easier than trying to gain elevation. Gravity played more to their advantage. Shiva’s landing was soft and firm, her feet placed easily on the ground and actually coming to a stop. Ash’s ‘landing’ was a bit rougher. He approached the ground from an angle, and with so much speed that when his feet finally touched down he was in a dead sprint and trying to slow down, but ended up stumbling and falling down. He rolled on the ground till finally coming to a stop at Shiva’s feet. 
 
   Amazingly, he wasn’t hurt. He jumped up to his feet as quickly as he could, and still a little dizzy, brushed the dirt from his jacket. “I’m alright,” he told her, as if she cared. “Have to work on those landings though.” 
 
   “You came down at an angle,” she said. “When you land, you want to approach the ground straight on.” 
 
   “Thank you, I’ll remember that.” A real tip from the girl that hated him! What progress!
 
   “We’re looking for a place called The Missing Piece bar,” Shiva informed him, while scanning the area’s various shacks and huts.
 
   “I can’t even tell which one is a bar, they all look the same,” Ash said, looking around trying to distinguish one trashy looking structure from the next. 
 
   “It should have a sign,” Shiva said. 
 
   The people in the surrounding area stared at Shiva in obvious wonder, and Ash even caught a couple of looks coming his way. Unlike the well-dressed people in the Northern Section, these people looked shabby. Again, the fashion was a strange melting pot of different Earthly eras. Some people wore rags that looked similar to outfits worn in medieval times. Others wore dirty suit coats that looked like they’d been ripped right out of the American Great Depression. 
 
   “They’re staring at us,” Ash whispered.
 
   “Of course they are. I’m a Satan, and you’re a half-human,” she said. “Neither of us belongs here. That’s why it’s best we do this as quickly as possible.” 
 
   “How do they know I’m a half-human? They can’t tell just by looking at me, can they?” Ash asked, confused. He had begun to wonder if there was something that set him apart from the other devils. As far as he knew, there wasn’t. In fact, to his understanding if a devil had his wings hidden it would be impossible to tell him apart from a human.
 
   “It’s your scent,” Shiva told him.
 
   “I smell different?” Ask asked, alarmed.
 
   “You don’t smell like a devil, that’s for sure,” she said.
 
   “What do I smell like?” He wondered aloud.
 
   “Just different,” Shiva said.
 
   The two walked through the slums, paying attention to any building that looked like it could fit a bar inside. For Ash it was a particularly nerve-wracking experience. The inhabitants of South Hell followed behind them, keeping a close watch on the two. Ash could feel their stares piercing him in the back. 
 
    
 
   After nearly an hour of searching, they came across an old ruin of a building with a sign above the door. It read: Th  M ssi g iece. Several letters were missing from the sign, but it was clearly the bar they were looking for. Shiva began to climb the steps leading to the entrance, when Ash decided to do something stupid: speak up.
 
   “So what exactly are we doing here?” 
 
   Shiva stopped. “Why should I tell you?” 
 
   “Because Goddard, and even your father, said that we’re teammates now.”
 
   Shiva bit her lip, and decided to cave. “Okay,” she said, “I’ll brief you quickly, so listen up!” Ash almost let a smile slip out in his triumph, but contained himself. He remained stone-faced, and listened. “Inside this bar, we should find a guy known as ‘Death Toucher Aura’. He’s become a big deal around the kingdom lately, because of his…ability. You’ll see what I mean. Anyway, he’s been red-flagged as a person of interest, and so Goddard wants us to recruit him to our team so he can keep tabs on him.”
 
   With that small chunk of briefing, Ash understood why Shiva was so irritable. She had basically been assigned to double watch duty: on the one hand, she was babysitting him. On the other hand, she’d now have to keep a vigilant eye on this mysterious other man, Aura. That was if they could even manage to find him.
 
   “That good enough for you?!” 
 
   Shiva’s shouting snapped Ash out of his thoughts. He nodded his head fiercely; the faster he shook, the more appreciation it showed. 
 
   “Good,” Shiva said. “Lets get a move on.” 
 
   Ash joined Shiva in climbing the steps. He could hear piano music, clanking of bottles and glasses, and a whole lot of chatter from the devils inside. As he reached the top, a thought struck him. This was just like one of his video games! In ‘Final Quest 6’ the player started with only one character, but as the game progressed other characters would eventually join in the quest. He became excited at the prospect of adding a new person to their team.
 
   Inside, the place was a dive bar, but deceptively nicer than the outside appearance would lead one to believe. The floor was made of old distressed hardwood. On the walls hung skulls from creatures that couldn’t be found on Earth. Some looked almost human, if not for the giant tusks sticking out of their jaws or horns from their foreheads. Most of them looked like creatures straight out of a Dungeons & Dragons bestiary. 
 
   As soon as they stepped through the door, the scene was like an old western movie. The music stopped and all eyes were on them. It seemed that every devil in the room knew who Shiva was. If they didn’t, they could tell she didn’t belong by her fancy armor. Shiva looked around the room, sizing up its patrons, and looking for their guy. 
 
   “I need a drink!” Shiva said, breaking the tension. Almost instantly the music started up again, and the people went back to their conversations. The two walked over to a table where three men were sitting and chatting. 
 
   “Leave,” Shiva commanded. 
 
   The men stared blankly at her, their expressions defiant. 
 
   “Now!” she said. Without hesitation, the men quickly stood up and backed away from their table, grumbling as they went. Ash and Shiva took their seats. After a quick scan of the bar, Shiva located their man. 
 
   “I think that’s him,” Shiva motioned to the back of the bar. “Funny, I thought he’d be older though. He looks like he’s our age.” In the furthest corner of the bar, surrounded by women and men alike, sat their target: the death toucher Aura Draxler.
 
   Decked out in all black, Aura sat in a booth against the back wall with his arms around two women. They were stroking his cheek and running their fingers through his shoulder-length black hair. He appeared to be having a good time, as his company would frequently burst into fits of laughter and praise, and the women would swoon and gush over him. 
 
   “I hate his type: good-looking, and very aware of it,” Shiva said. Aura was a handsome young man, even Ash thought so.
 
   “You see that metal gauntlet he wears?” Shiva asked, referring to Aura’s right hand. Ash sneaked a look without being too conspicuous. “It’s not just for looks. Though judging by his personality, that’s probably a major contributing factor.” In between fits of laughter, Aura would cast glances over towards Ash and Shiva. They weren’t threatening stares, but curios glances. 
 
   “Underneath that gauntlet,” Shiva continued, “is his ‘death touching’ hand. It has the power to rip a soul from a body, killing whoever he touches.” 
 
   “How is that possible?” Ash asked, astonished. Having your ‘soul ripped from your body’ didn’t exactly sound like a pleasant death. Ash hoped he wouldn’t refuse their offer to join them.
 
   “There are a couple different stories floating around as to how he got that ability. The one I hear the most says that he fought Death and won, and was rewarded with that ability.” From her tone, it didn’t quite seem like Shiva believed it herself.
 
   “Wow, he must be strong
 
   “Whatever. It’s just a rumor,” Shiva replied.
 
   “So what do we do now?”
 
   “We bring him back with us.”
 
   “What if he doesn’t want to go?” Ash asked, addressing the biggest flaw in the plan. Though he already had an idea of how Shiva would handle a rejection… 
 
   “He doesn’t have a choice.”
 
   Shiva stood, and Ash followed her lead. Together, they strode across the bar to the backmost area where Aura was sitting. He was in the middle of another hearty laugh with his crew, which consisted of three men and the two floozies. As soon as they were approached, the entire group grew quiet. 
 
   “Aura Draxler, I presume,” Shiva said. 
 
   “You presume correctly,” Aura said, and then flashed a cocky smile to his friends. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Miss Princess of Hell?” 
 
   Shiva clenched her fist and gritted her teeth. Ash could tell she did not like being called ‘princess’, and knew that given her short temper, Aura wouldn’t be given another strike. He felt he had to break the tension.
 
   “We’re here to recruit you,” Ash said, trying to sound authoritative. Aura and his crew merely stared in disbelief at the ‘nobody’ who made the announcement.
 
   “Me? Join you?” Aura asked. “I’m honored for the invitation, but unfortunately I must decline.” His sarcasm did little to help ease the tension. Instead, it ground further on Shiva’s nerves. While it was funny to Ash seeing Shiva so annoyed, he knew a fight was imminent.  
 
   “You will come with us, as we're on official orders from my fa-…” Shiva had to stop herself from saying that word. “From his Royal Highness,” she said instead. 
 
   “Ah, the head honcho! The big boss man!” Aura said. “I don’t much care for him, so I’ll have to pass.” This got a big laugh from his group. 
 
   Shiva was at the end of her limits on polite diplomacy, and instead opted for a less subtle approach. She grabbed their table, lifted it high and tossed it across the room. Instantly, the three men in the group stood up, ready for a fight. Ash remembered that in most of his video games, whenever he tried to add a new character to his team, they would usually outright refuse and only join after being defeated in a fight. And unlike a video game, real fights hurt.
 
   The largest man in the group threw a swing at Shiva. She brushed his fist aside and delivered a kick to his stomach that dropped him to his knees. The mousy-looking guy came at Ash. He was slower than Shiva, so Ash found it quite easy to dodge the attack. He wanted desperately to use his fire, so he held an open palm to the man’s face to once again attempt to create a flame.
 
   Initially, nothing happened. The man, who for a brief moment was frightened and covered his face, removed his hands after realizing nothing was happening. He smiled as Ash was finally able to produce a couple of sparks, spraying them directly into the man’s eyes. He fell to the floor, clutching his face and rolling in pain.
 
   Shiva was having a grand time defending from a larger trio of devils. They circled her like vultures, waiting for their opportunity to strike. The girl stood, waiting. Finally the largest, bearded man made the first strike. He came at her with a small knife that he pulled from his belt. Shiva grabbed for the hand holding the blade and caught his wrist. At the same time, one of the she-devils pounced from behind. Shiva caught her with a high kick, sending her stumbling back. 
 
   There was such a drastic change in Shiva’s behavior that Ash was only able to notice while she was locked in combat. She had a giant smile on her face, and only when she was throwing her wild punches or dodging incoming kicks did Shiva truly look happy. 
 
   “Are you just going to stand there?” Shiva yelled at Ash.
 
   The boy snapped out of his trance at once. This was his time to prove himself helpful. He grabbed a nearby chair that had fallen to the ground, took his place behind the man who sat on Aura’s right side, and slammed it over his head. The right-hand man flinched briefly.
 
   “I’ve always wanted to do that!” Ash said. However, against a devil, a chair was like a piece of paper. The man turned around, readying a ball of fire in his hand. 
 
   “Crap,” Ash said before the ball of fire came flying at him. He dropped to the floor, narrowly avoiding it. It instead flew across the bar and caught another large man in the back of the head, causing him to spill the cup he was drinking from. It didn’t seem like he was otherwise hurt, but as he turned around and saw Ash staring back at him, it was clear that he was not happy.
 
   The man arose. He stood at least seven feet tall, and seemed to be sculpted out of pure muscle. Those muscles flexed and bulged and generally looked pretty gross, all of which could be seen because of his distasteful choice of outfit. To his credit, he was wearing trousers. Unfortunately that was about it, aside from the pair of suspenders holding his pants up. The light from the room bounced off his bald head. 
 
   “Now you’ve done it! You went and pissed off Dunger!” Aura shouted from his seat. He had not moved since the brawl started, but was laughing and watching instead, amused. The large man known as Dunger stormed over to them. Maybe it was because he didn’t see who threw the fireball. Or maybe he was a friend of the others. Whatever the reason, he came straight for Ash. 
 
   Ash had been slightly nervous about fighting against other people. When facing a mountain of a man, the boy figured it would be best to strike first. He wound up and threw a punch that connected with Dunger’s jaw. The man barely flinched. 
 
   “Crap,” Ash said. Dunger smirked as he grabbed Ash by the shoulders, picking him up and hurling him across the bar. He crashed into a couple tables, breaking his fall. The key difference between video game fights and real life fights: real life fights were as scary as they were painful! As quickly as he could, Ash was back up on his feet, covered in food and strange-smelling liquids. He was afraid the giant man would be on him as soon as he was down, but to his luck Dunger just watched him curiously. He obviously didn’t consider Ash to be much of a challenge.
 
   Needing the power of his flames now more than ever, Ash attempted again to form some fire in his hands. A few more sparks showered the floor, but nothing solid appeared. Dissapointed, Dunger turned his focus to Shiva, who was still holding off the advances of the other goons. She wasn’t going to last much longer, not against that many. Ash had to come up with some sort of idea, and fast.
 
   “Hey you!” Ash called to him. Dunger turned around, surprised at the straight-forwardness of the puny boy challenging him. “Let’s do this!” he said, attempting to draw him away from Shiva. 
 
   Dunger gave a look of disbelief. He shrugged his shoulders, and then smiled before charging towards Ash. Ash charged forward as well, screaming like a madman as he ran. 
 
    Stopping mere feet in front of his opponent, Ash jumped up and grabbed a hold of the rafters in the ceiling of the bar, and using all his might slammed both his feet into Dunger’s face.
 
   Dunger went soaring backwards into the right-hand man, whom Shiva was struggling with, and they both fell to the floor. Trapped under the weight of Dunger, he was unable to get back up. Thinking quickly, Ash grabbed two glasses of what he assumed to be booze off the bar and tossed it on the pile of men.
 
   “Shiva!” he said. “Fire away!” 
 
   Without batting an eye, Shiva tossed a small ball of flame at the two men.
 
   As Ash had imagined it would, the liquid ignited. The two men burned in agony, rolling around on the floor trying to extinguish themselves. 
 
   “Nice thinking,” Shiva said, and while she was distracted, one of the she-devils knocked her down with a shove. But she wasn’t defeated; only pissed off. She came back up from below with an uppercut to the woman, which not only lifted her off her feet but dropped her back to the floor on her ass.
 
   The large, bearded man came back with his knife for another swing. This time Shiva grabbed his knife hand and threw a quick open-palm jab with her free hand to his jaw, making him drop the blade. She finished him off by slapping her palms over his ears, rupturing his eardrums and stunning him. Ash joined in, jump-kicking him to the ground and ending the fight. Anyone left either crawled away in pain or lay unconscious on the floor. 
 
   Aura stood and began to applaud, having not moved an inch during the fight. 
 
   “That was pretty good!” he said.
 
   “You’re coming with us. Now!”
 
   “I didn’t want to do this,” Aura said. “But you leave me no choice.” 
 
   Ash gasped, hoping he wasn’t about to do what he thought he might do.
 
   “So, we’ll have to deal with this after all…” Shiva said.
 
   Aura held out his gauntlet hand before them, grinning with malice. “I can kill you with one touch, you know,” he said in a lowered voice while gripping his gauntlet, ready to pull it off at any moment and release the horrible power beneath it. 
 
   Ash took a step back and braced himself. He had grown stronger and more confident in his fighting ability, but by no means was he ready to fight someone who could kill with only a touch. Even as the surge of adrenaline rushed through his body, calm logic told him to step away. Shiva gulped but stood firm.
 
   “I won’t back down from you,” she said. “My orders are to bring you back, and that’s exactly what I’ll do. Even if it means a fight with you!”
 
   This is it, Ash thought. With his goons taken care of, all that’s left is the boss battle. If we can beat Aura, he’ll join our group! If not, game over. Only this isn’t a game, and we’ll actually die!
 
   The room was now completely silent. The injured members of Aura’s gang did their best to regroup, but could not fight any further. They merely watched in amazement, hoping to see their leader in action. The rest of the bar patrons were either leaving or gathering around to get a peek at Aura’s power. Everyone’s eyes were on Aura, eager with anticipation for the show to come. The tension was thick as could be.
 
   With an exhausted shrug, Aura dropped his arms to his side and let out a bored yawn. “Eh, I’d rather not fight with you.” 
 
   The onlookers cried out in disappointment and shock at how easily Aura gave up. His gang was especially outraged. 
 
   “Sorry guys,” he said to them. “It looks like I’ll be going with them for the time being.” He grabbed his blue and black jacket from the booth and slung it over his shoulder. As he strolled across the bar to join Ash and Shiva, the look on his crew’s faces read disappointment and betrayal. They wanted to call out to him, but nothing they could say would change the situation. Their leader abandoned them.
 
   With Aura in tow, the trio headed for the exit. On the way out, Aura called to the bartender. “I’ll leave the clean-up to you, old man!” A single, trembling hand bearing a ‘thumbs up’ arose from behind the bar.  As they exited, the shocked crowd parted for them. Outside, they were greeted by stares from a fresh new crowd that, upon hearing the sounds of the tussle coming from inside, had gathered around out of curiosity. Seeing Lady Shiva and the death toucher Aura, everyone scattered and returned to whatever business they had initially started out to do. 
 
   “Lady Shiva, I’m already familiar with you. Who’s your friend?” Aura asked.
 
   “My subordinate,” Shiva corrected him. 
 
   “Ash Kaplan,” the boy introduced himself.
 
   “Aura Draxler,” Aura said and extended his gauntlet hand. When Ash hesitated, Aura added “It’s okay, it won’t kill you! That’s why I wear the gauntlet.” Ash, still not quite convinced, took the hand anyway and shook. He was pleased to discover it did not kill him. “You put up quite the fight, pal. I’ve never seen anyone best Dunger before. And your quick thinking with the alcohol was genius!”
 
   “Thanks,” Ash said. “Shiva taught me everything I know.” 
 
   “Not a bad job for a human,” Aura said, testing his theory. 
 
   “You knew?” Ash asked, afraid his human stench was overpowering.
 
   “I didn’t before, but you just confirmed it,” Aura said, sounding rather fascinated. He whipped his jacket around and wrapped it over his shoulders. The collar had a button that he snapped together so that it stayed snug on his neck. Without putting his arms through the sleeves, he wore the jacket like a cape. 
 
   “This should be interesting, to say the least,” he said. “So what exactly are the two of you dragging me into?” 
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten: Show Me Your Moves!
 
    
 
   Shiva and Ash marched behind Aura, keeping a close eye on the boy in case he made an attempt to flee. Aura strolled along casually, arms behind his head, as if it were a typical afternoon walk through the market. As they strode by, onlookers couldn’t help but drop what they were doing and watch the spectacle: Lady Shiva Satan, the notorious death toucher Aura Draxler, and the rumored half-human Ash Kaplan. The group together was history in the making.
 
   Any beautiful ladies they passed by were subjected to waves, winks, and catcalls from Aura. The ladies weren’t helping his ego any, as most of them blushed and swooned and generally reinforced his chauvinistic behavior. Ash was amazed at how popular he was; Shiva was disgusted. 
 
   “Do you really think I’d fly off?” Aura asked.
 
   “I don’t trust you,” Shiva replied. “If we walk, I can keep a closer eye on you.” 
 
   “What reason do I have to run? I’m already on your ‘most-wanted’ list. Attempting to escape would only by a serious risk to my health. You should know I plan on staying healthy.” 
 
   “I don’t think he’d try to escape. Did you see how quickly he gave up back there? He didn't even try to put up a fight,” Ash said. 
 
   “It was never my intention to fight,” Aura said. “My friends got a little carried away, that’s all. Honestly, sometimes those guys can be so reckless.” Aura came to a stop and turned around, facing the two. Shiva stopped and tensed up, expecting trouble. “Unless you truly value giving your legs a workout, I suggest we fly.”
 
   “It’s probably best not to keep Goddard waiting,” Ash said. Truthfully, South Hell was beginning to depress him. He’d never go walking through a dangerous, gang-fueled neighborhood back on Earth. Why start doing so in Hell? That, and he also wanted to continue working on his wing strength. 
 
   Shiva thought it over for a moment. She sighed in defeat, and agreed with them. “Fine. We will fly straight to the castle,” she said. “Ash and I will be right behind you. If you try anything funny, we won’t hesitate to take you down.” 
 
   Her threats bounced idly off Aura, as he replied with a ‘thumbs up’. “You got it,” he said. 
 
   The three of them brought out their wings. Ash was amazed at how easy it was to do now, and his speed had already reached the standard for devils. It was now as simple as stretching out his arms. Staying airborne was still a struggle for him, but he was getting better at it. He could at least keep up with Shiva in the air now. 
 
   Together, they flew in formation: Aura in front, Shiva and Ash behind keeping watch. Despite Shiva’s suspicions, Aura kept his word and flew straight to the castle with no deviations or odd behavior of any sort. Ash was just pleased that he didn’t attempt an escape, as it would mean extra work for them trying to catch him. He wasn’t very fond of the idea of being on the receiving end of that death touching hand either. 
 
   As their flight to the castle came to an end, the three of them landed outside the castle gates. Aura apparently had never been this close to the castle in all his life, resulting in behavior similar to that of a tourist on vacation. Upon touchdown, he admired the size of the castle and began sizing it up as he would before a heist. 
 
   “So I finally get to go inside the castle, huh…” Aura said. 
 
   “If it were up to me you wouldn’t be allowed inside,” Shiva replied.
 
   “What’s the big deal?” Ash asked.
 
   “For devils like you and her it’s an ordinary occurrence,” Aura said. “But for riff-raff like me, this is a once-in-a-lifetime event!” 
 
   “Get used to it. You’re on the team now,” Shiva said without even a small inclination of enthusiasm. She trudged forward through the gates and into the castle. 
 
   “And what exactly is our function?” Aura asked her, matching his pace with hers to keep up.
 
   “I’ve been wondering about that too,” Ash said. “Are we just doing odd jobs around town or what?” 
 
   “You should know I don’t do physical labor,” Aura said.
 
   “Shut up. We’re going to report to Goddard. He’s the one that’ll give us our orders.” 
 
   “Goddard von Gosick, Royal Advisor to the Satan Family,” Aura said in an encyclopedic tone. He had heard Goddard’s name many times since his inauguration as the Satan’s Royal Advisor several years ago.
 
   “Way to be up to date on politics, Draxler,” Shiva replied. 
 
   “It’s kind of hard not to be,” Aura told her. “It was a huge deal when he was appointed your family’s advisor. A lot of people thought it a foolish move appointing someone so young to such an important job.”
 
   “Appointing Goddard was the best move my father has ever made,” Shiva said. At her dangerous tone, no one said anything to challenge her.
 
   “Didn’t he write a book, too?” Aura asked. “What was it called? ‘The pocket guide to Hell’, or something like that?”
 
   Ash pulled out his copy of ‘Hell in My Pocket’ and held it up. “You mean this?”
 
   “That’s it!”
 
   “Wow. The guy gave me his own book. He even called it ‘the most comprehensive book’ about Hell. What a tool.”
 
   “Let me just make one thing clear,” Shiva said. “Goddard von Gosick is a genius. Everything he has, he earned through hard work and dedication to my family.” 
 
   From that moment on, Ash and Aura knew not to insult Goddard while they were in the company of Shiva.
 
    
 
   They traveled down the usual halls and staircases that lead through the castle to Goddard’s conference room, and this time Ash was surprised to realize he actually knew the way. When they arrived at the door, Ash made a mental note of which room number it was: 42. They entered to find Goddard waiting behind his usual stack of papers. As they filed in, Goddard didn’t even bother to look up.
 
   “I presume you’ve brought the young death toucher with you,” he said.
 
   “You’d know that if you just looked,” Aura said.
 
   “Sit.” 
 
   The three of them took their seats across the table from him. He parted his stacks of paper so as to clear off the space between them.
 
   “Show me your hand,” Goddard said to Aura.
 
   “I don’t really like to show it off.”
 
   “That was not a request, it was an order.”
 
   Aura hesitated a moment, exhaled in defeat, and then gripped his metal gauntlet with his free hand. Slowly, he pulled it off. Ash was half-expecting to see a ‘skeleton hand’ or something a little scarier.  But it looked like any other hand, except it was black. Not just ‘darker than usual’, it was black as night from the wrist up. Even his fingernails were pure black. It looked like he had dipped his hand in a bucket of black paint.
 
   “It has the power to remove a soul from a living body with only a touch,” Goddard whispered aloud, yet it seemed like he was not saying it for anyone’s benefit but his own. He continued admiring it until Aura finally couldn’t take it anymore. He slipped his gauntlet back on, ending Goddard’s trance of admiration. 
 
   “Shall I assume this is the reason I’ve been recruited?” Aura asked, waving his hand.
 
   “One of the reasons,” Goddard said. “The other being that it would be foolish to allow anyone with that ability to remain unwatched.” Goddard then scribbled down some notes on one of his papers. 
 
   “Great, I just love having people watch me,” Aura said. “Usually its just pretty girls, though.”
 
   “Can we move on now?” Shiva asked.
 
   Goddard put his pen down finally and gripped a small, wooden box that sat before him. He slid it across the table to Shiva, who caught it clumsily. 
 
   “Open it.”
 
   Shiva unlatched the box and flipped the lid open. Inside were three small, metal objects. They were a little larger than a coin, and had an odd shape to them. Despite the lack of detail, the group could tell what they were supposed to be: a fireball, with devil wings sticking out the sides. Shiva picked one up and saw it was a pin.
 
   “What are those?” Ash asked, picking one up and inspecting it.
 
   “Your badges,” Goddard replied. “They will grant you special permissions to access some restricted areas, as well as symbolize your team status.” As he talked, Aura and Ash pinned their badges on their shirts. Shiva pocketed hers temporarily. “I’ve already given word to the Royal Guard to honor your team’s authority, so you can expect their cooperation in your endeavors.” 
 
   “Why not just make us join the Royal Guard?” Aura asked.
 
   “The Royal Guard falls under Commander Stryd’s lead. You three will be my team, as allowed by King Satan.” 
 
   “And what do we get out of it?” Aura asked. 
 
   “You will be paid, of course, for every successful job.” 
 
   “Now we’re talking!” Aura said.
 
   “Jobs?” Shiva repeated, dejected. “I thought we’d be taking on important missions!  Vital assignments to the safety of Hell! Imperative operations for all Devilkind! So what do you mean ‘jobs’?” 
 
   Goddard raised a single hand in an effort to quiet her. “Of course you’ll be undertaking missions as well,” he told her. She seemed to calm down a little at that. “But when there are not vital missions for you to undertake, you will be doing any miscellaneous jobs that come my way.” 
 
   “So what’s the difference between a mission and a job?” Ash asked. He was somewhat relieved at having jobs to do, hoping this would mean less training time with Shiva. Also, the thought of carrying out missions and jobs reminded him once again of his beloved video games, in which it was commonplace for his characters to accept ‘quests’ from in-game characters. 
 
   “Jobs are simple, low priority, and non-vital. They will occupy most of your time. But every so often, something of utmost importance will occur, and I shall require the three of you to undertake a mission. They cannot be failed.”
 
   “Just for the sake of asking, what happens to us if we do fail a mission?” Aura asked.
 
   “Should you fail a mission, Lady Shiva will be dishonored,” Goddard said. Aura flashed a quick smile at Ash, who returned the sentiment. It didn’t seem like too bad of a punishment, at least not for them. “The two of you will also be disciplined,” Goddard added. There was a certain tone to his voice that gave Ash the creeps, and he knew it had to be worse than it sounded.
 
   “I can assure you,” Shiva said, “that we will never fail you.” 
 
   “See that you don’t,” Goddard replied. “Now, I’m just dying to see my new team in action. Let’s go to the private yard for a little ‘team building exercise’.”
 
    
 
   On their way down to the private yard, a member of the Royal Guard caused quite the stir when he collapsed in the hall. This caused Goddard and his team to pause for a moment and see what was happening. Several other Royal Guards that were nearby rushed over to the man, now lying face-first on the palace floor.
 
   “Quick,” One of the guards who’d rushed to his side said. “He needs medical attention!”
 
   Another man removed the collapsed guard’s helmet. Underneath the headwear, his face was beet red. Large cuts and gashes covered his face and neck, and presumably continued down his entire body. “What happened to him?” the helping guard asked in shock. 
 
   “He finished last in this morning’s training drill. The Commander had him disciplined…” 
 
   Ash barely noticed that Goddard and Shiva were once again walking, and sprinted to catch up. Aura paced next to him, lost in thought. 
 
   “That does not bode well for us,” he whispered to Ash. 
 
   “We’ll just have to bring our A-game for the missions,” Ash replied, attempting to sound more confident than he actually felt. 
 
    
 
   One by one, they entered the private courtyard where Shiva had previously beaten Ash to a pulp in an attempt to teach him the art of combat. Goddard stopped short of the center, and Shiva paraded in front of her two subordinates until they reached the center. 
 
   “Impressive,” Aura said. “A big grassy area with nothing in it.”
 
   “Goddard,” Shiva said, turning to her superior, “If I may, I would like to see what Draxler here can do.” She glared at Aura. He smiled back at her, convinced she was checking him out.
 
   “That would be splendid. Let’s have a little sparring match between Lady Shiva and Mr. Draxler.” Ash felt a bit left out, but he was okay with that at the moment. He, too, wanted to see what Aura could do. 
 
   “I’ll have you know that I do not fight with ladies.”
 
   “Tough,” Shiva said, dashing forward in an attempt to attack him. With zero effort, Aura pivoted on his feet and patted her on the back as Shiva breezed by unharmed.  
 
   “Ladies are not for hitting,” he said. “They are for hitting on.”
 
   Oh no he didn’t! Ash thought, suppressing a grin and enjoying the spectacle.
 
   “Whatever,” Shiva replied, lunging back at him again. This time, Aura jumped straight back. Shiva launched into a volley of punches and kicks, which he continuously avoided by hopping straight backwards. Finally, she cornered him against the wall of the castle. She thought she had him. The girl rushed forward, raised her leg and aimed it directly where his chest would be. 
 
   In one flowing motion Aura bent his knees and leaned backwards, then stepped forward moving right under Shiva’s leg. He limbo’d forward, stroking her lower-thigh as he passed underneath and vaulted himself out behind her. 
 
   A shiver of rage ran down Shiva’s spine. She spun around to see him standing nearby, arms folded behind his back, a pleasant smile on his face as if they were buddies meeting for a nice chat. She readied a ball of flame in her hands, her agitation feeding the flames quickly. 
 
   She held up her hand with the fireball in it and launched it forward at Aura. He swatted it down easily with his own flame, which he gathered in his gauntlet-hand. His lack of effort was beginning to grind Shiva’s gears. He didn’t seem to be taking this training session seriously. Her frustration gave way to even more flames being gathered in her hands. Without warning, she started tossing fireballs at Aura. He jumped, dodged, rolled, and sometimes swatted at the balls of flame. Whatever he did, he never allowed himself to be hit by even one.
 
   Growing tired of this, Shiva once again dashed headstrong into battle with him. This time, Aura did not retreat. He simply spun, turned, or deflected all her punches. Occasionally, he’d tap her on the shoulder or back, or anywhere he could reach if the moment was right. Although they were only light touches, they enraged Shiva even more than a full-forced punch would. Every touch symbolized what could have been a fatal blow and made Shiva realize her defense wasn’t as perfect as she had thought. 
 
   Ash and Goddard stood watching in awe. “His ability to avoid taking damage at all costs is top-notch,” Goddard noted, writing down his findings on a sheet of paper and a clipboard he’d brought. “He’s even able to defend against Lady Shiva’s speed and expertise.” 
 
   Ash was amazed as well. There’s no way I looked that cool while running away from her, he thought. He paid attention to Aura’s footwork, noting that every parry consisted of very slight, precise footsteps. This was definitely a learning experience that he’d be taking advantage of. 
 
   After ten more minutes of this ‘fight’, it became clear that Aura was not just a lazy, no-talent bum. Aura possessed superior skills, for sure… at least in the area of running away. After all, that was how he’d managed to stay alive for so long with such a cocky and narcissistic attitude. 
 
   Shiva grew tired. In all the time they’d been sparring, she had yet to land a single hit on him. This never happened to her. She’d always been the victor in any of her sparring matches, except those against her brother when they were younger. She was certain Aura was not on the level of her brother, so she’d have to hit him sometime. 
 
   “I’ll cut you a deal,” Aura said, narrowly avoiding a kick because he spoke. “I’ll fight you seriously if you just admit that I am more skilled than you thought.” 
 
   “Never!” Shiva cried, her stubbornness getting the better of her. In her fury, she overstepped her kick and wobbled. The break in her attack was all Aura needed. He spun around her, bringing his arms up and placing his hands on Shiva’s chest.
 
   “Oh my,” he whispered in her ear. “Hard to tell with your armor on, but I’m guessing you’re a C-cup, correct?” Despite her best effort to avoid it, her face turned beet red. 
 
   “What’s he doing?” Ash asked Goddard, from their position across the yard. 
 
   “I believe he has beaten her at sparring,” Goddard said, taking more notes. 
 
   “I don’t want to grope you, though,” Aura told Shiva, dropping his arms. “I only wanted to teach you some humility.” The sudden appearance of many Royal Guards taking to the skies distracted the group. Shiva used this distraction to elbow Aura as hard as she could in his gut. He dropped to his knees in pain, his face now the bright red color.
 
   “Is there a training drill scheduled?” Shiva called to Goddard, eager to cleanse herself of Aura’s lecherous ways.
 
   “Not that I’m aware of,” the Royal Advisor replied. 
 
   “Then what is going on?” she asked, as hundreds of Royal Guards filled the skies above the castle. The group did not wait long for their question to be answered, as the artificial sun above was suddenly blocked from sight by something very large, bathing the land in a terrifying eclipse. The creature moved past the artificial sun, and several more joined it in the skies above. Their enormous wingspans reached over twenty yards long, their tails close to thirty yards. Their armor-covered bodies looked impossibly heavy for flight but defied gravity anyway. Their long necks connected to heads with rows of sharp teeth and intense, dangerous features. 
 
   Ash froze in terror. 
 
   Dragons? he thought.
 
   “I suppose this will be your first job,” Goddard informed them.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven: I Fight Dragons
 
    
 
   “Flame-Rainers,” Goddard called out over the terrifying shrieks and piercing cries coming from the beasts in the skies above the kingdom. “That’s what we call them.”
 
   Call them what you will, Ash thought, but they’re dragons to me. The enormous red and black creatures did resemble dragons, albeit more nightmarish incarnations. They swooped and dodged the Royal Guards flying and launching fireballs towards them. The few fireballs that did manage to hit one seemed to have little effect. Finally, Goddard’s words a few moments ago sunk in. 
 
   ‘That will be your first job,’ he said. Ash couldn’t believe what Goddard had told them. 
 
   “You want us to fight those things?”
 
   “Do you have a problem with that?” Goddard asked, his tone indicating that he did not at all caring whether Ash genuinely had a problem with it. 
 
   “It’s just that…” Ash struggled with words, trying not to sound like a whiner. “They’re so…big.” 
 
   In a display of exactly why they were labeled ‘flame-rainers’, one of the enormous demons hovered over the castle’s private yard, in plain sight of the group. The monster gathered fire in its mouth, and once the ball reached the size of a minivan, it blasted the flame down toward the Kingdom. Ash and company did not see where it landed, but they didn’t need to in order to know the blast would cause a massive amount of destruction. 
 
   “Protect the castle!” Royal Guards all around the castle were heard shouting, and in moments the invasion siren was going off. Ash recalled hearing it before when the vulture demons attacked. Now he’d give anything to have to deal with those monsters again, instead of these dragons! Guards scurried this way and that, taking their places atop the castle’s wall, ready to defend the palace with their lives. And for many of them, that is exactly what it would cost.
 
   In the sky, the flame-rainers snatched members of the Royal Guard out of thin air with their powerful jaws. Although they were under attack, the demons did not seem to care. It was feeding time for them and the devils were the main course. Several more gigantic fireballs rained down on the city, and in the wake of chaos the flame-rainers would dive down and snatch people off the streets. Their victim’s screams of terror were barely audible over the sirens.
 
   “Very well then,” Goddard picked up the conversation as if nothing had changed, speaking up over the siren. “Five hundred skorch for every flame-rainer you fell.” This grabbed Aura’s attention. 
 
   “Five hundred skorch? Seriously?” He looked up at the beasts once more, and any shred of fear that showed on his face before was gone. “With my ability, this’ll be a piece of cake. Consider me rich.” 
 
   “If I decide to leave any for you!” Shiva said. She released her wings and took to the sky at once; leaving behind the so-called ‘team’ she was supposed to be leading. 
 
   “Well, I guess that leaves you and me,” Aura said, turning to Ash. He could see the fear in the human’s eyes.
 
   “I suggest we move up there,” Goddard pointed to the castle wall where the Royal Guards were assembling. “We’ll have a better view of the action.” The group brought out their wings and jumped/flapped their way to the top of the castle’s protective wall. From there, they counted the flame-rainers in the sky: eight. Not a single one had been killed yet, or even looked in danger of being killed by the devils. 
 
   They could also see the pandemonium that was unfolding on the streets below. The kingdom was mostly deserted by now, but there were still people left out in the streets. Some were merchants, busy bringing in their valuables. Others were children, running home crying. Buildings were burning, forcing their inhabitants out onto the now-dangerous streets. 
 
   “Now where could he be…” Goddard muttered. “I know he’s bound to turn up somewhere.” Ash and Aura didn’t know of whom he spoke, but scanned the sky with him anyway. It didn’t take long until Goddard, spotting who he was looking for, shouted “Aha! There!” 
 
   As if fired out of a cannon, Prince Darko Satan shot up into the sky directly at the largest dragon he could find. There was a strange crimson glow surrounding him that Ash had never seen before. As The Prince neared the flame-rainer, he pulled his giant sword Infernos from his back and plunged it deep within the beast’s chest. The dragon cried out in pain, its voice shattering the eardrums of many soldiers in the sky. Before The Prince could pull his blade out, the dragon took off with Infernos still plunged inside it.
 
   “Give that back!” The Prince shouted as he darted after the fleeing beast. 
 
   “Well then,” Goddard said, “isn’t it about time you two got up there and showed me what you’re made of?” Ash was still in pure shock at the creatures. He had thought the vulture demons he fought before were bad. These dragons were a hundred times worse. He sank to his knees, not knowing what to do. Sensing his hopelessness, Aura decided to step in.
 
   “Listen up, partner,” Aura said, crouching beside him. “You and me, we’re a team. And I’m going to help you out.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Ash replied, reluctantly. “How?” 
 
   “I’m going to give you a little tip,” Aura said. “These demons look tough, but they’ve actually got a pretty big weak spot that not many people know about.” 
 
   “Really?” Ash began to regain some hope.
 
   “Yeah, it’s on the backside of their necks.” 
 
   “Oh.” Ash lost his confidence. “I don’t know how that helps me. Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m not exactly the most experienced flier. Getting anywhere near those things, let alone on their backside, is impossible for me.” 
 
   “Right,” Aura agreed, “maybe you going to it is impossible…” His mind began racing with possible resolutions. He scoured the epic battles going on around them, hoping a solution would present itself. He saw a flame-rainer still being chased by The Prince, attempting to retrieve his precious sword. Shiva was chasing around another demon, although this one did not seem to even notice her presence as she lobbed tiny fireballs at it. All the other flame-rainers were occupied with Royal Guards, swarming and attacking.  All but one. 
 
   One of the smaller invading demons skirted off to the sides of the battle, avoiding all attacking members of the Royal Guard. It swooped through the sky, losing altitude until finally it landed on the ground in North Hell. 
 
   “That’s it!” Aura shouted, alarming Ash. “Let’s go!” Aura jumped from the castle wall, gliding down to the ground using his wings. Ash, trying to imitate him, jumped after him. His landing was not so smooth, but he was unhurt and quickly followed after Aura. He grew nervous as they headed down the street towards the grounded demon.
 
   “Do you have a plan?” Ash asked. He could see the tail of the beast swinging around up ahead, the rest of it pointing away from them. It didn’t see them coming. 
 
   “We’re going to sneak up on it,” Aura said. His plan actually sounded somewhat reasonable to Ash. There was no way the boy was going to approach the thing head-on, that was for sure. His confidence grew a little. “Quick!” Aura said, grabbing Ash and turning down a side street, just as the demon turned around. They hid behind a building, narrowly avoiding being spotted. The dragon continued its business of scouring for food.
 
   Spotting a nearby ladder to the top of the building, Aura began to climb up. “This way!” he called. Ash followed.
 
   “How do we sneak up on it?” Ash whispered, afraid the demon would hear them. They reached the top of the building and crept to the ledge, where the boys peered down on the creature. It was busy tearing apart some poor merchant’s livestock pen. Demon-pigs squealed for mercy, but to no avail. The flame-rainer ripped them apart and chowed down. 
 
   “Come on, follow me,” Aura motioned forward, ignoring Ash’s questions. They hopped across the small gap between buildings to the next roof over, and one more after that to land on top of a weapon shop. The roof apparently served as a storage area, probably for older and worn-out weapons. Aura picked up the best-looking sword he could find and handed it to Ash. “You’ll probably want this,” he told him. Ash did.
 
   They crept to the edge of the building, knowing the dragon was directly below them now. No more squealing could be heard. There was silence, save for the demon invasion siren, and the crunching of bones coming from the dragon chewing on its food. Aura peered over the edge. They were right above the demon.
 
   “Okay,” Aura said, “Since I’m such a nice guy, I’ll give this one to you.” 
 
   “Gee,” Ash said, “thanks.” 
 
    “Remember: the neck!” And with that final imparting of wisdom, Aura shoved Ash off the side of the building. Ash didn’t have time to scream or even comprehend what had just happened. He landed on top of the demon. The dragon immediately started bucking. It was all Ash could do just to grab a hold of whatever he could find, which turned out to be a small, bendable spike on the demon’s back.
 
   “You got him!” Aura shouted from above. “Good luck!” He ran to the opposite side of the building and leapt up, taking to the sky himself.
 
   Ash did not hear the last words shouted by Aura over his own screams. With the dragon jerking around so violently, Ash could only hold on for his life. When the shaking didn’t remove the intruder from its back, the demon instead tried to grab at Ash. It was a good thing the creature’s arms were too short. They lashed at the air only mere feet away from Ash, who screamed even louder. 
 
   He decided that he’d had enough and was ready to abandon the suicide mission. Ash attempted to jump down, but that’s when the flame-rainer took flight. In a matter of seconds they were airborne. He thought his flight to South Hell was amazing, but the speed and altitude the dragon flew at was unmatched by anything the boy had experienced. The demon dragon did all sorts of twists and flips, attempting to dislodge its passenger, but Ash managed to hold on through it all. 
 
   Finally, the demon gave up its attempts to throw him off and started flying straight for a spell. Ash was able to regain his wits and get a good look at the aerial battlefield around him. In every direction, he saw devils fighting demons. They all looked so small, whizzing around above the kingdom. He saw someone that looked like Shiva, though he couldn’t be sure. She was still chasing after a dragon, lobbing fireballs at it while it ignored her. 
 
   Ash was higher up than he ever thought he’d need to fly. Below him, the massive Kingdom looked like a child’s play set. The flame-rainers flew dangerously close to the devil’s artificial sun, so much so that Ash began to sweat. Although, that could have also been from riding a demon dragon a mile above solid ground… Either way, Ash was heating up. He wished he could have surveyed more of the scenery, but it was eerily dark beyond the walls of the kingdom.
 
   He scanned around and saw The Prince, who’d apparently retrieved his sword from the chest of the largest demon and was once again battling it head-on. Ash could hear his insane laughter, even over the loud siren. As they flew over the castle, the boy thought he could just make out seeing Goddard still standing where they’d left him. I wonder if he can see me up here, he thought. Aura shot past him on his way to claiming his own kill. The death-toucher flew above a particularly feisty flame-rainer and rocketed down toward it. Removing his gauntlet, he slammed into the beast with his right hand stretched out.
 
   What appeared to be a blue jolt of electricity shot through the demon. It flinched a little, but otherwise had no reaction. It just died instantly, dropping from the sky like a stone. A small orb of purplish light floated out of the demon and vanished. Aura moved on to his next target. 
 
   He makes it look so easy, Ash thought. Better get on it with it, then. With the demon flying straight and smooth, he knew that now was the best time to attempt to slay it. He released his grip on the spike, struggling to steady himself with the wind whipping against his face. He held the sword high, having no idea how hard he’d have to strike to pierce the dragon’s skin and kill it. An unexpected shift in the demon’s flight course caused Ash to lose his balance. He would have liked to grab the dragon’s spike again for balance, but in his panic he did something entirely different: he rammed the sword straight into the creature’s neck.
 
   He lost his footing, slipped, and was holding on only to the hilt of the sword now as the dragon spiraled wildly in pain. There weren’t butterflies in Ash’s stomach; it was more like pterodactyls. The flame-rainer dipped, spun, twisted, rolled, dove, and occasionally rained down some flame on more than a few buildings. Ash’s equilibrium, well…it didn’t exist anymore. For a while, he couldn’t tell which way was up. When he saw the kingdom of Hell above him, he realized something was off. His perspective flipped, and he found his footing. 
 
   The flame-rainer screeched loud enough to hurt Ash’s ears. As the dragon eased its flight pattern again, Ash decided he had to finish the job, and quickly. Gripping the hilt of the sword with both hands and firmly planting his feet on the dragon’s back, he struggled to pull the blade. It came sliding out, loosened by all of Ash’s flailing around and tugging on it. 
 
   From below, and out of sight, two more flame-rainers flew towards them in hot pursuit of something. Ash spared a moment to glance around and saw no one else at this altitude. The two other demons closed in, and suddenly the boy realized what all the screeching was about.
 
   The demon was calling its friends.
 
   One of the demons flew in closer and lashed at Ash with its long tail. The boy just barely ducked in time, but the other demon was closing in too. It a matter of seconds, they’d get him…
 
   Aura dropped down onto one of the demons from above. He gave a ‘thumbs up’ to Ash and flashed a smile, before repeating his death touching talent. The demon screamed as a blue bolt shocked it, and once more the purplish orb of a soul escaped from its dead body. Aura hopped over to the other demon, which reluctantly sped off, now having to deal with its own clinger. 
 
   “Finish it off already!” Aura shouted as the demon flew him away.
 
   Aura was right. Enough was enough. Ash stood once more, raised his blade and thrust it as hard as he could into the soft skin of the dragon’s neck. The blade sunk in smoothly: it was a clean cut. The flame-rainer let out a much different shriek this time. The sound faded as the creature lost strength.
 
   I did it, Ash thought. “I did it!!” His celebration was cut short by the fact that the demon, no longer living, was now plummeting out of the sky. He held the sword handle, but it slid effortlessly out of the demon’s neck wound. Now in freefall, Ash brought out his wings. Trouble was, he was falling with his back towards the ground. His wings couldn’t be utilized backwards, and so he continued to fall. He tried flipping over onto his belly so that his wings could catch the wind. Before he could though, something broke his fall.
 
   Thump! Pain shot through his back as he tumbled through the air once more. Luckily, all the tumbling had turned him over to his belly, and he was now facing the ground. He didn’t see what he’d hit until it was falling right next to him: another flame-rainer. He had landed right on top of it, snapping its neck at breakneck speed, literally!
 
   That’s two, he smiled to himself through the pain and fear. He was having trouble getting his wings to respond. The force of the wind was still too strong, pushing the thin wings back and rendering them useless. If he couldn’t move, he decided it’d be smart to just withdraw them. The wings retracted into his back, where it was his intention to bring them out once more, taking great care to hold steady against the onrush of wind. Something knocked against him once more, and before he knew what was going on he found himself pushing away from the jaws of another flame-rainer.
 
   Of course, to the demons Ash appeared to be a falling treat. A small snack they could simply nab out of the air, if they were fast enough. Miraculously, Ash had managed to hold on to the sword this entire time. He forcibly jammed his blade into the creature’s eye. It screeched in pain, let him go and flew away.
 
   There was still the minor problem of becoming flattened like a pancake on the city streets below. Ash was falling fast, and Hell was steadily approaching. He thought about releasing his wings again, but he was distracted by something. Another flame-rainer was flying around directly below him. This one was small, perhaps even an infant. It was an easy target. With the force and speed of his plummet, Ash surmised he could reach the demon and still have time to deploy his wings. It’d be cutting it close though. He held the sword out and tilted himself so that his head was facing downward, aimed at the demon like a speeding arrow. 
 
   The demon had no idea what happened until it was already dead. With untraceable speed and surprising accuracy, Ash sliced the demon’s head clean off. The sword, broken in two from the force of the cut, was lost in the plummet. The dead demon glared at the boy as they fell, as if to say “Dude, not cool.” Ash was so proud of himself that he almost forgot to deploy his wings. With the ground less than a hundred yards away, his wings shot out and caught the wind, jerking him upward like a parachute.
 
   Amongst a shower of dead flame-rainers, Ash drifted down and gently landed on a building top in North Hell. From the castle wall, Goddard smiled proudly.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve: The Warped Tour
 
    
 
   Goddard and Shiva were already present in the meeting room when Ash and Aura scurried back in. Shiva was in a more unpleasant state than usual. The boys could tell by the way she crossed her arms and tapped her foot, the way she glared at the floor as if it had recently insulted her. They guessed it was because she hadn’t managed to bring down a single flame-rainer, and they were right. Goddard spun around upon their entrance, a rare smile on his face.
 
   “Splendid job,” he said. “Mr. Draxler, your talent is especially entertaining.” Aura nodded a courteous but silent reply. “You look a little under the weather,” Goddard remarked, taking careful consideration of Aura’s appearance and body language. The young death toucher was a few shades more pale than usual.
 
   “Yeah,” Aura replied. When Goddard continued to stare at him awaiting more information, Aura added, “Using my power takes a lot out of me, but its nothing I can’t handle.”
 
   “Very well then,” Goddard said, and moved on. “Mr. Kaplan, you did better than I thought you’d do.” 
 
   “Why thank you, sir,” Ash replied, happy to hear the compliment. 
 
   Shiva made a disgusted, throaty noise.
 
   “As promised, five hundred skorch for each flame-rainer felled.” Goddard produced a small bag, untied the strings and plopped a couple of coins down on the table. He separated the coins by color: red, green, yellow, blue, and brown. He took three red coins and slid them across the table. “Here’s 1500 skorch for Mr. Draxler,” and taking another three red coins, slid them across the table to Ash. “And 1500 for Mr. Kaplan.” 
 
   Ash picked up the coins and looked them over. On one side, there was a fireball similar to his flame/wing pin, but minus the wings. On the other side, the smiling face of King Satan greeted him. The picture took some artistic liberties, making him out to be far more handsome than he truly was. There was also the number 500 printed on either side. Ash pocketed the money, proud of his first successful job.
 
   “Tch!” Shiva made an audibly disgruntled sound, capturing everyone’s attention. “We done here?” 
 
   “I suppose that is enough for today. You will all meet in the private yard tomorrow at sun-up for more training, unless…” Goddard let the word hang for a moment. “Unless a mission should arise for you, in which case, I will send a special notification.” 
 
   Without another word, Shiva stormed her way towards the exit before anyone else even realized they were dismissed. 
 
   “Lady Shiva,” Goddard said. Shiva halted with the door half-open, one foot in the hall. She didn’t turn around or say anything. “I expect that beginning tomorrow, you will assume the role of this team’s leader in a more appropriate fashion. I don’t want to see another sloppy display of abandoning your team like you did today.” Shiva gritted her teeth. “Maybe if you had stuck with them, you could have killed a demon yourself.” 
 
   Shiva could take no more of his scolding and walked out to go sulk alone for the rest of the night.
 
   “You know,” Aura said after she was out of earshot, “I have leader experience if you’d like to consider me for the position.”
 
   “She’s a smart girl,” Goddard told them, “and will make an excellent leader someday. She only needs to learn how to work with others.” To Ash, this sounded perfect reasoning against Shiva being the team’s leader. But what could he say? She was the daughter of Satan. 
 
   “You have your orders, now go enjoy your free time.” 
 
   Goddard dismissed them. 
 
    
 
   Aura followed silently as Ash led him down the winding castle halls that he was becoming used to navigating. Aura, being more accommodated to life on the streets, couldn’t help but feel the prying eyes of the Royal Guard members posted in the various halls they moved through, passing judgment on him. He kept his mouth shut as they arrived at the front doors. The Royal Guards posted there silently stared at the boys. 
 
   “Um… Going out?” Ash said. The guards nodded and opened the door for them. Outside, the kingdom seemed to have returned to normal. The siren had stopped blaring long ago, and now people were once again going about their business, trying to make up for time lost during the demon attack. The sky seemed even busier now with devils flying everywhere, some carrying large sacks of goods and struggling with the extra weight. 
 
   They were in the courtyard now, and could easily go their separate ways. But Aura stood motionless next to Ash, gazing up at the sky just as he was. 
 
   “So…” Ash said, trying to initiate a conversation. 
 
   “What do you feel like doing now?” Aura asked, surprising him. No one had asked Ash what he wanted yet, and truthfully Ash had become accustomed to not asking for what he wanted. He had to think about it. But thinking was hard. His feet were really beginning to hurt because his shoes were a size too small. 
 
   My shoes, he thought. “I’d like to go exchange my shoes at Gio’s,” he said. Aura remained blank. “Then, I guess… I’d like to just go look around. See the sights.” His hand patted the copy of ‘Hell in My Pocket’ that resided in his pants pocket. It would prove to be a better source of information for him than Shiva had. 
 
   “Sounds like fun,” Aura replied. “Okay, I’ll show you around.” Ash was surprised that Aura would want to waste his time playing tour guide. “I’ll take you on a little foot tour of the Kingdom, right after we exchange your shoes,” he said, smiling. 
 
   “Really? You don’t mind?”
 
   “If we’re going to be working together, we might as well get to know each other. And we’ve both got a pocket full of money for once!”
 
   “Good points,” Ash said. “I don’t think I’ve ever had this much money in my life… Of course, I don’t really know the exchange rate of scorch to dollars.” 
 
   “Me neither,” said Aura. “But this is the most money I’ve ever earned for doing an honest job!” The pair continued walking through the courtyard, again having the Royal Guards posted at the entrance open the gates for them. One of the guards smiled, recognizing the boys for their effort in helping with the flame-rainers. The two were already gaining fame among the citizens.
 
    
 
   They set out down the crowded streets of North Hell. Aura didn’t ask, but Ash still felt the need to explain why they were walking instead of flying. “I’ve only been to Gio’s one time, and it was by foot. I’m afraid that I wouldn’t be able to find it in the air,” he said.
 
   Aura didn’t seem to mind. Walking the streets of North Hell at sun-out was just as enjoyable as flying, if not more so. The Northern section of the city was beautiful. The architecture alone was well worth the stroll, but as the artificial sun grew smaller in the sky, Royal Guards were beginning to light the street lanterns that lined the roads. With the immediate threat of demons gone, everyone was out and about, the city very much still alive.
 
   Children played games in the streets with cards, balls, or even crudely crafted wooden swords. Aura ogled at all the North Hell beauties that paced the avenue, and at least a couple of them returned his sentiments with a shy giggle or flirtatious wink. They’d constantly have to step aside for someone pulling a cart drawn by demons, usually the unicorn or oxen type. Ash even noticed a strange tricycle contraption go whizzing by. It seemed that even though the devils possessed the gift of flight, they didn’t depend on it as their primary mode of transportation.
 
    Chatter between the two was minimal, since Aura’s knowledge of North Hell was limited. He saw that Ash was content with taking in the sights anyway, and wasn’t too worried about providing narration. His words could never match the amazing sights Ash was taking in. 
 
   “Recognize any of this?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Ash responded, though he couldn’t be sure if he recognized it from when he and Shiva had walked to Gio’s, or from when he and Aura pursued the flame-rainer. Either way, it was familiar to him now. “I think if we keep going this way, we’ll find it.” 
 
   Ash decided to pull out his book and flip to the section on North Hell for any interesting information he could find. He read that North Hell was where the ‘high class’ citizens resided, and that they considered themselves ‘nobles’.  He read that the most prestigious schools were located here, and that it had the lowest population of all the sections of the kingdom. As they walked, some of the citizens recognized Aura the death-toucher, and the boy who must be Ash the half-human. Anyone who saw them fight against the flame-rainers gave a courteous nod in acknowledgment of their skill. 
 
   Finally, Ash caught a glimpse of the mural that Gio had been painting on the side of his shop when he’d first been there with Shiva. The mural was complete now, depicting a devil man holding hands with an angel woman. There was a pile of dead demons at the couple’s feet. At least, their eyes were replaced with X’s, which Ash took to mean they were dead. Despite its gruesome scene, the mural was actually quite beautiful. 
 
   “That’s the place,” Ash said to Aura.
 
   Gio St. James was working on sewing a new jacket and humming a tune to himself when the boys walked in. “Hello again,” Ash said. Gio spun around on his stool, taking notice of his customers. 
 
   “Ash Kaplan!” he said. “And who might this be? A friend of yours?” 
 
   “Aura Draxler.”
 
   “Aura Draxler? Now why does that name sound so familiar?” Gio thought on it for a moment, and taking notice of Aura’s metal gauntlet, he suddenly realized why he’d heard the name before. “Oh my, death-toucher Aura Draxler?” 
 
   “The one and only!” It was becoming increasingly obvious to Ash that Aura adored any and all recognition. 
 
   “Well gentlemen, to what do I owe the pleasure?”
 
   Ash explained the problem with the shoes that Gio had given him and asked for a new pair. Gio was rather embarrassed about the whole situation and retreated to the rear of the store to fetch Ash some new shoes. He dug around for a while, searching for the correct size. While he was rummaging around in the back, he made small talk with the two.
 
   “So what brings the two of you together? I’m guessing two people of interest don’t end up meeting by accident.”
 
   “Actually, he and I are on a team with Shiva now,” Ash said. 
 
   “The two of you with Lady Shiva? What ever for?”
 
   “We’ve been hired to be the first ever ‘special forces’ team,” Aura said, actually sounding somewhat proud of his new vocation.
 
   “Remarkable! Then the strangers I heard about taking to the skies, fighting against the flame-rainers… That was you, no?” 
 
   “Guilty as charged,” Aura said.
 
   Well then,” Gio said, heading back to the front of the store with a box of new shoes. “I suppose I was right to expect great things of you, Ash,” he told him, presenting the box to the boy. Ash smiled and opened it. Inside, the new shoes resembled a pair of trainers without any laces. Ash slipped them on, and to his joy they fit perfectly.
 
   “These are great, thanks Gio.”
 
   “Stop by any time, boys,” Gio bid them farewell with a smile and a wave.
 
   Outisde, the boys began their tour. “What do you want to see first?” Aura asked, attempting to play the role of the tour guide. 
 
   Ash pulled out his copy of ‘Hell in My Pocket’ and flipped to the map of the kingdom. He had yet to see the East Side, which they were close to at the moment anyway.
 
   “I’d like to see the ocean.”
 
    
 
   East Hell possessed a unique beauty Ash had yet to see in Hell. The boy could have never imagined that a part of the Kingdom could so perfectly capture the look and feel of a seaside fishing village. He and his companion walked to the ocean shoreline where they found a pebble beach. Aura watched as Ash took his shoes off and stepped into the water. It was freezing cold, but he enjoyed it regardless. He’d never been to the ocean on Earth. From what he gathered reading ‘Hell in My Pocket’, the East side was about as middle-class as Hell got. Because it bordered the ocean, it was the leading provider of seafood for Hell. 
 
   From his spot on the beach Ash could see that all along the coast jutted out hundreds of long, wooden piers, all bustling with the activity of fisherman and market-goers. Some of them were so large they carried several shops and warehouses, and most of them were connected by walkways and stairs. It was like another city, raised out of the water. Several miles down the coast, Ash saw that the giant wall around the kingdom even extended into the ocean, before dropping off completely below the surface. They found a diner on the shore and strode towards it.
 
   “You’re going to love this place,” Aura told him. “They know me here, so I’m sure drinks will be on the house! Not that it matters, since we have so much money.” 
 
   They entered the diner, and almost immediately the owner, taking notice of Aura, spoke up in protest. “Ah ah ah ah ah! What are you doing back here?”
 
   “Relax, pops! I’ve got money this time!” Aura held up a 500 skorch coin for the owner to see. 
 
   “I don’t care, you’re nothing but trouble!”
 
   “But I’ve gone straight now, I promise.” Aura held up his flame-wing pin for everyone to see. “You see this? This means I’m working for the Royal Family now! Get used to this symbol, because you’ll be seeing it a lot!” The owner grumbled a bunch and swore under his breath, but he left them alone. They found an unoccupied booth by a window overlooking the pier, and Aura ordered a drink.
 
   Thirty minutes passed, Ash reading his book and Aura flitting about the establishment hitting on every cute girl that happened to walk in. Throwing his money around didn’t help; in fact, it did just the opposite. Aura offered to buy drinks for a few ladies, keeping the girls occupied just long enough for them to down the drinks and split. He’d already burned through 500 skorch when his buzz started wearing off and he began to wonder what Ash was up to. 
 
   Ash had hoped for an interesting history lesson on the sea in Hell, but didn’t find much. He learned that it was a freshwater ocean, and that one hundred and fifty-one expeditions had been launched in Hell’s history to explore the vast expanse of water in an attempt to find the other side. Not a single ship had ever returned. Nowadays, ship’s captains stayed within range of the artificial sun above the kingdom, fearful of leaving its safety and becoming lost at sea. Furthermore, fearsome demons inhabited the ocean, making even the harbor dangerous on occasion. Just skimming over a few of the book’s sections on the aquatic demon-life, Ash shuddered at the thought of being stranded in the middle of the ocean at the mercy of those monsters.
 
   He was sipping on a glass of juice when Aura, finally giving up on the girls in the restaurant, came back to his table. His look of disappointment was obvious, and with a tiresome sigh he said, “What do you think? Shall we move on?” 
 
   Ash was just finishing up reading about East Hell and had moved onto the section detailing West Hell. That particular section of the kingdom was built, apparently, around and through a series of canyons and cliffs. Dwellings were built right into the sides of the rocky cliffs there. Ash thought it would be an amazing sight. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m ready to move on,” he said. “I want to see West Hell now.” He slammed the rest of his drink and stood up. “I think I need change for this,” he said, pulling one of his 500 skorch coins out of his pocket. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Aura told him. He pulled out a 1 skorch coin and set it on the table. “You see, pops?” he called to the owner. “I’m paying this time!” The old man waved him off like a nuisance, glad that he wouldn’t be bothering the female patrons anymore. The two stepped outside to a steadily shrinking sun. 
 
   “How about we pass through South Hell? I can show you some of my old haunts,” Aura said. 
 
   Ash thought about it, but didn’t want to pass through the sketchy Southern Section when it was getting darker. He made up an excuse to avoid the area. “That’s okay,” he told him, “I saw most of it when Shiva and I were searching for you. Plus it looks like it’s faster to pass back through the North.” He started to pull the book out to show Aura the map, but Aura cut him off before he could do so.
 
   “If we’re going back through North Hell, I know a neat place we should stop in at.”
 
   “Oh,” Ash said. “What kind of place is it?” He’d begun to have his doubts on Aura’s priorities during this so-called tour.
 
   “It’s an educational establishment. Trust me when I say you will learn things there that you can’t learn anywhere else!” 
 
    
 
   The ‘educational establishment’ Aura had in mind was less of an educational establishment and more of a bar. The Negative Divide Bar and Grill, to be exact. 
 
   “Negative…divide.” Ash remembered those words from somewhere. There was an entire chapter dedicated to it in his book. “Will this really be educational?” 
 
   “Of course! Come on,” Aura replied, pulling Ash along by his coat sleeve.
 
   The Negative Divide Bar and Grill was called so because it was, simply put, a theme restaurant. It was dark on the inside with only the minimal amount of lighting. Candles placed along the walls and set at tables glowed a purplish dark color, probably to simulate what a tainted soul would look like. A pianist in the corner played a somber, eerie tune while a trio of women sang “oohs” and “aahs” for ambience. 
 
   “I’ve never actually been here, but I keep hearing good things about it,” Aura said. “This looks cool! Don’t you think?”
 
   “Yeah,” Ash half-heartedly agreed. “Cool.” It was hard to make out the pages in his book with the low level of lighting, even with his awesome devil eyes. They sat at a table and Ash held the book closer to the candlelight. The servers wore tight, black outfits that had the bones of a skeleton painted on with glowing paint, so as to light up in the dark for that extra ‘spooky’ touch. Most of the female servers wore skirts and tanktops, with the glowing bones painted right onto their bodies. 
 
   “Yoohoo!” Aura called out to a group of the waitresses nearby. “Would one of you cuties like to take my order?” The girls all quarreled over which one of them would get to serve the idiot. In the end, a beautiful blonde waitress came over to them.
 
   While Aura worked his mojo on her (which she cooed and fawned over in an attempt to receive a better tip) Ash caught up on some actual information. According to the history book, the Negative Divide had been on Hell even longer than the Devils, being the place God discarded souls that had become worn and tainted. It was an enormous canyon-like gash that cut across Hell for hundreds of miles. From the measurements given, Ash guessed it was even larger than the Grand Canyon on Earth. It was actually much, much larger. 
 
   As with the ocean, expeditions had been launched to collect more data on the Negative Divide. They didn’t send nearly as many devils down inside it, because once anyone fell below the thick clouds of tainted soul energy, they were lost to the world and doomed to never return. They learned very quickly: Do not enter the Negative Divide! So instead they quenched their thirst for knowledge by simply walking along the sides, taking great care not to fall in. 
 
   No one had ever found where it ended. They’d always had to turn back after being swarmed by demons. Only a handful of devils could claim that they’d flown to the other side. It was too risky for most to attempt, and there was nothing on the other side to be found except for more demons. As terrifying a concept as it was, it piqued Ash’s curiosity. He hoped that some day he could see the real thing, instead of this crappy theme restaurant. 
 
   “You learning a lot?” Aura asked, after the waitress abandoned him to go get more drinks. Not that Aura needed another. 
 
   “Actually, I am,” Ash said, though he decided not to mention that it was ‘Hell in My Pocket’ that was the source of information, and not the establishment they were in. 
 
   “That’s great,” Aura said in a tone that indicated he didn’t care in the slightest. “Why don’t you loosen up now and have a drink? Here, try a tainted soul.” He slid one of his many beverages across the table to Ash. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Ash said, eyeing the mug. “Is there a legal drinking age in Hell? Where I come from it’s twenty-one, and I’m underage.” 
 
   “You’re not even twenty-one years old?” Aura asked in disbelief. 
 
   “Nope. I’m eighteen.”
 
   Aura almost fell out of his chair. Whether that was due to his disbelief or because he’d had one too many drinks, was unclear. “First of all, there is no such thing as a ‘legal’ drinking age here,” Aura told him. “And second of all, I can’t believe you’re so young!”
 
   “You can’t be much older than me, though!” Ash said. Indeed, it was hard to say who the older one was among them. Aura didn’t look any older than him, really. Definitely not older than twenty-five.
 
   “I don’t remember my exact age,” Aura said. “But I know that I’m almost forty!” 
 
   “Years?!” Ash couldn’t believe his eyes or ears. How could Aura be nearly forty years old? It didn’t make sense! Unless… “How long do devils live for?”
 
   “About five-hundred years or so,” Aura said. Ash’s jaw practically dropped to the floor. 
 
   That’s right, Ash recalled, Goddard said he was two hundred years old! And he doesn’t even look older than forty! If Aura is almost forty, and looks my age, then… The way devils age is complicated.
 
   Suddenly, his mind was swimming with concerns. Since he’d become a half-devil, did that mean his life expectancy went up as well? Would he live to see five hundred? Would he be confined to humanity’s life expectancy? Or would he live to an age somewhere in the middle, maybe around two hundred years? Only time would tell, but it was nerve-wracking to say the least. 
 
   “Then what about Shiva?” he asked, thinking the same must be true for her, even though she appeared to be his age as well.
 
   “I think I’m a little older than her,” Aura said. “She’s probably thirty-something.” So many questions abounded in Ash’s mind, but the waitress returned, interrupting their conversation with more drinks and a platter of some kind of food that Aura had ordered. “Here, try one of these!” Aura offered, changing the subject completely.
 
   The foodstuff in question looked like meatballs, although they were covered in a strange dark sauce. Ash stabbed one with a fork and nibbled on it. He couldn’t believe his mouth! The taste! The flavor! It was so much better than anything he’d eaten yet! As he scarfed another and washed it down with the drink Aura offered him, he realized that food outside of the castle must be better than the free spread the castle’s cafeteria had to offer. The uses of spices, sauces, condiments and compliments made the meals so much better. It was obvious that with the castle giving away food for free to all its ‘employees’, little thought or effort was put into making the food actually taste good.  
 
    
 
   By the time the pair emerged from The Negative Divide Bar and Grill, the artificial sun had already shrunk to half its former size. Ash was insistent on seeing West Hell before sun-out, so the two made tracks in that direction. The border was clearly marked with giant rock formations holding up a large sign that read “Welcome to the West Side”. 
 
   After passing into the West, the terrain changed rapidly. Instead of flat land, it was entirely rocky and uneven. Everywhere Ash looked, buildings were carved into enormous rocks that were too large to move. Instead of wood or concrete, standalone structures appeared to be made out of dried clay. That, or they were simply carved right into the many raised rocky ridges and canyons that made up West Hell. It all reminded Ash of the old western movies he’d sometimes watch on TV.
 
   Vegetation was limited throughout the kingdom, but some of the houses and buildings in the Northern and Eastern sections had flowers or trees adorning their yards. Here in the Western section, the only plant-life to be found was cacti. The pair headed towards the largest cliff they could see. It would have been easy to fly up to the top, but Ash was adamant about walking along one of the many roadways carved into the side of the cliff. 
 
   Ash noticed many of the men carried pickaxes and other various tools out of necessity. Along the way, they encountered several food stands and vendor carts peddling various items. One of the food vendors was even selling fresh flame-rainer meat! Ash bought a kebab of the demon dragon, and as he ate the delicious delicacy, he wondered if it came from one of the creature’s he’d knocked out of the sky.
 
   ‘Hell in My Pocket’ claimed that the West Side was the last section of Hell to be developed, as well as the area requiring the most work. Dynamite was used to blast away large rocks and parts of the canyon, and much of the land was still being developed today. The area that the canyons covered was vast, and when fully developed it would become the biggest section of the kingdom. Of course, they were still hundreds of years from accomplishing full development. This is also why the giant wall did not fully encompass West Hell, as the many cliffs and mountain ranges complicated matters.
 
   Lo and behold, at the top of the canyon was a small selection of shops and – to Aura’s delight – another bar. They sat near an opening carved in the wall, watching the diminishing sun paint the horizon a brilliant orange. The view from the top was spectacular, almost as incredible as the view from above, except no effort was required this time as Ash and Aura sat sipping their drinks and admiring the view. Not a bad way for anyone to wrap up a long day in Hell. 
 
   As they gazed out at the setting sun, tears began to well in Ash’s eyes. He couldn’t help himself, staring out at the kingdom of Hell, thinking this was going to be his new home. He’d never see his mother or his friends again. He’d never lead a normal, human life. He might even be killed by demons if he didn’t learn to fight better. In a peaceful, serene moment like this it was hard to avoid thinking of such things. This was no video game; this was his life. 
 
   He wiped the tears before they could fall, but Aura managed to catch a glimpse. “Everything okay?” he asked.
 
   “Ah, yeah,” Ash tried to answer, wiping his face with his jacket sleeve. “It’s just… all of this. It’s been a little harder on me than I care to admit.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” Aura asked. 
 
   “How much do you know about me?”
 
   “Not much,” Aura said. “You’re a human, from Earth. I guess… You came here to become one of us? To fight demons or something? I don’t really know why a human would want to come here.” Suddenly, it all made sense to Ash. Aura had no idea just what Ash had been through, how he’d basically been kidnapped. Separated from his family, his friends, his life, and his home. He thought of Ash as some sort of conqueror, come to Hell of his own accord. The truth was that he felt more like a prisoner. Maybe if Aura knew how Ash really felt, he would treat him differently. But Ash was not in the mood for an explanation, and simply waved him off.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Me neither.” 
 
    
 
   When the sun had completely dissipated, Ash decided to call it a night. He and Aura left the bar, and despite Aura’s best attempts at convincing him to ‘keep the party going’, he succumbed to exhaustion. A disappointed Aura took the hint, and they parted ways. Ash flew home slowly to enjoy the view of the city lit up by torches and streetlights. 
 
   He arrived promptly at his flat with little trouble finding it. After using the bathroom and readying for bed, he lay down and finally realized the full extent of his fatigue. Before drifting off to sleep, he felt incredibly guilty. Except for his momentary breakdown, he’d had an unexpectedly fun time with Aura. But having fun was exactly what was making him feel guilty. 
 
   As strange as it may have sounded, he felt that it was wrong to be having fun. He needed to be concentrating on finding a way back to Earth, but so far he’d found nothing that would help him in his quest. Admittedly, it seemed that making it back to Earth would be impossible. 
 
   So then why did it feel so wrong to enjoy himself, given those circumstances? He decided that even if it were impossible, he’d never stop searching for a way home. After all, he’d once thought the very idea of devils and Hell were impossible. Perhaps getting back to Earth wasn’t impossible at all; he’d just need to find a way. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen: The Royal Advisor and The Thief
 
    
 
   Goddard’s Research Notes: Ash Kaplan – Human(?)
 
   We found the boy exactly where I predicted we would. As Prince Darko predicted, he was quite pathetic. That’s to be expected from a human, though. He had no combat experience. Since ingesting the sample of blood I provided and coming to Hell, he has endured several battles. Amazingly, not only has he survived them all, but he is flourishing! This is an unexpected but fortunate turn of events. He is still nowhere close to being at the level I require him to be, but I did not expect him to become that strong overnight. If he is to be useful in the future, he will need to be tested thoroughly. Now if only I had a worthy test…
 
    
 
   While Ash and Aura were on their tour of the kingdom and Shiva was off sulking by herself, Goddard von Gosick toiled away in his laboratory deep within the castle’s basement. He allowed no one inside his lab save for The Prince and King Satan. And even they rarely made the trek to visit him there. No one else was allowed to set foot in his lab, and that was exactly the way he wanted it. For it was here he kept all of his books and notes, his research and studies; his life’s work.
 
   His laboratory appeared to be a mess, when actually it was organized specifically to him. His bookshelves, which stretched from one wall some thirty feet across the room to the other side, housed his thousands of books. He’d read them all in their entirety, several times over. In one partition of his lab there were small, steel cages that he used to contain lesser demons for experimentation. Presently, the cages were all empty.
 
   As Goddard wrapped up the last of his duties for the night – paperwork, mostly – something still weighed heavily on his mind. Though he’d succeeded in bringing the human boy to Hell and turning him into a devil, that was only the first part of his plan. The next phase was a long way off. He needed the boy to be a powerful trained killer, completely obedient and never asking questions. A flawless assassin. He was growing stronger, but he needed a proper test of his abilities and obedience. Simple jobs wouldn’t cut it for long. He needed a mission.
 
   Goddard searched through his stacks of work request forms, sent in by the citizens of Hell. As usual, there were requests for assistance in the development of West Hell, but they’d already been given ample amounts of help and Ash would not benefit from being put to work there. Another request from the Nobles of the North, who sought added security to their various trades of business. Goddard thought them greedy, undeserving people to offer any assistance to. None of the requests in his stack seemed to offer any sort of challenge that could be used to gauge the boy’s growth. 
 
   Goddard lost track of the time. After dismissing his team for the rest of the night, he’d been sealed in his lab with the doors locked. Now, he realized he’d once again spent the majority of his night inside. It was past midnight, and he hadn’t eaten in at least a day. His hunger was beginning to get the best of him, his stomach roaring with the desire to be fed. Frustrated with not being able to unearth a proper mission, the Royal Advisor decided to give in to his mortal requirements. 
 
   He stood, but had greatly misjudged just how much his hunger would affect him. He became light-headed and slipped. He put a hand on his desk to steady himself, but in the process knocked a nearby stack of books off of the edge of his workspace counter. He swore, frustrated, and then bent to pick up the spilled tomes. This was his stack of reading material he had not read yet, most of them being of low priority to the seasoned scholar. He shuffled a few of the books together and plopped them back down on his desk, then reached for the final book on the floor. 
 
   The book was titled ‘Myths, Legends, and Fairy Tales of Hell’, and that was the single reason Goddard had not read it yet. He had a severe lack of interest in any information that was not factual. He grinned when he saw it, and decided on a whim he’d finally take a peek at it. He hadn’t had luck finding a mission in any of his other reading material. Perhaps something in this book’s unknown pages would present a possible challenge. At the very least, it would make for an interesting read during dinner.
 
    He skimmed the book’s pages as he walked the castle halls heading towards the cafeteria. Usually, he would have food delivered to his lab so that he could eat while he worked, but since he was currently free from his duties, he felt the walk might be good for him. He was largely unimpressed by what he found within the book. Stories of ghosts, urban legends, and magical creatures all sounded unscientific. He flipped through the pages more quickly, his interest almost lost until something finally caught his eye. It was a sketch of an item, a pendant encrusted with an enormous jewel. It looked exactly like the one that King Satan wore around his neck. 
 
   With peaked curiosity he read the section about the artifact known as God’s Blessing. The more he read about it, the more intrigued he became. He was certain this artifact was the very same as The King’s, but where did King Al find it? According to the book’s entry, the item had gone missing hundreds of years ago. Goddard tried to think back to when he’d first seen Al wear it. It had to have been at least ten years ago. Though Goddard hadn’t asked about it, Satan had informed him. What did he say back then?
 
   “How do you like my new necklace, Goddard? Can you believe it was just sitting in the storeroom all this time? I was absolutely tickled when the chamber maids brought it to me!”
 
   Al had said something to that effect, Goddard recalled. Though he thought nothing of the pendant at that time, now it all suddenly became clear. The item known as God’s Blessing must have disappeared hundreds of years ago, been found by someone who had no knowledge of it, and then placed into storage in the castle. Amazing! Goddard thought. Such a powerful artifact was hidden practically in plain sight! The Royal Advisor starting thinking of all the ways the item could be useful to him.
 
   The only problem was that it currently sat around The King’s flabby neck. Al had become attached to the jewel over the years. Since acquiring it, Goddard had not seen King Satan without it even once. He was rumored to even sleep with it on. He could probably ask for it directly, but that would require giving King Satan an explanation, which was something he wanted to avoid. Information was one of Goddard’s most valuable treasures, and the more he knew that others didn’t, the stronger he viewed himself. There had to be another way of retrieving the artifact…
 
   He reached the hall just outside the cafeteria and was about to enter when he heard a loud bellowing of defiance from somewhere in the castle. Curious, Goddard followed the shouts. Near the entrance of the castle he found the source of the disturbance. The Royal Guards were transporting a new prisoner, who was screaming at the top of his lungs various slogans of his ‘innocence’. 
 
   “I’ve done nothing wrong! You can’t prove anything! I demand a trial! You are violating my rights as a devil!” the man said.
 
   Assuming an air of authority, Goddard approached the Royal Guards moving the subdued man along. 
 
   “What is going on here?”
 
    
 
   Earlier that day…
 
   While every devil with common sense was either fleeing from the flame-rainers or doing their part in defending the kingdom, there was another group of people that only added to the trouble: looters. As soon as any demons entered the kingdom and the majority of citizens barricaded themselves inside their homes for safety, the looters took to the streets risking their lives for riches. 
 
   Among the low-lives was a man named Apsat Glumb. Apsat was a small, meek, ugly, pathetic excuse for a thief and a man. Only an hour before the attack was he walking the streets of South Hell picking pockets. The trouble was that he was lousy at it. He ‘accidentally’ bumped into a man, trying to slip his hand into the guy’s pocket, only to have his hand get stuck inside. The man, Dunger the bar-brawler, knew of Apsat’s reputation for being very lousy at his job. Another one of Apsat’s weak points was his choice of targets, Dunger being the perfect example.
 
   Not only did Dunger know Apsat, but he was also notorious for being a short-tempered, tough-as-nails man and someone you didn’t want to mess with in the South. While Apsat’s hand was still trapped in Dunger’s pocket, he delivered one of his weakest punches to Apsat’s face, which was still enough to send the pickpocket staggering backwards. Apsat tripped on a bag of garbage that was set out for collection and fell into the dirty stinking pile.
 
   Dunger didn’t waste any more time on the pathetic man. He flashed him a look that said “Idiot!” with a grunt and turned his cheek, walking away. The third major flaw with Apsat was his level of confidence and his dedication to the craft. All of his failures never deterred him from continuing his life of crime, which he actually thought was a strength of his. It was not. Even after the sad display with Dunger, he continued walking the streets, looking for his next target. 
 
   He came across a small child clutching a sweet hard-shelled candy on a stick. He licked his lips in hunger and decided without hesitation to steal the candy from the child. When no one was looking, Apsat reached out and grabbed the child’s hand. He tried prying the candy away as the kid watched, unrelenting to the thief’s actions. The child’s grip was tight, and Apsat couldn’t budge it. Finally, the kid tired of this man’s poor attempt at stealing his beloved candy and waved a few sparks at him. 
 
   The sparks showered the thief’s face and he let go. He swore in pain as the kid ran away. As Apsat rubbed his eyes in pain, he heard a sudden panic strike the crowd around him. When he opened his eyes again, he found that he was alone on the street. Everyone had simply left, leaving behind various carts full of merchant goods and food! 
 
   What luck! 
 
   A flame-rainer demon swooped overhead, and Apsat realized his plight. He dived into the pile of garbage nearby, hoping to hide from the demons. Apsat himself was not a homeowner, and routinely spent nights squatting in unoccupied buildings or taking shelter in some of the more covered back alleys the South Side had to offer. When demons attacked, he was always concerned about where he’d take shelter. For the moment, he appeared to be safe. The flame-rainers stuck to the skies for the most part. He emerged from the garbage heap, keeping one eye to the sky.
 
   Apsat’s final flaw, and what would probably be his ultimate downfall, was his greed. When faced with an opportunity like an empty street full of goods, he could not resist even knowing his life was on the line. He rationalized by telling himself he’d never get another chance like this. So ignoring the invading demons for now, he started grabbing goods from the merchant’s carts. He filled his pockets with candy and other edibles. He grabbed as many weapons off the carts as he could carry. When his arms were full, his desires still unquenched, he sought even more. 
 
   He loaded up one of the merchant’s carts with his pilfered goods. It had wheels and handles for pulling, and he went about hauling it down the streets, stopping only to pinch more items off of any other carts he passed. All was going well, until one of the airborne flame-rainers took notice of the lone devil below. The demon swooped down to the street, flying right over Apsat’s head.
 
   Fearing for his life, Apsat abandoned his quest for more loot and settled with what he’d collected so far. Now it was time to hide. His mind raced thinking of places he could go. It had to be indoors. He knew he wouldn’t be safe in any of his usual outdoor locations. But he’d been kicked out of more unoccupied houses than he could remember, and was sure they were adequately locked up by now. As he brainstormed, the flame-rainer that pursued him dropped to the ground in front of him, interrupting the man’s thought process.
 
   Apsat turned the corner to avoid the beast and fled with the cart rattling behind him. With the demon in hot pursuit, he ran faster than he’d ever run in his life. As he booked it across town, he encountered several other looters who’d now become onlookers to his shenanigans. They got a good laugh off the sight of Apsat, hauling a cart through the street while screaming in fear, but once the flame-rainer appeared behind him they all made themselves scarce. 
 
   Apsat could feel the heat coming from the demon’s mouth as it gathered an enormous fireball. Any logical person would have ditched the cart by now, knowing that without the extra load to worry about they’d be able to make it to safety with relative ease. Not Apsat. He turned another corner just in time as the flame-rainer’s fireball went whizzing past him, crashing into another building. 
 
   He recognized the street he was on. It was only a short distance to a safehouse he knew about, though he’d never really been admitted into it before. He hoped the sudden demon invasion and the promise of looted goods would change the resident’s minds. He could see the house just ahead of him, another minute and he’d be there. Of course, within a minute the demon would catch him. He needed a distraction…
 
   Luckily for him, one presented itself as he ran past a large stack of crates. He could hear the clucking of chickens inside, and as he dashed past he chucked a small fireball at the stack. Not big enough to blow the stack of crates up, but big enough to cause the bottom crate to collapse and knock over the entire tower of boxes. Demon chickens scattered everywhere, running for their lives. Unfortunately for them, the mammoth demon dragon was right on cue for snack-time.
 
   With the flame-rainer distracted by the scurrying mini-meals, Apsat made his way to the safehouse. He knocked on the front door, crying to let him in.
 
   “Go away!” came a voice from within.
 
   “Please, the demon is right outside! Please let me in!” 
 
   “Absolutely not! Now get out of here, before you draw its attention to us!”
 
   “I won’t leave!” Apsat said. “You’re going to have to let me in! I have loot here that I’ll share with you! Please just let me in!” 
 
   At that, a curious eye appeared in the crack of the boarded-up door. The eye belonged to a very angry devil named Sars, still in a bad mood from the events that transpired at the Missing Piece bar that morning.
 
   “Go away, Apsat. We’ve no use here for you or your looted goods,” he said.
 
   “Please, Sars! I’m begging you!” Apsat said. 
 
   Sars would never allow him in. First and foremost, he did not care for Apsat in the slightest. He knew he was an incompetent thief of the lowest caliber, and it was because of his stupidity that he was caught outside with the demons now. Secondly, the door to their safehouse was boarded shut. In order to fit Apsat and his cart of stolen items inside, they would need to remove the entire boarded-up door, and that would easily allow the flame-rainer access. It may have been cruel, but Sars was looking out for not only his own best interest, but also the safety of his gang and all others currently taking refuge inside their safehouse. 
 
   “Get out of here, Apsat.” Knowing that he would not leave, perhaps Sars felt a little sorry for him. Still quite angry at Aura for his abandonment earlier that day, Sars decided he’d give Apsat at least one chance for survival.
 
   “Head to the abandoned weapons plant,” Sars said. “Aura hides out there all the time in a secret basement, so you can probably take shelter there.” He was disappointed to discover that revealing Aura’s secret spot didn’t do much to make him feel any happier.
 
   The giant flame-rainer finished consuming all the escaped chicken demons, and now turned its attention back towards Apsat and his cart of goodies. Apsat didn’t have time to question Sars further. He cursed at him and took off with his cart once more. He knew exactly where the weapons plant was and started in that direction. Everyone in South Hell knew about the weapons plant. It had once been the premiere weapons manufacturer in all of Hell, but was shut down several years before due to lack of staff and the smaller merchants putting it out of business.
 
   Apsat made it ten feet before the flame-rainer pounced. It landed on top of the cart, smashing it to splinters. All the goods he’d looted spilled everywhere in the street and the thief took a nasty tumble. Maybe if the demon were interested in material goods, it would have left Apsat alone. Being a demon of lesser intelligence, it only had eyes for food. Apsat backed up against a wall, certain that death was incoming. He closed his eyes as the demon reared, ready to chomp down on him and end his pathetic life. 
 
   He waited, but death evaded him. He heard the flame-rainer squeal, which he was certain meant the creature was about the bite down, but it was actually a squeal of pain. Apsat opened his eyes with caution to see the demon struggling with a squad of Royal Guards who appeared in the nick of time to save him. 
 
   How ironic, he thought, that the Royal Guard just saved my life. 
 
   A Royal Guard Captain appeared at Apsat’s side, attempting to calm him. “Fear not, my unfortunate merchant friend!” the Captain said, trying to sound heroic. “The Royal Guards are here to protect you!” With that, the Captain and his men jumped courageously into battle with the demon. There were six soldiers along with the Captain fighting the beast, and as they hacked and slashed away at it, the demon managed to snatch two of the men in its jaws, killing them instantly. 
 
   This was the closest that Apsat had ever been to a demon of this caliber and he was not enjoying the experience. Finally, the Captain logged his spear into the demon’s neck and the flame-rainer keeled over dead. The Captain and his men cheered in victory, and afterwards turned their attention back to the frightened Apsat.
 
   “Are you hurt, sir?” the Captain asked. “I am Captain Meeter of the Royal Guard, South Division. Do you have someplace you can go for shelter?” 
 
   Apsat hesitated to reply, still partially in shock from his close encounter. Unfortunately for him, one of Meeter’s men recognized him. “Sir!” The soldier said. “I know this man! His name is Apsat, and he’s no merchant! He’s a common thief!” 
 
   “These weapons,” said another soldier, picking up a sword from the wreckage of Apsat’s stolen cart. “These are from my father’s shop! He was looting during the attack!” 
 
   “Looting, eh?” Captain Meeter said. “Is that true, sir?” 
 
   The thief abandoned his spoils and fled. He got about five paces before the Captain tackled him. The thief tumbled to the ground, pushed himself back up, and even though he knew his wings were useless, brought them out. Some of the soldiers gasped while others snickered in disgust. One of Apsat’s wings was smaller than the other, and wrinkly like a raisin. It was a shriveled, useless wing; the direct result of having been cut off and regrown.
 
   His attempt to use his wings did not work. He leapt into the air and came down on his face, then got buried under the weight of the remaining Royal Guards that jumped on top of him. 
 
    
 
   Back to the present…
 
   Now that the threat of the flame-rainers was over, the tied-up thief was transported to the castle where he’d be held for his crimes until further notice. Gears turned in Goddard’s head as he watched Apsat being dragged away. 
 
   A thief…
 
   At once, Goddard’s mind was a flutter. His brain worked rapidly, connecting the dots of his next scheme together into a perfect plan to test his new team.  
 
   I can use this thief! So many variables! So many outcomes! Oh, the possibilities! As a scientist and a scholar, I simply cannot allow this opportunity to pass me by!
 
   There was a lot to be done, and very little time to do it. But the Royal Advisor was confident he could pull it off. He always loved a good challenge, especially one that held so much potential for collecting valuable information. He rushed back to his laboratory, inspired by the thought of accomplishing what he was about to attempt. 
 
   Come morning, his team would have their first Mission.
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   Chapter Fourteen: First Mission
 
    
 
   It’s here...
 
   Still in her sleeping gown, Shiva unfolded the piece of parchment attached to her bedroom door. 
 
   It’s here.
 
   She read the note, which was short and to the point. It said: 
 
   Assemble your team and report to the conference room immediately. It’s time for a mission. – G.v.G.
 
   It’s here! 
 
   The girl was all fired up now. She rushed into her room and threw on her armor as quickly as possible, still in the process of tying her hair up as she ran down the halls of the castle, heading towards the entrance.
 
    
 
   It’s here! It’s here! It’s here! She repeated her mantra, ecstatic at the prospect. Outside the castle she leapt from rooftop to rooftop on her way to Ash’s flat, using her wings every so often for an extra-springy jump. She felt like she was walking on air. She even felt in such high spirits that she’d occasionally call down to the citizens below her: “Good morning!” “What a lovely day it is!” “How do you do? Me? Oh I’m splendid!” “It’s a beautiful day in Hell!”
 
   The artificial sun was not even fully formed when Ash’s door almost burst off its hinges – Shiva not bothering to knock. 
 
   “It’s here!” she said, frightening Ash so much that he flopped out of his bed thinking there was another demon invasion. When he realized there was no warning siren blaring loudly throughout the kingdom, the boy calmed down a little. At least until he realized he was only wearing boxer shorts. Embarrassed, he grabbed the blanket off the bed and wrapped himself up.
 
   “What’s here?” he asked.
 
   “Our first mission!” she replied, kneeling beside him and grabbing his shoulders. “Now get up!” She pulled him up, but being wrapped up in the blanket as he was, the boy tripped and fell on top of Shiva. Under ordinary circumstances she may have lashed out at him for such an offense, but being in such good spirits, she just pushed him up and onto his feet, hopping up after him.
 
   “Come on!” she said, strutting over to his closet and digging through the clothing she found there. She tossed various articles of clothing at Ash, and as he tried grabbing for a shirt the blanket slipped to the floor revealing his near-naked body. He snatched up some of the clothes she tossed and threw them on quick. 
 
   “Can I eat first?” Ash asked.
 
   “Absolutely not! This note from Goddard clearly states-” she produced the letter from Goddard, flashed it in Ash’s face, and tucked it away before he could even get a look at it, “-that we’re to be at his conference room immediately!”
 
   Ash stood still, watching Shiva’s dramatic gestures as she spoke. It was hard to believe this was the same girl he’d met before. The girl before him seemed different: giddy, excited, positive and - dare he think it – kind of cute.
 
   “You look ready, so let’s go!” She rushed towards him and pushed him out the door. Ash only had time to reach for his jacket off the coat hanger before Shiva moved him outside, slamming his door shut. “Keep up!” she said, and without another word the girl released her wings and leapt up high, flapping down powerfully once to launch herself to the top of the nearest building. “Come on!” Ash followed the best he could, with Shiva always twenty yards ahead of him.
 
    
 
   As they approached the castle, Shiva showed no signs of slowing down. Ash wondered why she was sticking to the rooftops instead of hitting the ground and running. When they reached the building closest to the front gate, the answer became clear. Shiva sprang off the ledge of the building, extended her wings and soared directly over to the castle wall. The Royal Guards on patrol there went into a frenzy, thinking they were being invaded.
 
   “Out of my way! Lady Shiva coming through!” 
 
   It was all the guards could do to dive and duck out of her way as she landed briefly on the top of the wall, before moving on to the inner courtyard. Ash followed, hoping it was okay for him to enter that way too.
 
   “Sorry!” he said to any guards that were listening. “I’m with her!” The boy jumped from the castle wall down into the courtyard, following Shiva to the entrance. Only here did Shiva finally slow down, but only because she had no choice. The Royal Guards standing at the castle entrance hadn’t even begun to open the castle doors to them yet. She called to them from afar, but they either didn’t understand or were ignoring her.
 
   “That Draxler,” Shiva said once Ash was within earshot. “He’d better show up! If he decided to play hooky or skip out on his new duties, he’ll have hell to pay with me!” Ash had more than once wondered what exactly guaranteed that they would continue to show up and fulfill their duties. It certainly seemed as though they were given enough freedom to disappear if they so chose to. But then Ash remembered that even if they did decide to sneak off, there was nowhere they could run to. They were trapped in the Kingdom. If a citywide search were initiated, they wouldn’t stay hidden for long. 
 
   “I’m sure he’ll be here,” Ash said, though he couldn’t be certain. All he had to go off was that Aura seemed to be lazy, and the thought of him spending the rest of his life sneaking around attempting to hide from Royal Guards didn’t quite match. Aura was also very social by nature, and Ash thought he couldn’t bear to be alone and in hiding. He smiled to himself, thinking Aura’s motivations were so simple and silly.
 
   Inside the castle, the two made tracks up to Goddard’s conference room. Shiva entered first, eager to begin their day’s mission. She was not in the least surprised to see Goddard already there and waiting for them, going over his usual stack of paperwork for the day. He had dark bags under his eyes, as it appeared he had not slept that night. He didn’t even flinch or look up upon hearing them enter.
 
   “We’re ready!” Shiva said. “Let’s hear our first mission!” 
 
   “You are not ready,” Goddard said. A puzzled look appeared on Shiva’s face, and before she could reply in outrage, Goddard added, “Where is Mr. Draxler?” 
 
   Shiva cursed, realizing they were now at the mercy of Aura. “You won’t give us our mission until Draxler joins us?” she asked. “But what if he doesn’t show up?” 
 
   “You will be at peace to know,” Goddard replied, “that I saw Mr. Draxler lurking the castle’s halls not an hour ago. All you need to do is track him down.”
 
   “That trash is walking around the castle freely?”
 
   “Calm yourself,” Goddard said. “Any place that is off limits is guarded. There is nothing he can do here, save for wander about.” Shiva huffed in defiance, but said nothing more on the topic. Ash could tell she didn’t like the thought of the pervy boy on the loose in her home.
 
   “Fine then, let’s go find him quick!” 
 
    
 
   It didn’t take much searching to find Aura. He was sitting at a table in the cafeteria with his head down on the table, sleeping. Several bottles of alcohol and lots of empty plates surrounded him. It looked like he’d been drinking and eating the night away, alone. Ash spotted him and approached first. He gently nudged Aura’s shoulder and called his name.
 
   Aura stirred, but didn’t immediately wake up. Shiva tried next, and her attempt was far more effective. She shoved him and shouted “Wake up Draxler!” 
 
   It worked. Aura shot up wide-awake, blinked his eyes a few times, and turned towards Ash and Shiva. His eyes were bloodshot and red, and his usually perfect hair was disheveled. 
 
   “What’s cracking?” he said.
 
   “Get your ass up and come with us!” Shiva said. “We have our first mission!” 
 
    
 
   “We’re all here!” Shiva said to Goddard, who once again did not look up as the team entered his conference room. “So what’s the mission?”
 
   “This,” Goddard said, sliding forward a scrap of paper. On the paper was a drawing of a large gemstone wrapped in a golden shell. Right away, Shiva recognized it.
 
   “That’s my father’s necklace.” 
 
   Ash remembered he had seen the same necklace during his meeting with Satan. “What about it?” he asked.
 
   “It was stolen last night,” Goddard said.
 
   “Stolen!” Shiva repeated. “How? Where? When?” The boys could tell that Goddard was annoyed with Shiva’s raised voice and questions, but he persisted in not letting it get to him. 
 
   “As I said, it was stolen last night. King Satan awoke this morning to find it stolen right off his neck.”
 
   “He sleeps with that thing on?” Aura asked with a smirk. 
 
   “He hasn’t taken it off since the day he first put it on. That was ten years ago,” Goddard told them. 
 
   “Even in the bath?” Ash asked. 
 
   Ignoring Ash’s question, Goddard’s focus was on Shiva. She was being unusually quiet, which Goddard secretly loved. Shiva’s mind and mood weighed heavily on family matters. Why did father not mention it to me immediately? she thought. It must have been because I took off too quickly this morning for the mission. 
 
   “We’ve got to find the thief!” she said.
 
   “Yes, that will be your first mission,” said Goddard. “But first, there is some information you must know regarding that amulet.” He paused to pull out the book ‘Myths, Legends, and Fairy-Tales of Hell’. He opened it to a specific page and slid it forward on the table so the team could read it. “Read,” he commanded. Everyone gathered around and read silently. On the page was an illustration similar to the one of Satan’s necklace, and the page was titled ‘God’s Blessing’. It said:
 
   The enchanted amulet known as God’s Blessing is a miraculous item. It was created by God and given to Lucifer during his peaceful days in Heaven. The amulet allowed Lucifer to achieve incredible feats using the full force of his Soul. But it also had an adverse effect: it allowed God to peer into Lucifer’s soul, revealing Lucifer’s inner-nature and exposing his ulterior motives. Even after Lucifer’s soul power was unlocked, he was still no match for God. This powerful item was last seen in the care of Hell’s Royal Family, but disappeared several hundred years ago. Since the publishing of this book, God’s Blessing has never been able to unlock or increase a Devil’s soul power like it did for Lucifer, nor provide any other benefit except for its aesthetic appearance.
 
   Ash’s interest peaked. “So this thing makes people stronger?” he asked with a hopeful glimmer in his eyes. An item that could make him more powerful just might be his shot at finding a way back home! With more power, he could force Goddard to take him home, or at least have a better shot at finding his own way.
 
   Goddard took note of Ash’s increased interest, and as if to crush his hopes deliberately, he replied “Exactly how thoroughly did you read that article? It was clearly stated that the amulet does not work on devils.” 
 
   “Do you have any idea who did it?” Aura asked.
 
   “If we knew who did it, this wouldn’t be a problem,” Goddard said. “Search the castle, ask the staff; there must be at least one person who saw something suspicious.” 
 
   “Just like playing detective,” Aura said, raising Ash’s interest even further. When he put it that way, it almost sounded like fun. Ash romanticized about the thought of being a detective, evoking images of the great Sherlock Holmes and even Batman. He’d grown up admiring Batman, but could he actually play the part for real?
 
   “You have three days to complete this assignment.”
 
   “That’s it?” Ash asked. He and Aura exchanged a worried glance, remembering the penalty for failure: discipline.
 
   “Why did I ever leave my carefree life of doing nothing?” Aura asked. 
 
   “Under normal circumstances, I would tell you to search the scene of the crime first. But, as the scene of the crime happens to be King Satan’s bedroom, which is absolutely forbidden for anyone else to enter, you’ll have to start elsewhere. Which is just as well. I’ve already conducted a thorough investigation of The King’s bedroom and found nothing. The thief simply entered through the door, snatched the necklace, and left the same way he came in.”
 
   “How did the thief get past the guards?” Shiva asked, her voice full of concern. If someone could make it into The King’s bedroom, then certainly anyone could enter her room as well.
 
   “That is for you to figure out,” Goddard said. “If you’d like to get started now, Ash, you may.”
 
   “Just me?” Ash asked, puzzled. “What about them?”
 
   “Lady Shiva and I must discuss proper castle etiquette with Mr. Draxler, but you are free to begin the mission now,” he said.  
 
   “Oh, okay. I’ll get going now, and I guess we’ll meet up later.” Ash exited, leaving the three of them behind. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Once he was gone, the room grew silent. Shiva, although itching to get started on the mission, looked forward to lecturing Aura. Aura was not the least bit thrilled. Neither of them expected the following instructions from Goddard.
 
   “I am not going to discuss castle etiquette with you,” Goddard said. 
 
   Oh thank goodness!” said Aura, overcome with relief. 
 
   “Then why are we still here?” Shiva asked. 
 
   “I’m going to ask that the two of you take part in a side-mission as well.”
 
   “Certainly!” Shiva was all-too happy to agree to taking on more work. Aura looked less than thrilled, but interested nonetheless. 
 
   “As I had said, no devil could activate God’s Blessing.” 
 
   “Exactly,” said Shiva. “So what is the side mission?”
 
   “In situations like these, with such a mysterious and rare object, I find it better to err on the side of caution. As such, I’d prefer it if God’s Blessing was kept out of Ash’s hands.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ash bumbled around the castle looking for someone to question. Oddly enough, the castle was more deserted than usual. He guessed it was because the Royal Guard were going stir-crazy at the news of a theft from The King, and the chamber maids and servants were probably all already being questioned. Finding no one on the floor he was on, his search led him up a flight of stairs to the next level of the castle. At last, he saw a chambermaid pass by at the end of the hall.
 
   He called out to her, but she either did not know he was calling to her specifically or did not hear him. She turned the corner, leaving Ash behind. He swore, and sped to catch up to her. Turning the corner she disappeared around, he barely managed to catch a glimpse of her entering a door in the next hall. He jogged up to the doorway and was about to knock. He could hear voices coming from inside the room. He stopped himself just before knocking. Maybe overhearing a candid conversation would be better?
 
   He lightly gripped the door handle and slowly pushed the door open. With it partly cracked, the boy could hear the voices more clearly. They were women’s voices. Ash peeked through the cracked door to see what they were doing inside. His heart throbbed from what he found inside.
 
   The room was decorated like no other room he had seen in the castle yet. Pink, silky curtains covered up the brick walls. Against one side of the room, the entire wall was lined with large, decorative vanity mirrors. In the reflection of the mirrors, he could see several large armoires on the opposite side of the room, some of which were open. Various dresses of all styles could be seen hanging inside. The room must have been a changing room for the chambermaids.
 
   Right in the middle of it all were two women. The older brunette woman wore the common rags that Ash had seen all the other chambermaids wearing; this was the woman he followed. The other girl was a gorgeous young blonde wearing a maid outfit that exposed much of her silky white skin. The two were in the middle of a discussion. 
 
   “What’s the point of having all this cute clothing if we can’t even wear it?” the young blonde asked.
 
   “You’re new here, so I’ll let you in on our little secret,” the older brunette said. “We try not to look too good, so The Prince won’t choose us to mate with.” 
 
   “Why wouldn’t we want to mate with The Prince? He’s so handsome!”
 
   “You’re just going to have to trust me on this one,” she said. “Prince Darko is definitely not mate material, even if he is royalty. There are sides to him you have yet to see, and once you do see them you will wish you hadn’t. That man lives only to fight. He shouldn’t even be called a ‘man’. He’s more of a demon. You’d be wise to stay as far away from him as possible.”
 
   The blonde beauty thought on this for a moment. “I see your point,” she said. “I guess I had better take this off then!” She slipped out of her maid outfit, dropping the clothes to the floor. Ash’s heartbeat raced at what he saw and he shut the door to allow them their privacy, but the blonde beauty’s next words made him think otherwise. 
 
   “So have you heard anything new about the break-in last night?” 
 
   Ash fought against his politeness at viewing the near-nude lady, and continued watching… For information!
 
   “I don’t know much,” the brunette said. “But a few of us saw the storeroom the thief supposedly broke out of.” 
 
   There it was! Useful information! 
 
   “Which storeroom?” the blonde asked. “How come nobody ever tells me about these things?” She pouted, bending over a trunk and digging through the clothes for a new, raggier outfit. 
 
   Good, Ash thought. Dig deeper! Dig deeper! …For information, that is. 
 
   “The storeroom on this floor,” the brunette replied. “That’s where they think the thief left the castle. Though, I don’t know why the guy would go from The King’s bedroom all the way up here.”
 
   “Beats me.” The blonde shrugged. “Does this outfit make me look fat?” She held up a baggy, gray robe for the other woman to see.
 
   “Yes,” the brunette said with a smile.
 
   “Perfect!” The blonde beauty threw the robe on, covering her bodacious body. They sparked up a new conversation about their fingernails and Ash lost interest. Deciding he had more than enough valuable information from this conversation, the boy left the land of the ladies. 
 
   I must never let Aura know about this room, Ash thought. Now, all I have to do is find the storeroom on this floor. Ash returned to wandering. He walked up and down the halls once more, peeking inside every room. Most were unoccupied conference rooms, like the one they’d always met Goddard in. Some of them appeared to be bedrooms, probably for the chambermaids and servants of the castle. Finally, at the end of the hall he found a room labeled ‘storeroom.’  What luck! 
 
   He was unsure of what items devils would keep in a storeroom, but was hopeful he would find all kinds of forgotten treasures. The reality was much less interesting, however. He entered and found it was just a small, cluttered room with hardly any space to move around. The entire room was littered with stacked boxes, old armor and weapons, some unfinished sculptures, and bookshelves full of old, dusty books. 
 
   At first glance, it would appear to have been trashed during the thief’s escape, but the more Ash looked around, the more he suspected this was just how it looked before. He picked a stack of boxes and cracked the lid off the top of one. Inside, he found papers. Another box contained some old silverware. He checked one more box with some cloth inside. He made his way over to the window, where he found a crate pushed up against the wall, offering a perfect step-up to the window. The window also appeared to have been tampered with. 
 
   With this information in mind, Ash left the storeroom to find Shiva and Aura and share with them what he’d found. After twenty minutes of searching the castle for them, he found the two on the ground floor talking to one of the door guards, who had very little to say on the matter. Aura had a troubled look on his face. Ash shrugged it off, thinking that it was from the lecture he’d just received.
 
   Ash interrupted their interrogation and informed his team of what he’d found. He stretched the details on his ‘conversation’ with the chambermaids, and how he’d found the storeroom with the suspicious window. Shiva immediately barked orders at him to take her there. Once they arrived at the room, the two newcomers observed the same scene Ash had just minutes ago. 
 
    “Check out the window,” Ash told them. 
 
   “The bars are broken,” Aura said. Only the two bars on the far left and right sides remained, which would allow anyone of smallish stature to pass through the broken-out window. 
 
   “So how did the thief get inside the castle, and why make the trek from the King’s bedroom all the way up here just to escape?” Ash asked. 
 
   “I think its safe to say that he did not come in through the front gate, cause it would have been blocked by the Royal Guards. That’s most likely also why he didn’t go out that way,” said Shiva.
 
   “What if somebody let him in?” Ash said. Then he was hit with a brilliant idea. “What if it was an inside job!”
 
   “What does that mean?” Shiva asked, unfamiliar with the term. 
 
   “What if the thief is someone who works inside the castle!”
 
   “Like a Royal Guard or a chambermaid?” Aura asked. 
 
   “Exactly!” Ash said. This job was almost starting to feel like a game! Aura nodded his head in agreement, but the skeptical look on Shiva’s face suggested she was less enthusiastic.
 
   “I doubt anyone would be stupid enough to risk treason against the Royal Family,” she said. Ash was about to raise an argument, but Shiva quickly added, “Though it does seem like the most sensible option.” 
 
   “I vote that we go question all the chambermaids now,” Aura suggested with a hint of lecherous mischief to his voice. Shiva didn’t bother with a response.
 
   “We’ll talk to Commander Stryd,” she said. “He’s sure to know something.”
 
    
 
   Commander Stryd was the second-least liked devil on Ash’s list so far, right after The Prince. Besides the demons, these two were the only ones Ash actually felt threatened by. Sure, Goddard and even Shiva had both done their fair share of threatening him, but it was The Prince and Stryd that genuinely scared him. 
 
   Shiva led the group downstairs towards the basement. Ash remembered being down there before, when he first awoke in Hell. He had promised himself that he would never end up in the holding cells down there, a promise that he intended to keep. Thankfully, that's not where they were heading this time. Shiva took him and Aura to the barracks where the off-duty Royal Guard members were sitting around relaxing, eating, and chatting amongst themselves. As soon as Shiva entered the room everyone stood up at attention. 
 
   “Where is Commander Stryd?” Shiva asked the room. 
 
   The Second in Command stepped forward. He was a tall, thin man with a tall, thin mustache, wearing the red version of spiky armor. He introduced himself immediately. 
 
   “Captain Pace of the Northern Division,” he said. 
 
   “I know who you are Pace, get on with it,” said Shiva.
 
   “The Commander is out doing his routine sweep of the kingdom, Lady Shiva,” he explained. “If you’d like to take a seat, we are expecting his return very soon.” 
 
   “Very well then, we will sit,” Shiva said, motioning to Ash and Aura to grab a seat. The guards in the room continued to stand, having not yet heard a command.
 
   “Your men may carry on, Captain,” Shiva said.
 
   “At ease, men,” Pace said. The guards sat back down and continued their business, but their chat was considerably quieter now. 
 
   Glancing around the room, Ash took notice of the various men that made up the Royal Guard. The majority of them were teenagers, around the same age as him. From the way they spoke to each other, they didn’t seem to be very educated. From the snippets of conversation that Ash caught, they had terrible accents and small vocabularies. They were all unkempt and dirty. To contrast, a small handful of the soldiers present seemed to be a great deal older than the rest of them, and much quieter. 
 
   “Well this is fun,” Aura said, bored with the room full of men. “Not even any eye candy in here.”
 
   “I’m glad you haven’t lumped me into that category,” Shiva said.
 
   “Are you?” Aura asked.
 
   “If he doesn’t come back in thirty minutes, I think we should leave,” Ash said. “No point in wasting time.”
 
   “We’ll wait for Stryd as long as it takes,” said Shiva. “Trust me. He’s our best bet right now for any information.”
 
   They sat silently for a few minutes, watching the Royal Guard members eat and chat. Aura became bored quickly and decided to strike up an important conversation he’d been holding back.
 
   “Does our team have a name?” he asked, catching their attention. When Shiva just gave him a skeptical look, he continued. “It doesn’t, does it? I think we should call ourselves ‘Aura and the Death Touchers’.” 
 
    “But we’re not all death touchers,” Ash said.
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” Aura replied. “The name alone would strike fear into people’s hearts.” 
 
   “That’s stupid,” Shiva said. 
 
   “Well then, Miss Royal Family, what would you call us?”
 
   “If we’re giving ourselves a name, we should be called ‘The Royal Outsiders’. Royal, because of the authority we possess, and outsiders because we exist outside of the Royal Guard system.”
 
   “Aha!” Aura said. “So you have been thinking up names for us too!”
 
   “I…” Shiva stuttered. “As the group’s leader, it’s my duty to give us our name.”
 
   “How about the ‘Royal Outsider Assassination Squad’?” Ash said. “That sounds cooler.”
 
   “Add ‘Team’ to the end,” Aura said. “That would make our acronym ROAST!” 
 
   “A bit redundant, but still cool!” Ash said.
 
   “We’re not calling ourselves ROAST,” said Shiva, ending their fun. 
 
   Another name idea popped into Ash’s mind. It was so perfect he just had to offer it. “How about ‘Knights in Satan’s Service?” he asked, smiling. The two thought on it for a moment. Aura smirked, figuring out what the acronym would be.
 
   “Knights in Satan’s Service…” Shiva said. “The Knights, they’d call us for short…” She remained pensive about it for another moment, before stating “I like it.” Ash and Aura smiled, and weren’t the least bit surprised that anything having to do with Satan’s name, Shiva would be for. And so the group KISS was formed. 
 
   As they waited, Aura took notice of many Royal Guards stealing glances at them. “These men can’t seem to stop checking us out,” Aura whispered to Ash. “Hey!” Aura said, catching one guy looking right at him. “Got a problem?” 
 
   The guard muttered a barely audible “no” and quickly turned away.
 
   “Then what’s with the one-way staring contest?”
 
   “My men are very interested in you,” Captain Pace said. “A death toucher and a human are quite an unusual sight.” 
 
   “Even if we are, it’s rude to stare!” Aura said. 
 
   “Half-human,” Ash said. He hoped that in time, he would no longer be singled out as a ‘human’. Then he felt saddened for being ashamed of his humanity. What was wrong with me? I shouldn’t care what the devils think of me. I should be figuring out how to get back home! Not sticking around Hell long enough for the devils to accept me as one of them.
 
   “Perhaps it would liven the mood if we were to invite you to join our activities,” Pace said. “We were just about to start a sparring session.” 
 
   “Excellent, I was getting bored,” said Shiva. 
 
   “I’d rather not,” Aura said. 
 
   “Yes you will,” Shiva replied. “You’ve barely proven your combat skills. It’s time for a real display of your so-called ‘talents’ in fighting.”
 
   “Fine,” Aura said with a sigh and gave in. “Sitting around was beginning to bore me anyway. Nothing like a little sparring to get the ol’ blood flowing, eh Ash?” He stood up and started to stretch.
 
   “Me too?” 
 
   “You too, Ash. You haven’t had any training today, and frankly I think you could use all the practice you can get,” she said.
 
   “Of course. I didn’t think I was getting out of this,” he said, standing up. “Will you be joining us?”
 
   “Nope,” Shiva replied. “These guys won’t fight against me. They’re too chicken. Give these two a workout, okay?” she said to Pace. “Especially him.” She motioned to Aura. 
 
   “Of course, my Lady,” the Captain said with a smile. “Alright men, into the sparring room.” The men stood up and filed into the sparring room next door. Some seemed anxious to fight against them, others seemed nervous. Ash and the rest followed them through the door in the back of the barracks, which lead to a wide-open gymnasium-like room, complete with benches along the sides for spectators to sit. Shiva and Captain Pace took their seats along the side, waiting for the show to begin. 
 
   “The use of armor is not allowed in sparring,” Pace announced to Shiva’s group. He tossed Aura a leather glove. “We’ll let you wear this instead of your metal gauntlet, for obvious reasons.” Though he disliked wearing anything other than his own metal gauntlet, he understood and switched it out for the leather glove instead. 
 
   The various soldiers of the Royal Guard removed whatever armor they were wearing. Many of them remained in their normal clothes, some of them even put on training robes. When they were done they all lined up.
 
   “Alright men, whatever order you’re standing in will be the order in which you’ll engage them,” Pace said. “If the two of you would stand in the center of each circle you see painted on the floor,” he said to Ash and Aura, “the object of sparring is to force your opponent out of the circle. The use of flame is prohibited, so keep it to hand-to-hand combat only.”
 
   Ash was happy to hear this rule, as he had not yet managed anything more than a few sparks. Any time he fought against someone, he ran the risk of being at a major disadvantage for it.  
 
   The two of them took their positions on opposite ends of the room, stepping inside their circles. The men lined up, waiting to get inside the circles and spar. Shiva yawned, wishing they would just get started already.
 
   “You may begin,” the captain said. The first two men in line stepped forward, one to Ash’s circle, and one to Aura’s. 
 
   “Hey Ash!” Aura called from across the room to him, “I bet I can beat more guys than you!”
 
   “You’re on!” Ash yelled back, though he wasn’t quite so sure he could outdo Aura. 
 
   His opponent, a young man wearing a dirty white training robe, didn’t say anything as he faced Ash. He took a fighting stance while Ash just stood there and watched him. After a deep breath, the man punched forward. It wasn’t much of a punch, compared to anyone Ash had fought thus far, allowing Ash to easily grab the man’s arm, put his foot behind his leg, and trip him to the ground. Once on the ground, Ash tightened his grip on the man’s arm and dragged him out of the circle.
 
   He looked over at Aura who was staring down his opponent.   
 
   “That’s one for me, Aura!” said Ash. 
 
   “Hey friend,” Aura whispered to his opponent, “Want to see my death touching hand?” Once again, Aura held his arm before him and gripped it with his other hand. His opponent, overcome with fear, stepped back until he was conveniently outside the circle.
 
   “That was cheap!” Ash said.
 
   “1-1,” Aura replied, keeping score. Their next opponents joined them, and they started anew. Ash’s second sparring partner was a bit craftier. He was a small guy, who used his size to his advantage. He wormed around the circle, sneaking past Ash’s attacks and landing a couple weak hits to Ash as well. He couldn’t really do any real damage, though. Once Ash caught him, he was easily able to toss him out of the circle. 
 
   Aura’s second opponent was even easier. All he had to do was rush forward and grab him. The man put up very little of a fight, and Aura was able to easily push him out. The score was tied again, as their next opponents entered.
 
   The two of them continued playing like this for an hour. Ash discovered that in a fair one-on-one fight he could really hold his own. Even without the use of fire he was doing well. He wondered if he had always been latently good at fighting, or if it was the devil blood that gave him his talent. Heck, maybe it was all the video games he played! Whatever the reason, he knew he had come a long way in a short amount of time. 
 
   Aura wasn’t too shabby either. Shiva had been skeptical of his fighting ability, thinking he was only on the team for his death touch. She was surprised to see an intelligent, capable combatant in him. He was a more tactical fighter than Ash, and would always wait for his opponent to strike first. He assessed them and created strategies based on who he was fighting, factoring in body size, strength, and fighting style. 
 
   While Shiva silently watched them from the sideline, another man entered undetected into the sparring room. He watched for a moment, allowing his anger to rise to a boiling point that was as brutal as it was uncalled for. Finally, Commander Stryd could take no more of watching the death toucher and the half-human make a mockery of his soldiers. 
 
   “What is going on here?!” the Commander of the Royal Guard screamed.
 
    
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen: Stride for Stryd
 
    
 
   The men stopped what they were doing and fell in line. Captain Pace jumped off the bench and stepped forward to explain the situation to his enraged Commander.
 
   “Commander! Lady Shiva is here to see you! While they were waiting, we challenged them to some sparring!” By the way he frantically tried to explain himself, everyone could see the severity of the situation. The Commander stood silently now, his eyes moving from Lady Shiva on the bench to the circles where Ash and Aura stood. Shiva stood and took over the explanation from the fumbling Captain, who was not at all bothered to be out of the spotlight.  
 
   “Commander Stryd, we’re here to ask you some questions about a recent theft,” she said. 
 
   The soldiers, along with Ash and Aura, remained still, uncertain of whether or not they should continue sparring.
 
   “So, Lady Shiva,” Stryd said, “your crack team has been assembled and you’ve been given a mission, huh?”
 
   Shiva remained silent. 
 
   “And I see you’ve added the infamous death toucher to your group,” he said, motioning to Aura. The look on his face read disgust.
 
   Aura knew there were certain times when he should just stay silent. This was one of them. He had heard all the stories about Commander Stryd. He knew him as a ruthless, dangerous, strong man who had cut down many criminals and some that weren’t even guilty. A few of them were men that Aura had known personally. He was very lucky to have avoided any interaction with the Commander thus far. 
 
    “We’re here to ask you some questions,” Shiva said, trying to assert herself. The only thing she succeeded in was turning the Commander’s attention back to her.
 
   “My men are patrolling the streets right now searching for the thief,” Stryd said. “When we find him, you’ll be informed.”
 
   “We were assigned to this case, Stryd,” she said, dropping the formalities. 
 
   “I am not obligated to share any of my information with you.” 
 
   The room came to a standstill, as no one knew what to do. The Royal Guard soldiers were too frightened of their Commander to move, and the other two were waiting to see how Shiva would handle the situation. The tension was high and it seemed that Commander Stryd was calling the shots. 
 
   “How about a game?” Stryd said, changing gears. 
 
   “Go on,” Shiva said.
 
   “A sparring match between your two men and myself.”
 
   “You want to spar against those two? At the same time?”
 
   “How about it?” Stryd asked them. “I’ll take you both on at the same time. If you can knock me out of the circle, I’ll give you the information you’re after.”  
 
   “What do you want if you win?” 
 
   “I want you to sit on your butts and leave this to us.”
 
   Ash knew that would result in that much talked-about discipline scenario. It was a no-brainer to him to decline the challenge and continue looking for clues on their own.
 
   “Deal,” Shiva said. “Don’t mess this up you two!” 
 
    
 
   “Thanks for consulting us on the matter!” Aura said to Shiva as they huddled together before the sparring match. Commander Stryd had gone to his office to change. All around the room, the various men that they had been sparring with only minutes ago now sat on the benches and floor, waiting to see their Commander in action. The room became loud and intense. 
 
    “Look,” said Shiva, “I’ve seen Stryd fight. He’s good, but you two are alright. And two ‘alrights’ make a good, so it’s kind of like an even match.”
 
   “Was that a compliment?” Ash asked.
 
   “No!” she said. “It’s two against one in sparring! You’ll be fine!” 
 
   As Commander Stryd reentered the sparring room, the Royal Guard members burst into an uproar of cheers and applause.  
 
   “Maybe! But if we lose this, we lose our first mission too!” Ash said.
 
   “Use that as your motivation. Now get in there!” she said, pointing at the circle with Commander Stryd awaiting them in the center. Luckily he wasn't wearing his black spiky armor, or this sparring match would be impossible to win. Instead, he wore a simple white robe like the other Royal Guard soldiers had. Except his was exceptionally clean. 
 
   “I’m waiting, children,” Stryd said. They left their group huddle with Shiva and made their way towards the circle. 
 
   “Okay, basic strategy,” Aura whispered to Ash, “since we haven’t fought together yet, let’s keep our attacks separate. Don’t interfere when the other person is attacking, got it?” 
 
   “Sounds good,” Ash replied. He didn’t have a strategy of his own to offer, so it was nice to at least have some idea of what to do once they started. He hoped that Aura was wiser than he led on.
 
   Together, they stepped into the sparring circle. Commander Stryd threw a couple practice punches into the air, warming up. He somehow managed to look even more intimidating without his armor. “Been a while since I’ve had a challenge,” he said. “I don’t have very high hopes for this, though.” 
 
   Ash and Aura both put up their defenses, waiting to see what Stryd would do. For the moment, Stryd was looking down, focusing on his feet. Ash saw this as an opportunity, but Aura saw it as a trap. Ash moved to attack, and Stryd was waiting. As soon as Ash stepped forward, Stryd went low, sweeping the ground. Ash jumped it, but Stryd was back up with a roundhouse kick, knocking him to the ground. 
 
   Shiva and Captain Pace sat at the sidebar, watching. While Pace twirled his mustache admiring his Commander, Shiva sat disappointed. She had thought she taught Ash better than to fall for such a simple trick. All it took was one wrong move and the battle would be over. 
 
   Aura crept up from behind, attempting to put Stryd in some kind of hold. However, Stryd reacted too quickly and jabbed his elbow straight back into Aura’s stomach. Gasping, Aura jumped back, not wanting to fall prey to another attack. Meanwhile, Ash was in the process of standing back up, but Stryd was moving in on him. The Commander threw a kick, aiming for Ash’s jaw, but the boy caught his foot instead and held on. 
 
   This gave Aura just enough time to retry his idea of putting Stryd in a hold. He crept up from behind again, but Stryd anticipated it for the second time. The Commander instead grabbed him by his shirt and tossed him into Ash, causing Ash to lose his grip on Stryd’s leg. The two boys were dangerously close to the edge of the circle, and all Stryd had to do was push them out. 
 
   “Idiots!” Shiva stood up and shouted. Seeing their pathetic display of fighting made it all the harder to sit back and watch. Captain Pace’s sly smile and the way he twirled his mustache with his finger only increased her anger. Even though he was smiling because he was happy to see his Commander in action, she took it as an insult. 
 
   “How about we try a team attack now?” Ash said, standing up.
 
   “Good idea. I’ll go high, you go low,” Aura replied. 
 
   The two of them charged at him, side by side. Aura threw a punch aimed at Stryd’s face, while Ash kicked at his stomach. Stryd simply reached out and plucked their fist and foot, as if they were merely dangling in the air. Shiva stood again and made a loud, disappointed, painful sound. 
 
   “You’re going to have to do better than that,” Stryd said, tightening his grip. 
 
   Simultaneously, Ash punched while Aura kicked, making Stryd release them. They jumped back to a safer distance. 
 
   “Yes!” Shiva shouted again. She was really getting into the match, and rightfully so. Her pride was at stake, after all. 
 
   “The team attack didn’t work,” Aura said. “Hang back for a second, I’m going to go one on one with him.”
 
   “Have at it,” Ash said, panting.
 
   Aura rushed forward while Stryd braced himself. At the last second before he would have run into him, Aura sidestepped instead, attempting to throw him off. It worked, as Stryd threw a punch where Aura was no longer standing. Seeing an opening, Aura threw a solid punch right at him, which connected with Stry’d face.
 
   Stryd stumbled backward, but caught himself and stood his ground. While he was staggering, Aura got around to his other side and jabbed straight into his torso with his leather glove. Stryd shouted in pain and anger.  Shiva erupted with cheers from the sideline as Aura hopped back to where he left Ash standing. 
 
   “He’s old and slow. That’s how we’ll beat him,” Aura told Ash.
 
   “Now you’ve got him!” Shiva said. Captain Pace’s smile disappeared, replaced by a look of worry. It was the first time anyone had actually hit the Commander during a sparring match. Of course, the Commander rarely joined in any sparring sessions anyway, but still it was a first for him. 
 
   Stryd could only gasp for breathe and stare in rage at them.
 
   “Zig-zag patterns, then?” Ash asked.
 
   “Let’s go,” said Aura.
 
   Together, Ash and Aura zoomed forward, darting unpredictably back and forth. Stryd was clearly having problems keeping track of both of them at the same time, his eyes bouncing back and forth between the two. When Aura went low to kick out his legs, Stryd guarded by stepping backwards, but he wasn’t prepared for Ash standing behind him.
 
   Ash placed his hands on Stryd’s shoulders for grip, and his foot on the small of his back. Putting all his weight into it, he rolled backwards on the ground, flipping Stryd over. Stryd quickly climbed to his feet, but realized that he was now dangerously close to the edge.
 
   “You got him!” Shiva shouted her lungs out. “Finish it!” 
 
   “One last push,” Aura said.
 
   Again, he and Ash rushed forward, keeping a straight path this time. They started throwing punches, most of them wild and meant to distract Stryd from the real punches. Stryd had no problem deflecting and dodging their attacks, but every hit that actually landed slowed him down more and more. 
 
   The Commander finally managed to throw his own attacks into the mix, which Aura and Ash did their best to avoid.  When it became apparent that they themselves were being pushed back, Ash had to think of something quick. 
 
   The room was so loud with the soldiers’ cheers that it was hard to think. Shiva and Pace were on the edge of their seats. The match was close to being over, but as Stryd pushed and pushed, the two were losing ground. 
 
   “I have an idea,” Ash said. “Get behind him and kneel down.” 
 
   Aura tried to work his way around Stryd while still trading blows with him. Ash tried to keep the Commander preoccupied and allow Aura some freedom to get behind him, but Stryd was too experienced of a fighter to just simply allow an enemy to flank him. Ash started to really step up his game, throwing punches faster and more randomly, but something else was missing. 
 
   Ash needed an element of surprise and confusion that would cause Stryd to lose focus on Aura for only a second. He thought about what he could do, and came to only one conclusion. The boy stepped back and brought out his wings, spreading them wide open.
 
   “What are you doing?” Stryd and Shiva shouted in unison. This little break was exactly what Aura needed, as he took his place kneeling on the ground right behind Stryd. Ash smiled, seeing Aura in place, and jumped high, planting both his feet on Stryd’s chest and kicking him backwards.
 
   It wasn’t a strong kick, but it didn’t need to be. Stryd expected to only take a step backward, but tripped over Aura and fell back, outside of the circle. His men all shouted in outrage. Shiva leapt from her seat, cheering only for a moment. She realized what she was doing, and collected herself into a more composed figure. Captain Pace rushed in to help Stryd to his feet.
 
   Ash and Aura took a moment to breath a huge sigh of relief. They couldn’t even believe they had done it! They slapped each other a high five, smiling triumphantly.
 
   Commander Stryd tried his best to push away the helpful hands of Captain Pace and a few other Royal Guards that decided to help him up. Shiva approached her teammates, hoping they didn’t see her joyous outburst a moment ago. 
 
   “I told you that you could beat him,” she said.
 
   “I guess we’re better than ‘alright’, huh?” Aura asked, fishing for a compliment. 
 
   “It was two-on-one! Of course you would win, regardless of your skill.”
 
   Back on his feet, Commander Stryd and his posse of Royal Guard marched over to the three. Stryd was noticeably furious, as this had been his first loss in years. Not since he was a young rookie himself had he tasted defeat. The fact that it had come at the hands of such a motley duo just added insult to injury. 
 
   As Stryd approached, it didn’t look like he was going to start talking. Ash was still catching his breath, and was completely off-guard at the moment. His rage getting the better of him, Stryd took the opportunity. With all his fury and strength backing him, he threw a lightning-fast punch aimed square at Ash’s face.
 
   Stryd’s fist never reached Ash’s face, as Shiva intercepted it with an open-palm. Ash didn’t even realize what had happened until it was over. 
 
   “You’ve lost, Stryd,” Shiva said. “Now let’s go have a little chat, shall we?”
 
   A couple minutes later, everyone was cooled down and ready for a nice civil discussion. Shiva, Ash, and Aura all sat at a table in the barracks with Commander Stryd and Captain Pace. The rest of the Royal Guards were ordered to return to duty.
 
   “Let’s start with what you know about the break-in,” Shiva said.
 
   “My men have been up all night searching the entire castle and they’ve found no point of entry,” Stryd said. “Whoever it was had access to the castle.” 
 
   “We had a theory that it could have been one of your men,” she said.
 
   “Impossible. I searched all my men’s personal effects and found nothing. Furthermore, my men are loyal to a fault. They would never risk something as stupid as theft from the Royal Family. We’re currently holding interrogations with the castle servants and maids.”
 
   “Very well then, did anyone in the castle see anything?” Shiva asked.
 
   “One of the chambermaids we spoke to claims to have actually saw the thief.” 
 
   “Was she able to identify the thief?” Shiva asked, amazed at the piece of information.
 
   “She says she only saw him from behind, as he leapt out the window of the fourth floor storeroom,” Stryd said. “She could do nothing but report it to us.” 
 
   “Were there any defining traits?”
 
   “He had a crippled wing.”
 
   Ash remembered what he’d read in his book. If your wings were ever cut off, they would grow back but they’d never be as good as your original. The wing could only regrow as a shriveled, useless appendage. So the thief must have lost a wing at some point in his life. 
 
   “So we find our guy with a shriveled wing, and that’s the thief?” Aura asked.
 
   “It’s a good start. Is there anything else we should know?” Shiva said. 
 
   “That is all,” Stryd said. “Now all you have to do is investigate every person in Hell and make them show you their wings!” He got a good laugh out of his suggestion, and Captain Pace was quick to join in on the laughter as well.
 
   “We’ll take our leave now,” Shiva said, tired of talking with the Commander. Ash couldn’t be happier to be out of there as well. The three of them stood and made for the exit. 
 
   “Hey you; human!” Commander Stryd called to Ash.
 
   Ash turned around but said nothing. 
 
   “What is your name?” Stryd asked.
 
   “Ash,” he replied. “Ash Kaplan.”
 
   “Well Ash, let me make one thing perfectly clear; it took two of you to beat me at sparring, with no weapons, no armor, and no flames. But make no mistake about it. If you ever step out of line, you’ll have to deal with me. And it won’t be another sparring match.” 
 
   Ash did his best to ignore the comment and not make a reaction of any sort. He instead turned and walked out the door. He made sure to securely shut the door behind him before speaking to his team again. 
 
   “What an ass,” he said. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen: With a Little Help From My Friends
 
    
 
   Leaving the basement where the Royal Guards barracks were located, the team moved upward at Shiva’s suggestion to find an empty conference room. On the way, Aura teased Ash about Commander Stryd’s threatening comment. 
 
   “Better watch out, or Commander Snide will cut you down!”
 
   Even though he found Aura’s nickname for the Commander funny, there was a certain scary truth to his comment that wore heavily on Ash’s mind. Ultimately, he figured it would be best to put it out of his head and keep his distance from Sepultura Stryd. 
 
   It had been a long, tiring morning so far and it wasn’t over yet. Now began their search for the devil with the crippled wing. Ash found that having something to do, a goal to focus on, helped to take his mind off of his terrible predicament. Hanging out with Shiva and Aura also helped him feel less lonely. The hope that this ‘God’s Blessing’ they were searching for could also provide a way home for him made the boy all the more excited to be working.
 
   The group passed the exit for the main level of the castle and moved up another floor, to where they’d usually go to meet with Goddard. Shiva pushed open the first door they encountered and finding it empty, motioned for the guys to follow her inside. The room was very similar to the conference room they met with Goddard in. A long table took up most of the room. The furniture and even the chandelier were made out of a mixture of wood and bones. The curtains were closed, until Shiva drew them open, letting the afternoon light shine in on the dusty table.
 
   “This will do for now,” Shiva said. “If nobody else uses this room, maybe we can see about turning it into our permanent base.” As she spoke, Aura and Ash took their seats at the table. Shiva claimed the seat at the end of the table, where Goddard would normally be sitting. “Now then…” She cast a curious glance in Aura’s direction.
 
   “What’s that look for?” Aura asked, thinking it had something to do with his stunning features.
 
   “Well, don’t you know who our crippled-wing bandit is?” Shiva asked. 
 
   “Hey, I’ve heard stories about devils losing wings before but I never knew any of them personally. The crew I run with isn’t so careless as to lose a wing. We’re a much higher grade of professionals.”
 
   “What about you?” she said, turning to Ash. “Got any bright ideas?” 
 
   Ash mulled it over in his mind for a moment. If this devil lost a wing, he probably would have had to go to a hospital to get it looked at. Hospitals keep registries of all their patients. They’d have to do a lot of research, but it could be a good start. 
 
   “Maybe we could check in with the hospital and see if they had any patients with missing wings recently?” Ash said. Shiva and Aura returned his suggestion with blank stares. 
 
   “Hospital?” Aura repeated.
 
   “Patience?” Shiva echoed. 
 
   A couple seconds passed in which no one said anything. Ash once again passed the idea around in his mind of explaining the terms “hospital” and “patients” to them, but decided against it. Their responses seemed to signal that such things didn’t exist in Hell.
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “What about your friends?” Shiva asked Aura.
 
   “Who? The guys you beat up?”
 
   “They started it,” Ash said.
 
   “Actually, I started it,” said Shiva. It was true; she did throw the first table. “But that’s irrelevant. Do you think they’d know anything?” 
 
   Aura’s mood changed abruptly. His air of confidence and swagger were thrown off-kilter. Now he just looked depressed. He tried to hide this by saying, “Let me think…” but he couldn’t fool Ash. Something was off about him.  There was something that he wasn’t sharing with the class. Ash wanted to broach the subject, but didn’t know how. He didn’t feel like he knew Aura well enough to pry into his matters, or even how to comfort him if he did get an answer. For the moment, he made note of it and remained quiet.
 
   “I suppose they might know something,” Aura said half-heartedly, almost hesitant to admit it. 
 
   “How do we know that one of your buddies isn’t the thief?” Shiva asked.
 
   “Two reasons,” Aura said. “First: as I already stated, I don’t know anyone with a crippled wing. That includes my friends. Second: they’re not stupid. They know better than to do anything to draw the attention of the Royal Guard, or the Royal Family. This may surprise you, but they’re not the most adept fighters-” Shiva snorted a bit here, “-and like most people, they fear the crap out of Prince Darko.”
 
   “I don’t blame them,” Shiva said. She, along with everyone else in Hell, thought very highly of Prince Darko. Even Ash could see why, and he’d barely been a devil for a week. 
 
   “Do you think they would help us?” Ash asked. The two groups hadn’t gotten off on the best foot, but with Aura acting as ambassador, he was certain they could make amends.
 
   “I can talk to them,” Aura said. When Ash gave him a questioning look, he flashed a large fake smile and said, more confidently, “Of course they would! They’re my friends!”
 
   “Then we should go now,” Shiva said, standing up. “Do you know where they’ll be?”
 
   “I have a pretty good idea.”
 
    
 
   They headed straight outside and up, up, and away! Ash was beginning to get the hang of his wings, as all the airtime helped to strengthen them. Staying airborne wasn’t as much of a struggle as it had once been. He was surprised at how quickly his wings bulked up, considering they had never been used just days ago. Now he had no trouble keeping up with Shiva and Aura, and even zooming past other people sharing the airspace with them. Flying was a lot more fun when there weren’t demon dragons in the sky! 
 
   “Over there!” Aura said. “This way!” His voice sounded distant because of the wind at their high altitude, even though he was only a few feet away. He started to circle their destination, and they followed his lead in descending.
 
   Ash’s landings were getting better as well. It helped to watch Shiva and Aura land first. They simply reduced altitude until they were mere inches off the ground, and would then stop flapping their wings completely. Once on the ground, their wings would shoot back inside of them subconsciously. Ash copied every single movement they made.  They dropped down to the ground outside of a familiar building: The Missing Piece bar.
 
   “You’re kidding…” Shiva said in disbelief. 
 
   “Just a guess, but I think we might find them here,” Aura said.
 
   “Alright,” said Shiva, “let’s go.” She stepped forward toward the bar but Aura shot forward to block her.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Aura said. “You shouldn’t go in!” 
 
   “You don’t give the orders,” Shiva said, her brow furrowed with agitation. “I do!”
 
   “But they trust me – not you,” said Aura. “If you go in, it’s just going to lead to more trouble.”
 
   Shiva made an enraged face, but before she could shout her angry rebuttal Ash stepped in attempting to quell the situation. “He has a point,” the boy said. “They don’t really respond well to us.”
 
   Shiva allowed herself to calm down before answering. Here she was, losing her grasp on her leadership position again. Unfortunately, under their current circumstances, the boys were right. Those people were their best leads, and Aura was the sole person who stood a chance at getting the information they needed from the gang. For the time being, Shiva knew she had to let the matter go.
 
   “You have ten minutes,” she told him, still trying to hold on to some authority.
 
   “I won’t even need five minutes,” Aura said with a weak smile. He left Ash and Shiva behind and trotted up the stairs to the bar. With one last reassuring half-smile, he disappeared inside.
 
   “He better not try to run off,” Shiva muttered just loud enough for Ash to hear.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   On the inside, Aura wasted no time finding his friends. They sat in the rear, as they usually did. He even spotted Dunger sitting in the opposite corner, alone. His burns were healing up nicely but he looked pensive, lost in thought. The bar was in a sorry state still, and as Aura walked towards the back booths the various patrons took notice of him. Most of them had been there when the brawl occurred; their opinions of him now had altered drastically. The barkeep, a man Aura considered an old friend, stood behind a patched-up countertop cleaning a glass. Aura passed by him flashing his trademark smile, only to be met with a disapproving headshake. 
 
   The bar was still trashed; windows missing, chairs and tables broken, and cracks in the walls. Despite this, whatever tables and chairs weren’t broken had been arranged as they were before, with people still using them. It would take more than a little brawl and some broken furniture to actually close the bar. Eventually the owner would replace all the broken stuff, piece by piece. But as the bar was rarely ever closed to its regulars, it wasn’t convenient to find time to shut down and properly make repairs. 
 
   As Aura moved towards the back, his friends came into sight. Sars, Vadnais, and Fry all sat at their usual booth. The table was littered with empty bottles and the women were long-gone. 
 
   Figures, Aura thought. They weren’t very good with women by themselves. He was always the main attraction. Sars was the first one to spot Aura gliding towards them. He alerted the rest of the table and motioned his head towards Aura. Everyone became silent as Aura approached.
 
   “Hi guys,” he said. “Care if I take a seat?”
 
   “Do whatever you want,” Sars said, cold as ice. “Oh wait, you already do anyway.”
 
   Frowning, but not giving up, Aura took a seat with them. “I wanted to talk about what happened the other day.”
 
   “The other day?” Fry spoke up now. “Oh, you mean when you bailed on us?” 
 
   “That’s not what I did.”
 
   “Sure seemed like it to us,” Vadnais said, monotone. 
 
   “You guys are looking at it all wrong,” Aura said. “I’m still with you!”
 
   “No you’re not,” Sars replied. “You’re with them now. And quite frankly, we don’t want you with us anymore anyway.” 
 
   “How can you say that? We’re a team!”
 
   “We took a vote,” Sars said. “We all decided that the moment you walked out on us, we were done. You’re out.” 
 
   “I didn’t want to walk out on you! The Royal Family has taken notice of me, it’s not my fault!”
 
   “Actually, it is kind of your fault,” Sars said. “You were the one who had to go around spreading your death touch rumors, trying to make yourself sound so mysterious and dangerous. Of course it was only a matter of time until the Royal Family got wind of it and came looking for you.”
 
   Aura bit his tongue. That part was definitely true, and there was no denying it. Had he been foolish in trying to build a reputation for himself? It sure seemed like it at the moment. 
 
   “So what, you just want to be done with me now?” His heart started to ache. He’d spent his whole life trying to avoid confrontation and drama, and not since he was a small child had he encountered a situation that made him feel this hurt.
 
   “I think that would be best,” said Sars, acting as the group’s new leader. “Please, just leave us alone now.”
 
   Aura felt like crying but held it in. No way he would spare tears for these guys. Dejected, he stood up, wanting nothing more than to get out of there. Then he remembered his mission to find out the information they needed. He turned to face them once more, and with a little humility to his voice, he asked, “One last thing guys, do you know anyone with a crippled wing?” 
 
   No one spoke, as his question was met with blank stares. “That some kind of homework assignment? You rooting out our people now?” Sars asked. 
 
   “No, I just-”
 
   “Go,” Sars said, cutting him off.
 
   A wave of emotions that Aura hadn’t felt since childhood washed over him, reintroducing him to sorrow, pain, betrayal, and rejection. He wasn’t the most experienced at handling these long-forgotten feelings, and did what seemed most appropriate: he walked away. Leaving his ex-gang behind, he headed for the door. He avoided the glances of the bar’s various patrons. He knew they’d been listening to every word the gang had said, and were probably laughing at him. He kept his eyes to the floor as he made his way out. 
 
   He burst through the door so fast that he almost knocked Shiva over. They were both momentarily surprised, and Aura quickly went about hiding his hurt feelings.
 
   “Oh, Shiva…” he said, rubbing some ‘dust’ from his eyes. “I told you I wouldn’t need the full ten minutes.” 
 
   “How did it go?” Ash asked, sensing something was off with his teammate. 
 
   “Did you get the information we need?” Shiva asked.
 
   “Sorry,” Aura told them, “they didn’t know anything.” 
 
   “Idiots!” Shiva said. “I’ll go in there and beat some sense into them! Then maybe they’ll know something!”
 
   “You can’t!” Aura said. “I promised we’d leave them alone from now on.”
 
   “I made no such promise!” 
 
   “Shiva, please…” For the first time, Shiva could tell Aura was actually being sincere. Seeing him with such a pathetic look on his face, begging for his friend’s safety, she suddenly lost interest. 
 
   “Fine,” Shiva said. “We’d only be wasting our time. Let’s fan out and interrogate as many people as we can. Someone should know something about a man with a crippled wing.”
 
    
 
   The team spent the next several hours wandering the streets of South Hell, asking the various citizens about anyone they knew with a crippled wing. Not surprisingly, not a single person knew a thing. After nearly a hundred people interviewed, they were not even a single step closer to finding their thief. With their morale sinking, Shiva insisted they press on.
 
   Something about the way Aura was acting didn’t sit right with Ash. Shiva was far too into her interrogations to notice, but Ash caught on right away. Aura was different somehow. Not as lively as he usually was. Maybe even depressed. Ash suspected something went wrong during Aura’s talk with his friends, but couldn’t exactly question him about it. He didn’t know how to bring it up. Even when they were asking a particularly beautiful lady their usual questions, Aura didn’t even try to hit on her. It was a strange sight, like the boy was broken.
 
   Their search continued to yield no results after multiple hours and the artificial sun was nearly gone, and Shiva decided to call it quits for the night. She dismissed the team and said they’d continue their search first thing in the morning, and to meet up in the empty meeting room they’d found. With a nod of approval from her subordinates, she took off towards the castle, leaving the two boys behind. Ash wanted to ask Aura if anything was troubling him, but Aura muttered a quick goodbye and walked away. Ash conceded that any questioning would have to wait for another time.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Aura took off so fast and so unexpectedly that Ash didn’t have time to question him. He was thankful for that. He wasn’t in the mood to be walking around town aimlessly asking people questions, and certainly not in the mood to answer anyone’s questions about himself. Whenever he felt thoughtful or moody, he liked to be on his own. Usually, he’d walk around town for a while and then return to his gang’s usual squatting spot. This time, that would not be the case.
 
   Just like last night, he had no home to return to. He spent most of last night walking the streets of Hell, pondering to himself his abandonment of his gang and worrying about how they’d react. As he expected, they didn’t take it well. After some time, he finally realized that with his new status as a recruit of the Royal Family, he’d be admitted into the castle and could probably go there for the night. Tonight however, he didn’t feel like returning.
 
   Tonight he’d have to go someplace else. A place he very rarely went, and only in times of absolute desperation. It was a special location to him, known only by himself and his gang. For most of his life, it served as his artificial home, even if he rarely went there. It was the old weapons manufacturing plant in the Southern section of the kingdom, and it held significance from his past that he’d never told anyone about.
 
   He waited until any Royal Guards patrolling the area were out of his sight and crept in through the side door of the building that only he knew about. Inside, he was greeted by the usual dusty, idle machinery that in the past was used for making most of the weapons Hell was supplied with. In days of moderate peace like the age they’d recently settled into, such a large-scale operation was no longer necessary, and private merchants made most of the profit off of weapons manufacturing.
 
   Aura glided like a ghost through the empty building, memories of his past fully occupying his mind. It took him a while to notice that the place was less dusty than he remembered it being. A cursory glance at the floor revealed that someone had been walking around in here, leaving footprints in the dust. Since it had been a long time since he’d last returned here, he knew it could not have been from him.
 
   Great, he thought. Someone else has been squatting here since I’ve been gone! He contemplated sticking around to confront whoever it was, but ultimately decided that he’d rather avoid any more devil interaction tonight. He was not in the mood to argue with anyone, let alone try to present himself as threatening or dominant. He peered outside once more. After waiting for the Royal Guards to move on with their area patrol, the boy quickly left the building. As he trotted away, a Royal Guard member turned a corner and spotted him.
 
   “Aura Draxler!” The Royal Guard called to him. “Wait right there!” 
 
   Thinking he was in trouble, Aura did what anyone else would have done and bolted. The lone Royal Guard pursued, and soon the area was once again empty. Or so it seemed.
 
   Hiding nearby was the familiar form of a man on the run. He’d seen Aura enter his temporary home and waited to see if the boy would exit. For once, luck was on the man’s side. With no one around, the man had the perfect opportunity to sneak back inside. Too bad for Aura; he was only ten minutes off from walking in on Apsat with the stolen God’s Blessing.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen: You’ve Got A Friend
 
    
 
   As Ash entered his tiny flat, his hand instinctively reached to the wall where any normal house would have a light switch. He chuckled to himself, remembering that was something Hell did not have yet. He spat a few sparks at the candle on the wall instead. He couldn’t manage to sustain a flame, but eventually the few sparks that trickled out were able to catch the candlewick. With the candle lit, he carried it around the room lighting the various other candles hanging on each wall. While crossing the dark room, the boy tripped and fell over what felt like his bed. The strange thing was, he didn’t remember his bed being on that particular side of the room. He picked himself off the bed and stared down at it. Then he looked across the room at his bed. 
 
   There was definitely one extra bed in the room that wasn’t there when he left in the morning. He decided he would leave it alone until tomorrow, and if no one came by to take it back, he would push it together with his bed to form a double. That sounded reasonable. 
 
   Tired now, Ash dug through his chest of clothing looking for pajamas. He didn’t actually wear pajamas to sleep, but he liked lounging in comfier clothing before going to sleep in his boxers. Maybe he’d page through ‘Hell In My Pocket’ before sleeping. After finding a suitable outfit, he lay on his bed and kicked his shoes to the floor. His mind was fixed on thoughts of his long workday. They were still a long way off from finding the thief and completing their mission.
 
   Provided he could accomplish this mission and keep his job, he wondered what his life would be like. Would he live out the rest of his days here in Hell, working for the Royal Family? Would he meet his death at the hands of a fearsome demon? Would he one day have a group of friends here? Would he meet a nice devil woman, fall in love, and have a couple devil babies? He certainly hoped not. While significantly nicer than he had expected, Hell was still a scary, dangerous, demon-infested place that he had no desire to continue living in.
 
   His mind wandered to the topic of friends. How does one even make friends in Hell? he thought. He supposed a good start would be by accompanying Aura to the bars. The time he spent with Aura the other day was the most fun he’d had since coming to Hell, and Ash knew that Aura would be his best bet for a friend so far. He began to wonder if Shiva would ever warm up to them. She didn’t seem to be that interested in making friends.
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by a loud and sudden knocking on his door. Maybe that’s the owner of the bed, Ash thought. He hopped up and went to the door, opening it to a huge surprise. There stood Aura with a large sack of his belongings, escorted by two enormous Royal Guards carrying a trunk.
 
   “Hello, roomie,” Aura said.
 
    
 
   Aura explained how the Royal Guards came to him with the instructions to ‘relocate’ him to Ash’s flat. Apparently, Goddard had decided that it would be convenient if the two of them cohabitated. Although, as Aura theorized, the move was likely to keep the two of them together to make it easier to keep watch over them. After the two guards left them, Aura paced about sizing up the room. 
 
   “Not a very large living space,” he said, tossing his bag on the floor. The guards had set his trunk down immediately, not wanting to carry it another inch. It was quite larger than Ash’s trunk, and much heavier. 
 
   “Ah yeah, I haven’t done much with the place,” Ash said, although not much could be done with a room so small and he had almost no possessions save for the clothing given to him by Gio.
 
   “Not even a fireplace… do they want us to freeze to death?” Aura asked. “Oh well,” he said with a sigh. “We can work with this.” The boy disappeared into the bathroom for several minutes, keeping the door slightly cracked. Ash hoped he wasn’t using the toilet.
 
   “That Shiva…” Aura called from inside, attempting to make small talk. “What’s her problem?” He messed around with his hair in the mirror, a usual habit of his when he was bored or nervous.
 
   “I don’t know man.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what her problem is: she’s probably not used to working so closely with someone so good-looking.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s her problem,” Ash replied. The bathroom light extinguished and Aura rejoined Ash in the main room. He took a seat on his bed, opposite of Ash, and continued the conversation. As they spoke, he worked on removing the button from the neck of his coat.
 
   “She sure is a weird one, though,” Aura said. “Not at all lady-like. Such a shame, she has potential to be cute, too.”
 
   “I can’t blame her though, given that her family is totally crazy,” Ash said. “I get the impression that King Satan isn’t exactly a great leader, and her brother Darko is a psychopath!”
 
   “Yeah, that Prince sure has got a few screws loose, even more so than Shiva,” Aura said. “I think it has a lot to do with their mother, the former Queen, dying.” There was no longer a playful or joking tone to Aura’s voice at the mention of the death of their mother. Ash wanted to ask more, but Aura changed the subject abruptly. “So, I never got around to asking, exactly how and why did you come to Hell?”
 
   Ash hesitated, remembering that Aura still had no idea the circumstances under which he had been brought to Hell. He still wasn’t sure if he felt like talking about it, but decided that he had to get it off his chest at some point, and talking about it with someone might help him to feel better. “I was kidnapped, more or less,” he said.
 
   “Seriously?” Aura seemed genuinely concerned.
 
   Ash told Aura his story. Everything from the angels arriving at his house, to the demons invading, followed by his meeting with Goddard, drinking the devil’s blood, and his transformation. The last detail he could remember was passing out after killing the last shrieker demon. As expected, it felt good to finally talk about it, and he hoped that it would make it a little easier for Aura to tell him what happened between him and his friends at the bar earlier that day.
 
   Once Ash was done with his story, Aura remained pensive. He seemed really touched by one detail in particular, which was a surprise even to Ash. 
 
   “But you saved your mother, right?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Ash blinked, finding that a strange detail for Aura to get caught up on.
 
   “That’s all that matters, then,” Aura said with certainty. “There are far worse deals you could have struck than trading your mother’s life for coming here. You should be grateful. There are plenty of people who wish they could saved a loved one, but were never given a chance like you were.” Aura almost appeared to be lecturing Ash, but the sullen, far-off look on his face seemed to imply that there was more meaning behind his words. Was he referring to Shiva? Or maybe he was one of the people of which he spoke.
 
   “Of course I’m grateful she’s alive. I just wish I could be there with her. But the more I learn about this place, the less likely it seems that I’ll ever make it home.” Now it was Ash’s face that appeared sullen and far-off. It always hurt remembering how unlikely his return home was.
 
   “I may know of a way for you to go back,” Aura said, shocking Ash so much he thought he misheard him at first.
 
   “What? Seriously?” Ash tried to contain his excitement from overflowing, but that was hard to do.
 
   “It’s just a pipe dream, but I suppose you could return the same way you came here. That is, with a gate key.” Ash vaguely remembered, before passing out on Earth, there was a gate-shaped doorway that appeared from the ground. That must have been how Goddard transported him to Hell. 
 
   “The only trouble with that is that all the gate keys are kept under constant surveillance inside of the castle. No one is allowed to take any, except Goddard and maybe The Prince. Obtaining one would be next to impossible.”
 
   “Oh.” Even though he tried to keep his hopes low, Ash still felt crushed.
 
   “That is,” Aura was quick to add, “Unless you’re strong enough. But I’m talking ‘strongest in all of Hell’ strong enough. You’d have to be on The Prince’s level – no, even stronger than him. You’d need to be strong enough to not only kick his ass, but all the assess of the Royal Guards that would definitely be after you. That’s the only way you’d stand a chance at snatching a gate key and staying alive long enough to use it.”
 
   “So you’re saying I’d have to get impossibly strong?” 
 
   Ash didn’t see the likelihood in that happening. He’d definitely made advances in strength since becoming a devil, but he didn’t think it possible to ever be on The Prince’s level. He don’t know whether to feel happy that his ticket home could be sitting in the castle waiting for him, or crushed because even though it was so close it was still impossible to attain. Dejected, his mind turned to fantasy. 
 
   “It’s too bad that God’s Blessing thing doesn’t actually work, or I might stand a chance.”
 
   In that moment, Aura was reminded of Goddard’s warning to him and Shiva from earlier that day. “Wait a second!” he said. “After you left this afternoon, Goddard gave Shiva and me a secret mission!”
 
   “What do you mean? I thought you were going over castle etiquette?” 
 
   “That was a lie. What he really told us was to not let you touch God’s Blessing!”
 
   Ash was dumbfounded. “Not let me touch it? Why?”
 
   “I don’t know, but if Goddard has a reason, it must be serious. That guy’s way smarter than dudes like us. He must have figured something out about God’s Blessing that he doesn’t want us to know about. Something involving you.”
 
   The two boys remained quiet for a while, deep in thought about it. He remembered the passage from the book that Goddard showed them. Try as he might, he couldn’t make sense of why Goddard wouldn’t want him to touch the item. It’s not like it even worked for any of the devils that tried it anyway.
 
   Devils…
 
   “Wait a minute!” Ash sat upright in his bed with an idea. “God’s Blessing supposedly never worked for any devil, right? Well the first Satan – Lucifer – he would have been an angel back when he used it. What if God’s Blessing was never meant to work for devils? What if it only works for angels, or…”
 
   “Or God’s other creations, humans!” Aura caught on to his point, sitting up as well. “And because you’re half-human, it may actually work on you!” 
 
   “As impossible as it seems, I think we may be on to something here!” Ash’s hopes were skyrocketing once more. Could he have really found his way home already? 
 
   “I have an idea,” Aura started looking happier than ever. “We carry on with the mission as we normally would. For our sake, let’s leave Shiva out of this little plan. I don’t think she’d be so keen on all of this.” Ash nodded in agreement. “But once we find the thief, we need to somehow make sure you end up with God’s Blessing. If it works, you’ll be powerful enough to steal a gate key to Earth!”
 
   Ash gulped nervously. The thought of becoming a super-powerful being sounded cool, but actually using that power to force his way through the hundreds of Royal Guards, not to mention The Prince, seemed impossible no matter his strength. “I don’t know,” Ash started to back down. “I doubt I’d be good enough at fighting everyone off, even with any extra power.” 
 
   “Are you kidding? You’re a natural! The way you thrashed my gang, our sparring match with Stryd; you were incredible! I couldn’t believe it when I heard you’d never fought before!” His praise actually did make Ash feel more confident. Maybe he did have a hidden knack for fighting after all. “And besides,” Aura continued, “if God’s Blessing doesn’t work for you, no big deal, we’ll just complete the mission and find another way back to Earth.”
 
   Ash was so overwhelmed with these sudden developments he overlooked one key question that finally came to him. “Why do you care whether or not I get back to Earth?”
 
   Aura was caught off guard, but didn’t falter in explaining. “I was thinking I’d go with you,” he said.
 
   “You want to go to Earth?” 
 
   “Heck yeah! What else am I going to do? Stick around here and serve the Royal Family for the rest of my life? No way! I want to hit up Earth, get me some of those human babes!”
 
   “But aren’t there more than enough ‘babes’ down here for you?” 
 
   “Yeah, but they’re devil babes.”
 
   “So what?” Ash didn’t understand. After all, as far as he knew, there were no differences between Earth girls and Hell girls.
 
   “You might not know this,” said Aura, “but it’s pretty common procedure here for devils to mate for life. I’m in the minority of devils that is strongly against this practice. I’ve heard you humans go through multiple mates though…”
 
   “Yep, it’s true,” Ash said. He didn’t expect Aura’s explanation, but he could definitely believe it. “Some humans never settle down with just one person.”
 
   “Sign me up!”
 
   “Okay then! If this wild plan of yours actually works, I won’t leave you down here.”
 
   “Why do you keep saying ‘down here’?” Aura had to ask.
 
   Ash didn’t mean to, but referring to Hell as ‘down’ just seemed natural. In all the mythology he’d heard of, Heaven was always ‘up’ and Hell was always ‘down’. Of course his explanation to Aura wasn’t so smart-sounding. “Isn’t Hell, like…underneath the Earth?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Aura asked. “Hell is on its own planet.”
 
   “I’m on an entirely different planet?!” Ash asked, aghast. This whole time he thought he was still somewhere on Earth, albeit another dimension or something. Now he’d have to find a way off an entire planet? Though this did explain why there was a humongous moon in the sky at all times, as well as the absence of a sun. This ‘Planet Hell’ must be in an entirely different part of the solar system! 
 
   “You actually thought that Hell existed somewhere under the Earth’s crust?” Aura roared with laughter. “That’s rich! Did you also think Heaven was somewhere in Earth’s clouds!” Ash said no more on the subject. Instead, he changed the topic to something that was bothering him since he found Aura in the castle’s cafeteria that morning, looking tired and lonely.
 
   “So what happened with your friends?” He had guessed that Aura hadn’t been back to see them until today, hence the reason they found him in the castle. The death toucher didn’t go back to them after the team’s first day together.
 
   “They kicked me out of the gang,” Aura replied miserably. “The gang I started! I guess I should have seen it coming though. I did abandon them to join you guys.”
 
   “The way I see it, you didn’t have much of a choice. You had to join us.”
 
   “That’s right! I told them that too!” Aura said. “But it doesn’t matter. Abandonment is abandonment, no matter how you slice it. My days with them are over. We can’t be friends if we’re playing for different teams.”
 
    “That’s not true. Why do you think you can’t be friends anymore?”
 
   “Cause they’re a bunch of thieves and I now work for The Royal Family.”
 
   “That’s a load of bull! If you guys are friends, nothing can change that! In fact, it’s almost better now because you can act like the inside man for them!”
 
   “Inside man?” Aura repeated. He’d heard Ash mention that term before, but was still unsure of what exactly it entailed.
 
   “Yeah! You can make sure they know where and when they can avoid the Royal Guards, or bail them out of trouble if they ever get caught! They should be begging you to still be their friend!”
 
   “Wow, I never looked at it that way. Maybe you’re right.”
 
   “Of course I’m right!” Ash had never been so certain of something in all his life. Now a new plan formed in his head. “I say we go back there tomorrow, first thing, and try talking to them again. This time, you can make amends with them. Once you’re back on good terms, they’ll definitely help us out!”
 
   The two boys smiled at each other. This night had turned out surprisingly fun. “You know Ash,” Aura said, “I know why Shiva doesn’t like me. But I can’t understand why she doesn’t like you.”
 
   “Just give me some time,” Ash said with confidence. “I have a tendency to grow on people!”
 
   “I think you and I are going to get along great.”
 
   That night Ash went to sleep with renewed optimism, and a brand new friend for life.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen: Them and Us
 
    
 
   It was not difficult convincing Shiva to go back to speak with Aura’s ex-gang again. She only had one condition: that she be involved in the questioning this time. Aura didn’t feel good about her being there, but hoped he could work things out with his former friends before any violence erupted. After a quick breakfast the team was once again back in South Hell, standing outside a building two-thirds of the team was unfamiliar with. It looked like a run-down shack, but then again, most of the structures in South Hell did. Shiva couldn’t believe people actually lived there, but Aura swore it was their home. A base, he liked to think of it as. When the crew needed to lay low for a while, have a rest, or the Missing Piece wasn’t available, this is where they came. It was rarely occupied by less than ten people at any given time. 
 
   “Remember, we’re just here to talk,” Aura reminded Shiva once again.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I got it,” Shiva reassured him, not-at-all convincingly.
 
   Aura showed them to the back entrance, which was slightly boarded up. “Probably squatting here illegally,” Shiva muttered under her breath. They bent the boards out of the way, and climbed through. Once inside, all attention was on them. 
 
   What they had just stepped into was a tiny house. There were tables and chairs and couches strewn about, and quite a gathering of people all chatting away softly. Aura had mentioned it was a place for relaxing and lying low, and it looked like that’s exactly what the people were doing there. Nearly every seat was taken in the house, and every pair of eyes was on the group. Everyone recognized Aura immediately, but it took a while to register the sight of Lady Shiva. 
 
   Everything came to a halt. All the squatters stopped what they were doing, put down any food or drinks, and in some cases stopped mid-sentence. Everyone remained quiet, eyes fixed on the three. The only person in the room who cared to see Ash again was Dunger, who immediately snapped to attention. He wanted another shot at fighting the boy. He didn’t like losing to anyone, especially a human.
 
   The group wasted no time with formalities. Sars sat at the rear of the house with ‘his’ gang, so that’s where they headed. The team pushed past the people’s chairs and tables and approached the gang, who remained in their seats unflinching. 
 
   “Hey guys, hear me out,” Aura started to say.
 
   “Come to rat us out to your new friends?”
 
   “I’ve come to talk,” Aura said, and casting a sideways glance at Shiva added, “civilly.”
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about,” Sars said. “As far as we’re all concerned, we don’t even know you anymore. We’ve no reason to speak with you.” Fry and Vadnais nodded in agreement.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be that way!” Aura said, becoming frustrated. His friends never used to be so stubborn! Feeling Shiva’s patience slipping, Aura continued his speech. “If anything, my joining this team is a good thing! I can help you guys out, bail you out of trouble!” He leaned in closer and lowered his voice, not wanting Shiva to hear this next part. “I can give you all the information you want about what goes on inside the castle.” 
 
   Shiva did hear him, and definitely didn’t like the sound of that, but she said nothing about it. Instead she made a mental note to yell at him later about divulging any Royal secrets. 
 
   “Sure, you say that now,” said Sars. “But how long until they win you over? How long until you stop caring about us? What then?” 
 
   “What do you think, that I’m just going to start thinking I’m better than you or something? That wouldn’t happen!”
 
    “That already has happened,” Sars said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’ve always lorded your death touching ability over everyone. Your ego was practically the fifth member of our gang!” At that information, Aura remained silent. Had he really been that bad of a friend and never realized it? He knew that he could be narcissistic and selfish at times, but he’d never thought it bothered his friends. 
 
   Ash was about to stand up for and defend Aura, but someone else beat him to it. “Idiots!!” Shiva roared, grabbing a hold of the small table that stood between her and Sars. “Can’t you see he just wants to be your friend!?” With a defiant roar of anger, she lifted the small table up and threw it at the least-populated corner of the room. Suddenly, the tension in the room went from 1 to 11. Everyone was on their feet, ready for anything. Dunger pushed his way forward, eager to start brawling.
 
   Aura was speechless at the sudden escalation. Which was unfortunate for him, since he wanted to diffuse the situation and calm everyone down. Before he could speak, Sars’s agitation finally peaked at the intruders in his home, and his fist flew at Shiva’s face. He would have hit her, but Aura caught the fist, just inches in front of Shiva’s face. 
 
   “She’s not the one you’re mad at,” Aura said. “And besides,” he added, winking at Shiva, “Ladies are for hitting on, not hitting,” Shiva couldn’t decide if she was grateful or offended.
 
   With violence initiated, both Fry and Vadnais leapt into action. Aura released his grip on Sars’s fist, and everyone backed away from each other. It was unclear if it was planned or not, but Vadnais and Fry both aimed for Shiva. This time, she was on guard and ready for action. She stepped back and avoided them while gathering a small amount of flame in her hand. Within seconds, she shot a fireball forward. The three men jumped out of the way as the fireball hit the wall behind them. 
 
   “Everybody out!” Someone shouted, and soon devils were up and fleeing their supposed ‘safehouse’. 
 
   “Don’t let them go!” Shiva shouted over the panicked cries and commotion of everyone else trying to get out. With the boarded up back door jammed with people, some devils took to jumping out the windows (which were also boarded up). Ash was caught off guard by the commotion, and knocked around by the various fleeing people. In all the hubbub, he was pushed to the rear of the room and separated from his team.
 
   Fry and Vadnais were back on their feet, eager for a rematch. But as she’d proven time and time again, Shiva was no pushover. She easily proved to be more than a match for the men. Meanwhile, Sars and Aura traded blows. With the five of them within such close quarters, the scene looked like a jumble. Punches were flying all over the place, and not many of them were landing where they were aimed. More than once, Shiva ended up smacking Aura and vice versa. 
 
   While just trying to push towards his teammates, Ash felt a tapping on his shoulder. He turned around, expecting something bad to happen. Standing before him was Dunger, with a frighteningly happy grin on his face. Before he would allow anything ‘bad’ to happen, Ash struck first. He aimed low, right for the giant man’s stomach, his fist connecting with Dunger’s ripped abdomen. Dunger flexed his abs with all his might, softening the blow. He took one step backwards, but that was all. What happened next was all a big, painful blur to Ash. 
 
   Dunger grabbed him by the arm and threw him straight out the last remaining boarded-up window. Ash crashed through it, shattering the thin layers of wood and landing on the dirt road outside. Although it didn’t hurt anywhere near as much as it would have if he were still a human, Ash was, for the moment, down. 
 
   Dunger peeked through the window frame to see the results of his throw, and when he saw the boy still lying on the ground he smiled even wider. The bulky man took his time crawling through the window frame (which by this point was really just a hole in the wall) to join Ash outside. In pain, but not by any means defeated, Ash watched his muscular challenger drop to the ground in front of him. The boy climbed to his feet and shook the splinters off his dusty coat, all the while suspecting his opponent would launch another attack. Dunger was beginning to think he perhaps misjudged Ash’s strength during their previous encounter. 
 
   When a couple of men that had also vacated the safehouse saw Dunger standing before a weakened Ash, they decided it might be fun to join him in the beat-down. Five men stepped forward to join Dunger. Realizing that taking on six fully-grown devil men probably wasn’t the best idea, the half-human knew this would have to be a game of keep-away. Even though Shiva had warned against it, Ash brought out his wings. “Come get me!” he shouted at them, as he used his wings to give himself an extra boost with a high jump up to the roof of the house. The men stood staring blankly up and the roof where Ash was, before one of them finally shouted “after him!” and they all pursued. 
 
   Now on the rooftop, Ash wasn’t quite certain what to do next. He mostly just hoped the men would give up pursuing him, but that hope fell apart when one by one in quick succession, they dropped from the sky to the roof, surrounding him.
 
   No time to think. As the men came charging, he did the best he could to avoid their punches. The first few he was able to stop and counter, but gradually he slowed and one of the men hit him from behind. He took a tumble and fell to the ground. At least he wasn’t surrounded anymore. The man who knocked him down readied a massive ball of flame in his hand, which was pointed at the boy. 
 
   Ash rolled to his right, and the man casually corrected his aim. He fired the ball of flame directly at the boy. Ash’s devil instincts kicked in, telling him to lean back as far as he could go to avoid the fireball. He never knew that he could bend so far, as he witnessed the flames whizzing by just inches above his face. On his back, he rolled over quickly onto his stomach. The fireball flew across the street and collided with a nearby smokestack, crumbling it and raining down debris on the street below.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Ash saw a Royal Guard below take notice of the explosion. Surprised, the guard looked around and saw Ash and the men on the rooftop above. The guard shouted something inaudible, and several other guards came from around a corner and joined him. From there, several of the guards produced whistles and began blowing into them. Ash smiled, thinking he’d be safe. Most of the men, upon hearing the Royal Guards whistles sounding, turned tail and decided to run. All except for one. Just Dunger remained.
 
    
 
   Inside the bar, the fight drew to an end. Shiva and Aura were not only holding their ground against the three men, but slowly gaining the upper hand. Shiva found Fry and Vadnais to be relatively weak in terms of fighting ability. Vadnais had strength and Fry had speed; but they both lacked technique. Shiva was craftier and had more experience. She toyed with them ever so slightly, for fear she may not get to fight anyone else today. Not once did the thought of defeat enter her mind. 
 
   Aura and Sars faced off in a somewhat more evenly-matched brawl. Aura was a clear ringer; however, Sars had spent many years by his side watching him. In all that time, he had also been studying Aura’s every move, though he’d never thought that he would have to use any of the information against his friend. He stayed as far away from Aura as he possibly could in that cramped area, content with firing balls of flame. 
 
   “Stop it!” Aura said, swatting aside the weak flames with his gauntlet. “I just want to talk!” But Sars was no longer listening to words of reason. His anger had peaked, his temper had snapped; Aura was an enemy now, and he’d defend his home no matter what. 
 
   After finally tiring of playing with her victims, Shiva decided it best to finish them off for the day. Her decision coincided with Fry managing to finagle his way behind her as she was preoccupied with a frontal assault from Vadnais. With the majority of her attention on the larger man, Fry was able to grab hold. 
 
   “I got her!” he shouted to his partner. Thinking this was to be the finishing move, Vadnais with all his strength punched forward as fast as he could, aiming directly for Shiva’s face. Their fight was over.
 
   It just didn’t end in the way the men had hoped. Shiva took advantage of Fry’s small size and bent forward so that his feet lifted completely off the ground. The top of his head replaced the space where Shiva’s face had been only milliseconds before; the space where Vadnais’s fist now occupied. Immediately, Fry released his grip on Shiva and fell to the ground, desperately clinging to consciousness. Vadnais saw what he had done and felt all sorts of guilt for punching his friend. Shiva took advantage of the man’s hesitation. She leapt into the air next to him, extended her leg forward, and then swung it around to connect with the back of his head. Vadnais dropped to the ground on top of Fry.
 
   Now fed up with Sars’s determination to fight, Aura finally decided he’d get serious. Maybe it’d be easier to talk some sense into his friend if he were lying on the floor, unable to fight anymore. Luckily, Sars made the mistake of allowing himself to be distracted by Shiva’s wild antics. Aura caught him in his moment of distraction, and floored him with a knee to the gut. He fell to the ground, completely winded. It was at this point that the Royal Guards busted in through the partially missing doorway, barking orders for everyone to cease. Of course, they weren’t expecting to see Lady Shiva.
 
   “You should go speak with them,” Aura said to Shiva, referring to the guards. Shiva was slightly annoyed by what sounded like an order to her, but didn’t say anything about it.  She gave Sars the stink-eye once more, and then crossed the room to meet with the Royal Guards (who calmed down when they realized Lady Shiva was involved). 
 
   “Just shut up and listen,” Aura said, taking a knee next to his pile of friends. “I’m deeply sorry for everything I’ve done to you guys. You were my family, through thick and thin. I never realized I was such a pain, and I know I can’t take back abandoning you. But I’ll never stop considering you all as my friends, and I promise I’ll never think I’m above you. I think our groups can help each other out, and right now, I’m asking for your help.” 
 
   The three men were genuinely moved. They’d never had such a serious discussion in all their years together, and it was so liberating to finally hear what they’d all been dying to hear from him. As good as they felt, they still didn’t speak up. After considering Aura’s words for a moment, Sars finally nodded in acceptance, and said “Go on.”
 
   Smiling, Aura finally asked the question: “Do you know anyone with a crippled wing?” 
 
   “Maybe,” Sars replied. “What’s this all about?” 
 
   “King Satan’s necklace was stolen. A witness said the thief was someone with a shriveled wing. Sound like anyone you know?” Sars and his team exchanged glances. 
 
   “Yeah,” he replied. “That sounds like Apsat Glumb.” Aura’s face twisted with confusion. He’d heard stories of Apsat Glumb, and how inept he was. He didn’t strike Aura as the kind of man who could pull off a castle heist. 
 
   “That can’t be…” Aura said. He was interrupted by a call from Shiva. She motioned for him to come to her. “Wait here,” Aura said to them. He stood, and before joining Shiva, added, “I won’t let them arrest you.” He headed over to where the Royal Guards stood.
 
   “Did you figure anything out?” Shiva asked.
 
   “Yeah, we have a suspect now,” Aura said.
 
   “Good,” Shiva replied. “These guys,” she motioned to the Royal Guards, “want to arrest them now on charges of illegal squatting and disturbing the peace.” 
 
   “What?” Aura asked. “No! They didn’t do anything wrong!” He promised he’d help his friends out, and if he wasn’t able to now, he knew they’d never forgive him. He turned and mouthed to Sars “Get out now!” 
 
   The Royal Guards shoved their way past Aura when Sars made his move. “Vadnais!” He called to his companion. The large man knew what to do. Vadnais turned and threw his strongest punch at the wall. The specific part of the wall that he hit was built structurally weak, on purpose, for occasions such as this one. “Go!” Sars shouted, waving his two friends through the hole ahead of him. 
 
   The Royal Guards were practically upon them when the ceiling collapsed above, and falling through along with the debris was Ash. The pile of wood and bricks smashed into the Royal Guards, incapacitating them. Shiva remained on the other side of the room, cut off from the escaping ‘criminals’. 
 
   Not wasting a moment, Aura called to Sars, “Go!” Vadnais and Fry had already exited, but Sars lingered. There was one more thing he needed to say. He kept his voice to a whisper, hoping only Aura would hear. “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   “I know,” Aura replied. “Don’t worry, it’s all in the past now. Get going!” 
 
   “No,” Sars said, waving his warning off. “I’m sorry… I told Apsat about your secret place.”
 
   “You did?” Aura asked, confused. He had no time to question it though, as the Royal Guards were starting to squirm free from their debris containment. Sensing the impending trouble, Sars knew his time was up.
 
   “Later!” he called to the Royal Guards. He disappeared after the other two men through the hole in the wall, sending a large fireball back inside to throw off the Royal Guards even further. From the rooftop, Dunger looked in on all the chaos through the hole in the ceiling and decided it’d be best for him to move on as well. Shiva coughed up a storm from all the dust in the air, and Aura yanked Ash from the pile of debris and up to his feet.
 
   “We should probably get out of here too,” Aura said, and Ash heard the triumph in his voice. 
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen: All About Apsat
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long for the entire building to come falling down, but luckily anyone that mattered was already outside watching it collapse. Aura couldn’t help but feel nostalgic as he realized the building that had served as his home for many years was now gone forever. It’s not often one actually gets to see his past life crumble before his eyes. He forced back any tears that may have formed, and focused on the task at hand.
 
   “We have our suspect,” Aura told the team. “His name is Apsat Glumb.”
 
   “Never heard of him,” Shiva said.
 
   “Is he some kind of master thief?” Ash asked, setting his expectations a little high.
 
   “Actually…” Aura hesitated to speak. His mind was still racing trying to put the pieces of this puzzle together, but he felt as though he had been given a box full of puzzle pieces from different sets. “Actually, it’s more like the exact opposite.”
 
   “…What?” Shiva and Ash said simultaneously, cocking their heads ever so slightly. Aura still hadn’t returned to his usual jovial self. “Well, tell us what you know about him!” Shiva said.
 
   “I’ve heard stories about the heists he’s pulled in the past,” Aura said. “They’ve all ended in failure. What I can’t wrap my head around is how a man so well-known for his failures could manage to break into the most heavily guarded place in all of Hell?” 
 
   “Well, I’m stumped,” Ash tried to add his two cents into the conversation, but mostly he just wanted to chime in so they wouldn’t forget he was there. 
 
    “We’ll return to the castle,” Shiva said. “If he’s as bad as you say he is, there’s bound to be some files on him in the records department.” 
 
   “You guys actually keep records?” Ash asked, surprised. 
 
   “Of course we do!” Shiva said. Her wings sprouted from her back, signaling it was time to leave.
 
   At this point, Aura took notice of how beat up Ash looked. Dunger had really given him a pounding, and Aura even began to feel sorry for him. “Um,” Aura stammered, “do you need me to carry you?” 
 
   At first, Ash didn’t understand Aura’s question. Slowly, it dawned on him the poor state he was in, and how he must appear. Funny, because he didn’t feel as bad as he looked. Even if he did hurt too much to fly, the only way he was letting someone carry him home was if he were unconscious. Or dead.
 
   “It’s cool,” Ash said. “I can fly.”
 
    
 
   Ash huffed, puffed, and wheezed his way back to the castle. It wasn’t a difficult, or even particularly long flight. Just that morning, Ash had made the trip fine. But something about six grown men beating the snot out of you was enough to make travel difficult for anyone, and Ash’s every muscle ached with each flap of his wings. Still, it felt great to get off his feet and take to the air. Aura, the silent sentinel that he was, flew behind Ash in order to catch him in case he lost power and took a dive from a hundred stories up. 
 
   Towards the end of the journey, Ash may as well have just been walking, because his feet were almost dragging across the rooftops. Luckily, they were near the castle gates when his elevation dropped to mere inches from the ground, and he was able to pass it off as a slow landing. He didn’t quite fool either one of his teammates. Once grounded, they headed inside the castle. 
 
   Shiva led the group through the castle halls, turning at a doorway near the cafeteria (the smell of fresh food beckoned Ash to come eat, but for the time being he had to resist) and down a couple flights of stairs. Ash began to recognize the area they were heading. The team arrived back down in the barracks of the Royal Guard. Ash had hoped they wouldn’t have to come back here and face Commander Stryd again. It directly conflicted with his ‘avoid Commander Stryd at all costs’ strategy (similar to his ‘avoid the Prince at all costs’ strategy, but with one key difference). Shiva approached a soldier sitting near the entrance, on guard duty at the entrance to the guard’s barracks. Ash wondered if such a post was even necessary. 
 
   “Where are the prisoners information files stored?” Shiva asked, booming with authority. 
 
   “Oh, Lady Shiva!” The young recruit snapped to attention, frightened. “The prisoner’s files? They’re kept in the storeroom down the hall…” the soldier answered hesitantly. “But only certain members of the Royal Guard have permission to access them!” he added, obviously spooked and uncertain of what he should do in this situation. 
 
   “Are you denying me access?” Shiva questioned him, with a tone of superiority she loved to use.
 
   “Oh, uh,” the soldier stuttered, “of course not! Members of the Royal Family can access them freely if they so chose!” he answered. He had no idea if that was true, and he desperately wished to call out for his Captain, but under the fierce pressure of Lady Shiva staring him down he had little courage to do anything but allow her whatever she wanted. 
 
   “Good boy,” she replied with a smirk of satisfaction. “Now sit,” she commanded, walking away. The young soldier did as she commanded, although truthfully he would have sat anyway. Ash and Aura gave the soldier a look that only men would understand, the verbal equivalent of which would be something along the lines of yeah man, we know. We know.
 
   They left the barracks and traveled down the hall again, ending at a side-door labeled “Filing.” Not at all what Ash would expect in Hell, but by now he was slowly learning that he should just stop expecting anything because nine out of ten times, he was wrong. Shiva pushed the door open, revealing a rather small but tidy room full of cabinet-like storage units. The team went to the cabinets labeled “A”. There were three of them in total.  “Take a cabinet, and start looking,” Shiva told them.
 
   They each stepped up to a cabinet of their own and started digging through them. Not long after, Aura arrived on something of particular interest to Ash. “Hey Ash,” he said. “They have a file on you!” He pulled out a slim folder labeled ‘Ash Kaplan – human’. Aura opened it up, revealing nothing inside. The folder was empty. “Oh, but there’s nothing in it.” He sounded disappointed. 
 
   “Weird,” Ash said. “Well, I haven’t been here long. I guess I need to start working on my reputation!” It was only a joke, but of course Shiva took it too serious. 
 
   “You don’t want these guys to have files on you.” 
 
   At that moment, it was Ash that made a great find in his cabinet. “Oh, like Aura here?” the boy replied, pulling a folder with Aura’s name on it. 
 
   Aura’s eyes lit up as if he had just received a Christmas present. “Oh! Oh!” he shouted, “Gimme!” He snatched it from Ash’s hands and pried it open, but again, the file contained nothing.
 
   “Nothing again! I guess Goddard must still be writing our files,” Aura said. Then an idea popped into his head. “I wonder if Shiva has a rap-sheet of her own!” Ash took the hint and turned towards the ‘S’ cabinet. Reaching inside, he pulled out a folder.
 
   “Yep,” he said. “Here it is! Shiva Satan.” 
 
   “What?” Shiva said, surprised. “Give it to me!” 
 
   Instead of handing it over, Ash tossed it to Aura. When Shiva turned and lunged at him, he tossed it back over her head to Ash. The boys laughed at Shiva’s persistence, which ended when she finally wrestled the file from Ash’s hands. She was relieved to see the file was not actually hers, but steamed that the boys were playing a joke on her. 
 
   After distributing unrestrained punches to each of their shoulders, she returned to her search of the file cabinet. “I found Apsat’s file,” she said, pulling the folder labeled ‘Apsat Glumb’ out of the cabinet and opening it. They gathered around close, hoping that this time there’d be something inside. ‘Something inside’ would have been an understatement. The file was so large at first they had thought Shiva mistakenly grabbed more than one. It seemed more like a light novel than a police record. On the first page was a hand-drawn picture of who they assumed was Apsat. ‘Puny’, ‘not at all intimidating’, and ‘unattractive’ were the most common thoughts among the group. They followed along with her as she flipped through the pages, reading selective passages aloud. 
 
   The majority of what they found were foiled robberies. The sheer amount of attempted burglaries was surprising, given how bad he was at crime. The most intriguing (and funny) parts were the descriptions of how they caught him. In one account, he apparently ‘tripped over a passing cart’ and was caught. In another, they had trapped him inside a building and found him stuffed into a barrel, thinking he was well-hidden. She flipped to the last page and found an unexpected surprise. 
 
   “It says right here that Apsat was arrested just yesterday morning!” Shiva exclaimed.
 
   “The morning of the break-in!” Ash commented. 
 
   “That would explain how he got inside the castle,” Aura said. “What was he brought in for?” 
 
   “Caught looting during the flame-rainer attack,” Shiva read.
 
   “Figures,” Aura mumbled. “Probably couldn’t resist all that stuff left unguarded.”
 
   “There’s more. According to this, he’s sitting in Prison Cell 18 right now!” The three stared at each other for a brief moment, then all together dashed out of the room. The boys followed Shiva to the holding cell area. A lone guard sat, looking bored until they came in.
 
   “Lady Shiva!” He jumped up from his stool to greet her. “What brings you in here?”
 
   “We’re here to speak to a criminal in Cell 18,” she said.
 
   “Cell 18?” the soldier asked. “Certainly, I’ll take you right to him!”
 
   The soldier led the way down the straight hall lined with prison cells. There were even some other people inside a few of them. Ash attempted to locate the cell that he had woken up in, but they were all too similar looking for him to figure it out. Finally, they approached the cell with a large number 18 above it.
 
   “The guy you’re looking for should be right in here,” the guard said. 
 
   Inside, a lone man sat with his back to the corner and his head down. The sound of the guard opening the door was enough to startle him awake. He looked up, but not before Shiva entered the cell and grabbed him by his shoulders.
 
   “Okay, how’d you do it!” she shouted.
 
   “Uh, Shiva…” Aura started to speak, but Shiva wasn’t paying attention. It wasn’t her fault, as it was pretty dark inside the cell. Perhaps she couldn’t see the man’s face as clearly. She carried on, shaking and questioning him. 
 
   “Speak up! How did you make off with God’s Blessing!?”
 
   “Shiva, that’s not Apsat,” Aura told her. Shiva (who was quite surprised) looked intently into the face of the man (who was also quite surprised). Even through the darkness of the cell, she could plainly see that this man was at least moderately attractive. She released her grip on the poor man, who obviously wasn’t Apsat.
 
   “Apsat Glumb?” the soldier spoke up. “Oh yeah, he never made it here.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Shiva asked. “According to the official documents, he should be sitting here right now!” She handed the files she brought with to the jailer.
 
   “Ah yes,” he said, taking the papers and looking them over. “I suppose I should probably update these, huh?” he asked, chuckling to himself. The man grabbed the last page and crumpled it up. “There we go,” he said with a smile. “It’s been updated!”
 
   “Explain!” Shiva ordered.
 
   “Apsat was brought in early yesterday morning. We had him right here.”
 
   “So how did he get out of his cell?”
 
   “It’s kind of a mystery, actually...”
 
   “You’d better tell me everything you know, mister!”
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t know much. You see, when he was brought in, an emergency meeting was called for all the castle staff and guards. Only one guard remained to watch after the prisoner.” 
 
   “Fine then, let us speak to that guard immediately,” Shiva said.
 
   “Unfortunately, that man is dead.”
 
   “You mean Apsat killed the guard and got away?” 
 
   “That’s what we presumed to have happened, yes.” 
 
   “Why wasn’t I informed of this?” 
 
   “Commander Stryd keeps all matters of the Royal Guard confidential.”
 
   “Do you not see what has happened here?” Shiva lost her temper. The guard only stared at her blankly. 
 
   “We believe Apsat is the one responsible for the theft we’re investigating! And now we know that not only was he in the castle at the same time as the theft, but apparently unattended! Shouldn’t it be obvious to anyone investigating this?” 
 
   “Yes, it all does seem fairly obvious,” the guard said. “But we’ve already been ordered to keep an eye out for Apsat. There’s not much else we can do.”  
 
   “That will be all, then,” Shiva said, dismissing him. Her anger was clearly visible to Ash and Aura, although for the moment she was trying to hide it. They left the holding cell area and traveled the halls, proceeding upstairs. Once inside the empty stairwell, Shiva punched the stone wall in frustration, surprising the boys. They remained quiet until she spoke.
 
   “Damn that Stryd!” she said. “He knew! He knew all of this, and he purposely withheld the information from us! I should have him executed for this!” She groaned in anger and banged the wall with her fist several more times. She knew she couldn’t actually have him executed; her father would object.
 
   “At least we found out eventually,” Ash said, trying his best to console her. “So really all he did was delay us. We still have plenty of time to track Apsat down.”
 
   “You should be the one who’s most upset,” Shiva said. “It’s your hide on the line.” While she was correct, and Ash did harbor a lot of ill will for Commander Stryd, he also knew they’d wasted enough time already. They needed to start looking for Apsat now.
 
   “How about we talk things through over some lunch?” Ash suggested with a smile.
 
    
 
   “I still don’t see how Apsat, pathetic as he is, was able to kill a trained guard and get away,” Aura said, taking a seat next to Ash at the cafeteria table. The boys were starving now, their mouths watering from just the smells of the cafeteria.
 
   “Kind of makes it even harder to believe that right after that, he made his way through the castle unnoticed all the way to the storeroom,” Ash said.
 
   “The thought of that scum, traipsing about my castle…” Shiva trailed off, mumbling some more obscenities under her breath as she snapped at a piece of meat. This was the first time Ash had actually seen her eat.
 
   “It’s all kind of hard to swallow, but I suppose even sometimes the unthinkable can happen,” Aura said. ‘Hard to swallow’ also described the odd sort of vegetable that he was attempting to eat. 
 
    “Well, how can we start figuring out where this guy is?” Ash asked. Shiva slammed her fist down on the table, surprising not only her company but also most of the other people currently in the dining hall. 
 
   “I’m going to go have a couple words with Stryd!” she said. Great, Ash thought. But much to his relief, Shiva said, “You two stay here.” 
 
   “Okay,” Aura and Ash both muttered, glad to be staying put.
 
    
 
   Shiva had left them for nearly forty minutes, in which they continued to eat (though their ‘feasting’ slowed down to mere ‘snacking’ now) and swap stories. In her absence, Aura found it was the perfect time to discuss the secret plan he and Ash had concocted.
 
   “I think I may know where Apsat is,” Aura said.
 
   “Seriously?! Why didn’t you say anything when Shiva was here?”
 
   “Because I didn’t want her to know! Remember our plan?” 
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   “Sars told me that he spilled the beans to Apsat about my secret hideout,” Aura told him.
 
   “I thought we just destroyed your secret hideout.”
 
   “My other secret hideout.”
 
   “How many secret hideouts do you need?”
 
   “A lot! Anyway, it’s the old weapons manufacturing plant in South Hell. I was there the other night, before the Royal Guards brought me to your place. It looked like someone else had been there recently. It must’ve been Apsat!”
 
   “Cool! So let’s tell Shiva and get going!” 
 
   “We can’t let her know!” Aura said. “Remember, we want to keep her out of this. You need to be the one that catches him and takes God’s Blessing. If Shiva’s around, she won’t let you touch it.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Ash said. “Then why don’t we suggest splitting up and searching the city? Once we go our separate ways, we can ditch Shiva and meet up at the plant.”
 
   “Good thinking,” Aura said. The boys clammed up as they spotted Shiva returning. Apparently, she was done yelling at Commander Stryd. She clutched a large piece of paper and several other sheets of parchment. She sat down at the table next to Ash and unfolded the larger paper on the table before them, pushing their plates of food out of the way.
 
   “What’s this?” Ash asked, although the answer was fairly obvious. The paper was actually a large map of the Southern section of the Kingdom. Every building was marked on the map, and each one was numbered. It looked hand-drawn, which seemed to be the case for most of the pictures in Hell.
 
   “A map,” Shiva told him. “It shows which buildings are vacant. My guess is Apsat is probably hiding out in an abandoned building somewhere.”
 
   “You got this from Commander Snide?” Aura asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
   “Yep,” Shiva said. “I gave him an earful! In the end, he caved and gave me this map. It was the least he could do. Now let’s just hope Apsat is in South Hell. I don’t want to have to go fight for the other maps.” Shiva barely scratched on what was a very important keynote to her plan. If Apsat had fled to another part of the Kingdom, they would be in serious trouble of running out of time. The entire kingdom of Hell was far too large to go searching door-to-door. 
 
   “What are the numbers on the buildings for?” Ash asked.
 
   “Every building is numbered,” Shiva said. “And the numbers correspond to the information on these.” She dropped the other papers on the table. Ash realized that it was the same concept as building addresses on Earth. His mind wandered to thoughts of what the address of the castle would be. 
 
   “All we have to do is go through the stack, identify the unoccupied buildings - since those are the ones he’d most likely be hiding in - and compile a list of the places we need to check.”
 
   “Hey, good thinking,” Ash said while still spacing out. He was certain the address must be ‘01 – Castle Hell – Hell’ or something of that sort. 
 
   “Take a couple pages and let’s start compiling,” Shiva said, holding up the stack of papers for them each to grab a couple. Ash and Aura flipped through the pages looking for buildings labeled ‘VACANT’ or ‘UNOCCUPIED’, and read their numbers to Shiva. Shiva pulled a pencil out of her pocket and wrote the numbers on a blank page. Just as Aura said, one of the vacant buildings was the weapons manufacturing plant. Aura gave Ash a wink when Shiva wasn’t paying attention. When they reached the end of their stacks, Shiva tallied up the total of empty buildings.  
 
   “There are fourteen of them,” she said. “We’ll split up and check them out separately.” Aura tried to hide his satisfaction at Shiva’s suggestion. “I’ll take the first seven, Aura can take the other seven,” she told them.
 
   “What about me?” Ash asked, hoping their plan wasn’t falling apart already.
 
   “You can’t even create flames yet,” Shiva replied. “I don’t trust your fighting skills enough yet to let you wander around alone, so you’re coming with me.” She was lying, Ash knew, to try to uphold Goddard’s orders of not letting him touch God’s Blessing. She was doing what she needed to keep him under her constant surveillance.  
 
   “He’s not that bad,” Aura said, trying to salvage their plan. He expected some resistance from Shiva. He had already cooked up a counter-plot. “Why don’t you give him at least one building to search? At least let him feel like he’s helping out.” Shiva considered this offer silently. Aura turned his focus to the map, continuing with his plan. “Here, how about this place?” he said, pointing to the weapons plant. “It’s just a giant, abandoned plant. It’s so huge and open; it would be a terrible place for anyone to hide out.”
 
   “Well…” Shiva thought on it.
 
   “Please?” Ash asked. “I’m not as useless as you think. Just let me have this one.” He was an excellent beggar, having years of practice begging for video games, CDs, and comic books from his mother.
 
   “Fine,” Shiva agreed in a momentary lapse of judgment. Ash and Aura couldn’t stop from smiling triumphantly. “Alright, here’s everyone’s building numbers,” Shiva said, tearing the paper apart. She handed one to Aura and kept one for herself. Ash didn’t get a piece of paper, seeing as how he only had one location to memorize. 
 
   “Check the map, see where your buildings are. Commit them to memory, write down the addresses, whatever you have to do,” she said. 
 
   “Are we going to meet back here when we’re done?” Ash asked. He didn’t hear her reply. He was busy thinking that if he actually did find and activate God’s Blessing, it would be very likely that the next time they met, she would be his enemy. He hoped he wouldn’t have to fight her if it came to that.
 
    
 
   Outside the castle, the team brought out their wings. It was time to go their separate ways. There was a minor setback to the plan, though. Aura said he’d go with Ash to the weapons plant, but if they were flying, Shiva could easily see where he went. So he’d have to actually split up and go somewhere else before joining up with Ash later. 
 
   They took to the skies, and for a while headed in the same direction: south. Ash quickly spotted the weapons manufacturing plant, as it was the largest building in South Hell. A big, square-shaped building lined with smokestacks, it stuck out of the city like a wart on a toe. With a final glance back at Aura, who gave an approving nod, Ash descended towards the building by himself. 
 
   Shiva and Aura also descended to their locations. Once on the ground, Aura would have to travel by foot to catch up with Ash. It was a great moment of uncertainty for everyone, but they hoped for the best. They had no idea that in only a matter of minutes all Hell would be breaking loose.
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty: Confrontations in Confined Spaces
 
    
 
   The front door of the weapons plant was securely shut and bound by massive thick chains. Ash attempted to wiggle the chains around in hopes of loosening them enough to slip off, but to no avail. The chains wouldn’t budge and neither would the door. He pulled his leg back, readying a massive kick but didn’t follow through. If Apsat were inside, he would no doubt hear such a loud disturbance. And if Apsat were indeed inside, he would have gotten in another way as well. Ash decided to take a stroll around the area and investigate the rest of the building. He circled around the perimeter until he found a side-door. A quick look at the door revealed that someone had busted the lock on it.  He gave it a small push, and the door swung wide open.
 
   Aura was right; it did look like someone had been there. There were footprints in the dust on the floor, and from the multiple sets it appeared someone had been walking around there for a while. He was lucky it was still light outside, or he might have been completely in the dark. Windows lined the walls, drenching the room with artificial sunlight. The layout of the building was very wide and open, and Ash could see across the entire floor. Rows of tables and machine-like devices occupied most of the space. 
 
   He walked along the rows of tables, following the dust prints and examining the devices used for crafting weaponry along the way. He had no idea how any of it was used, but it was impressive nonetheless. There were a few doors that led to some other areas that he had to examine, but the general emptiness and silence seemed to suggest that he was alone. He decided it wouldn’t be a bad idea to attempt to draw his target out. In his mind, he made up an elaborate story as to why he would be walking around in an abandoned building. 
 
   “Hello?” he called out. “I’m the safety inspector!” he lied. “I’ve come to make sure there’s no one inside when we demolish this building in a few minutes!” He approached a door and gave it a light tap with his foot. An empty bathroom. He strolled across the room to another door, lightly rapping on it. “Hello? Anyone in there?” Ash said, turning the knob and pushing it open. An empty office of some sort. No life at all.
 
   Next, he climbed a nearby staircase to an upper-floor with a balcony looking out over the entire factory. Another office sat at the top, clearly empty. Ash descended back down the stairs, scratching his head in confusion.
 
   As he made his way toward the exit wrapped in his own thoughts, his foot got caught on something stuck to the floor and brought him tumbling down on the dusty floorboards. He looked, but could not see what he tripped over. That’s when he noticed the strange, lone pair of footprints in the dust. These ones stopped suddenly and disappeared. He rubbed his hands on the floorboards, catching his nails on a small split in the wood. He managed to crack it open, lifting up a small section of the floor to find a hidden staircase. It looked like it went down to a dark storage cellar.
 
   He looked around for something he could use to illuminate his path in the dark. An old, thick ruler lay nearby, and he snatched it up. Even though his previous attempts at creating a flame hadn’t really worked out, Ash decided it was time to try again. The boy concentrated on fiery visions, as Yazma had instructed him. He felt a couple sparks in his hand, but not much else. He held the piece of wood up to his hand. Ash held his breath and tried really hard, and finally the tiniest flame emerged, no larger than the flame produced by a disposable lighter. Success! he thought. 
 
   Quickly, Ash held the piece of wood up to it and managed to catch the flame before he exhaled, losing his concentration and extinguishing the flame. The tip of the wood now slowly burning, he held it up and blew on it a bit, making the fire grow slightly. With his ‘torch’ in hand, he took the first step to descend into the unknown.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   While Ash made slow and steady progress, Shiva was already investigating her third building. All of her buildings to inspect were small, and it helped that they were close to one another. That, and she was sprinting at top speed between them. She was determined to find Apsat, and would not accept if anyone else found him before her. She imagined the pleased expression on her father’s face and the congratulations she would receive from her brother for completing the mission. She had to guess at what exactly the pleased expression and congratulatory statement might sound and look like, as she had actually never seen or heard anything of the such from either of them.  
 
   She arrived at her next building, a small abandoned shack of a home. She burst in through the front door, not wasting any time on inconveniences like knocking or slowing down. Inside, a confused and derelict man was laying on the floor, sound asleep. An accomplished expression spread across her face, which was quickly replaced by a look of sound determination. She marched over to the man and grabbed him, picking him up and shaking him fiercely. 
 
   “Are you Apsat?!” she shouted in his face. The man awoke, and grumbled some obscenities at her. “Show me your wings!” she demanded. The homeless man did as she said and brought his wings out. Fully-formed, fine wings indeed. He wasn’t Apsat. Of course, she could have seen that for herself had she not been shaking him so much, and simply took a moment to look at his face. The girl released him. “This home is marked as unoccupied. Either register it at the castle, or get out!” she said. 
 
   The man grumbled a few more obscene words and climbed to his feet, exiting before Shiva. “What a waste of time!” she said, leaving after him and sprinting onward to her next destination. It was much quicker for her to run than fly, as her speed on the ground was faster than her flight speed. Once she was safely out of sight, the homeless man crept back into the building. He grumbled a bit more to himself, something about a crazy woman, and then returned to sleep.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Aura dived down an alleyway as Shiva ran by. He exhaled, feeling safe. She didn’t see him. He’d been making his way across town in order to join Ash at the weapons plant. But in doing so, he had to avoid Shiva. He wished he could have flown, as it would have been much faster, but he couldn’t risk Shiva spotting him in the sky. He was going to have to do this the old fashioned way: on foot. 
 
   With no sign of the crazy girl nearby, he left the alley and continued down the street. When someone that sort of looked like Shiva appeared on the next street he turned down, he panicked and dived into the nearest establishment. As it just so happened, it turned out to be a bar. Aura was pleased at the act of serendipity. Guess there’s no helping it, he thought. The universe wants me to have a drink!
 
   He stopped himself. Ash is waiting for me. 
 
   Then he reconsidered. Crap, I forgot to tell Ash where the secret room is. He probably won’t even find it until I get there and show him. So really, I don’t have to worry about time. 
 
   The boy strode up to the bar and took an unoccupied stool next to a cute girl. With a flirty smile and a wink at the woman, Aura ordered a drink.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   I should really wait for Aura, Ash thought. But Apsat didn’t sound tough, I’m pretty sure I could take him on my own. Maybe I’ll just go see if he’s down there, and if so, beat him up on my own. That sounds more reasonable than waiting around and wasting time. The boy continued down the stairs.
 
   Besides the faint light from the open trapdoor above him, Ash had to rely on his makeshift torch. It did a fine job illuminating his immediate surroundings, but did little for anything over five feet in front of him. As far as he could tell, he was in a storage basement. Large crates containing old weapons lined every wall.
 
   This place would make a great hideout, he thought. But I seriously doubt someone would hide down here in the dark. If he was here, I’d see a light or something. The boy waved his torch around trying to inspect whatever the room had to offer, but it was only more of the same. Stacks of boxes lined the walls, while the majority of the room housed barrels and crates of unfinished weapons and armor. Ash’s hand felt hot and he noticed that his torch had all but burnt out. The flame reached the point just above where his hand gripped, and as it spread further down the boy could do nothing but drop it to the floor.
 
   In complete darkness, he thought of how stupid an idea it was to go down there alone. Getting out would be a pain in the ass. He’d be lucky if he could find another piece of wood lying around, let alone produce another flame to light it. He knelt down to feel around for a piece of wood, but something caught his eye. He didn’t notice it when his torch was lit. There was a tiny light seeping through the cracks behind some boxes. The light from his own torch must have drowned it out before. He held his breath for a moment and listened very closely. He could hear somebody else breathing. 
 
   “Hello? Anyone down here?” Ash said. As soon as he called out, Ash saw the light behind the boxes go out. Now they were truly in the dark. “I’m the safety inspector, we’re about to demolish this building!” Ash lied. “If you don’t want to be buried alive, I suggest you come out!” 
 
   No movement.
 
   “I can hear you breathing,” he added.
 
   “Oh!” Someone shouted a meek reply. “Um, yes I’m here!”
 
   “Oh, thank goodness,” Ash replied, relieved to have finally made contact. “We’re about to demolish this building. You should get the heck out of here!” 
 
   The man ignited his flame again, and stepped out from behind the boxes. Ash saw that he was actually using a lantern. The man held the lantern up in front of him, illuminating the room around him. He was a rather short man wearing a worn-out, dirty cloak. He had dust all over his hands and face. Despite the dust, Ash could tell it was the same face from the picture he saw earlier. Luck was on his side: He had found Apsat Glumb!
 
   “Well then,” Apsat said, “it’s a good thing you found me.” 
 
   “Why don’t we head upstairs?” Ash said. 
 
   “Are there, by any chance, Royal Guards up there?” Apsat asked, trying to mask his fear.
 
   “Nope,” Ash replied. “Just me and my demo crew. Shall we go?” he asked, hoping the thief wouldn’t refuse. A fight in such a small, dark space would be troublesome. With Apsat holding the lantern, there was no guarantee that if a fight broke out Ash wouldn’t get left behind in the darkness.
 
   “Right, lead the way,” Apsat said, motioning Ash ahead.  
 
   The boy turned around, but couldn’t see in front of him. He turned back to Apsat, and feeling pretty embarrassed, asked “Would you mind handing me your lantern?” Apsat had a confused look on his face, wondering why he wouldn’t just spark up his own flame and lead the way. In an effort to reduce conversation, he handed over the lantern with no questions. The two of them slowly made their way down the cluttered hall. 
 
   “What’s your name?” Ash asked out of curiosity of what the thief would say. 
 
   “Uh,” the man stuttered unnaturally for such an easy question. “Sat…ap.”
 
   Wow, Ash thought, he really is stupid.
 
   “So what were you doing down here, Satap?” Ash asked, just for the fun of hearing what explanation Apsat would spew. 
 
   “Oh, I uh, used to work here,” he lied. “I left some things down here, so I came back for them.”
 
   That one actually wasn’t too bad of a lie, Ash thought, as they approached the stairs to the upper floor. He didn’t have much time left. Once they got upstairs Apsat would see there was no demolition crew waiting, and he’d probably try to flee. Hopefully Aura was already upstairs waiting.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “One more for the road, barkeep!” Aura said to the dismay of the two lovely ladies sitting on either of him. They were both attractive girls, and though the boy knew he could probably seal the deal with them, he’d wasted enough time here. His friend was waiting for him across town.
 
   The ladies cried out, disappointed to hear his announcement. “Are you really going?” one asked. “Can’t you stay a little longer?” the other begged. 
 
   “Well…” Aura started, thinking about Ash and their plan. If he manages to activate God’s Blessing, I’m sure I’ll hear him. And if he can’t activate it, I’d be blowing my shot with these two ladies! I can’t pass up this opportunity! 
 
   “You bet I’ll stay, girls,” Aura winked, wrapping his arms around them.
 
    
 
   * * * * 
 
    
 
   Ash and Apsat climbed the stairs to the top, back into the light of day. Finally standing next to Apsat in the light, Ash could see exactly how short he was. He stood at least a full head smaller than the boy. He fidgeted nervously in the daylight, and Ash noticed a golden chain dangling out of his pocket that he hadn’t seen in the darkness.
 
   “Well, thanks. I’ll be on my way now,” Apsat said.
 
   “Oh, wait!” said Ash. “Did you find what you were looking for?” The boy tried to stall the thief long enough for Aura to show up.
 
   “Uh, no. I didn’t,” Apsat responded quickly, eager to leave. 
 
   “What’s that in your pocket?” Ash asked, pointing to the golden chain. 
 
   Apsat quickly tucked the chain back into his pocket and answered, “N-nothing.” 
 
   Now Ash was getting somewhere. Apsat grew more suspicious, and looking around didn’t see anyone else there but the two of them. Even someone of his intellect could figure out what was going on. 
 
   “Where is your demo crew?” Apsat asked.
 
   “Why don’t you show me your wings?”
 
   With that, Apsat realized exactly what was going on. He backed off, now fearful. “Who are you?!”
 
   “It’s over Apsat,” Ash said. “I’d rather not hurt you, so just hand over God’s Blessing and surrender.” 
 
   “The Royal Guards sent you!” he said, backing away slowly.
 
   “Don’t run,” Ash said. It was no use, as Apsat turned and made a mad dash for the exit. With little effort, Ash jumped for him and tackled the thief to the ground. “I told you not to run!” Ash said, flipping him over and pinning him to the ground. “Now, I take it that gold chain in your pocket is ‘God’s Blessing’, am I right?” he asked. 
 
   “Damn you! Get off of me!” Apsat cried. “I didn’t even get it to work yet!” He struggled and thrashed as violently as his tiny body could, but it was no use. For once in his life, Ash was the larger man and easily able to hold the thief down. 
 
   “Alright, let’s just see what’s going on in here,” Ash said, grabbing the chain from Apsat’s pocket. “Ah ha!” he said happily when a large jewel embedded in a golden pendant emerged attached to the chain. It looked exactly like the drawing he had seen earlier, but more beautiful and shiny.
 
   “Very nice!” Ash said, hopping up and releasing Apsat. Quickly, the little man climbed to his feet as well. Without saying a word, he lunged at the golden pendant swinging by the chain clutched in Ash’s hand. The boy side-stepped, making Apsat nearly trip over his own feet. This went on for several attempts, each time ending with Ash either side-stepping or pushing him away with his free hand, all the while examining the pendant.
 
   Finally, Apsat gave it a rest as he realized he couldn’t take it back by force. 
 
   “Well, this has been a lot of fun, Crapsat,” Ash said, swinging the chain around his finger, “but I think it’s time to get out of here.” In his confidence, he accidentally swung the chain too wildly and it flew off his finger. Apsat took advantage of the situation and dove for it. Ash leapt as well. The two of them landed on the floor, arms outstretched, with both of their hands gripping God’s Blessing. 
 
   The pendant emitted a bright white blast of holy light, and then everything changed.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One: All Fired Up
 
    
 
   If anyone had been in the room with the boy and the thief, they wouldn’t have been able to see what was happening. The room was completely bathed in white light as God’s Blessing activated, awakening Ash’s soul power. The only problem was the unintended effect of Apsat also clinging to the item. While Ash’s true soul power was able to flow freely now, it also began channeling into Apsat. Soul power, being a very potent substance, could have easily destroyed Apsat’s body. But Ash was a good person, and his soul power was positively charged. Had his soul been tainted and negative, it would have destroyed Apsat.
 
   Instead, it healed and enhanced Apsat’s body more than possible by natural means. His muscles stretched and grew, becoming large enough to house the enormous amount of soul power he was being fed. He more than tripled in size and continued to grow. His muscles inflated as if someone were blowing him up like a balloon and disgusting, throbbing veins covered him head to toe. His clothes and cloak, which were already baggy on him, stretched almost to the point of tearing. When they were skin-tight, he flexed his arms and unintentionally ripped the clothing at the seams. His skin turned a sickly pale color, or perhaps it was always that color, but now more noticeable since he was so much larger. The transformation didn’t cause him any pain; on the contrary, it felt amazing. 
 
   Barely conscious, Ash didn’t understand what was happening. Shouldn’t this transformation be happening to him? And if it did, would he look that ugly? Did he manage to activate it, only to have Apsat steal its effect? So many questions ran through his mind, but the boy was losing consciousness. He hoped that Apsat wouldn’t kill him while he was out cold.
 
   This is fantastic! Apsat thought, climbing to his feet. I’ve never felt power like this before! I must be the strongest devil in all of Hell now! He flexed his giant bicep just to make sure it was real. He couldn’t help but smile at the revolting rock-hard muscle mass. He hung the pendant around his neck to free up his hands and looked down on Ash. 
 
   Is that guy dead? he wondered. Ash showed no signs of consciousness. The giant thief reached out and poked the boy on the shoulder. Ash didn’t even flinch. Must be dead, Apsat concluded. He turned his attention to the window. Outside, he could see the peak of one of the castle’s towers in the distance. A wicked grin spread across his face, and a new idea entered his power-corrupted mind. 
 
   I’m the strongest devil now; I should be the King of Hell! Picking up one of the nearby weapon-crafting contraptions was easy with his strength. He didn’t even struggle; he simply tore it from the ground as if it were a pebble on a beach. Apsat hurled the contraption at the nearby wall, which went right through it as if the wall were made of paper. The resulting hole was still too small for him to fit through, but he had no problem tearing the hole to a big enough size for himself. He stole one final glance back at the unmoving Ash before exiting through the side of the factory. 
 
   Outside, the full brunt of the evening sun shined down on him. With plenty of space to stretch out, he spread his enormous wings. For the first time in years, they formed a perfect pair. His wing repaired by the power of the pendant, he could finally fly again. It’s time to have some fun, he thought. 
 
    From a crouching position, Apsat leapt nearly ten feet off the ground and beat his powerful wings, launching himself into the air. It had been a long time since he enjoyed a nice flight. He climbed up high enough to see the entirety of the kingdom before him, with the castle off in the distance. From his perspective, he saw all of Hell laid out before him like a tiny replica that he could easily crush. I could go straight for the castle, but what would be the fun in that? he asked himself. From his high vantage point, he scouted the area below him. 
 
   The citizens of South Hell went about their business below, unaware of the devil with devious intentions flying high above. A few Royal Guards passed by below and he felt the rage build up inside him. How many times had his thefts and robberies been foiled by the Royal Guard? How many nights had he spent inside the holding cells in the castle? All because of them! If he attempted to storm the castle, he’d have to deal with them all anyway. Better to take out as many as he could first!
 
   Apsat swooped down with the ferocity of a hawk, taking a Royal Guard by complete surprise and smashing into him. The guard went soaring and crashed into a nearby building. He wasn’t getting back up, not for a long time. The other two guards nearby took a defensive stance, confused as to who (or what) their giant attacker was. Apsat stood before them, all smiles from how it felt to finally get some revenge on the Royal Guards. And his revenge was just beginning. 
 
   “What are you doing?!” one of the guards shouted. “Attacking the Royal Guard is punishable by death!” 
 
   “Then come kill me!” Apsat said in his new, deeper voice. The guard who was doing the talking sized him up. Apsat now appeared as a monster before this average-sized man, with bulging muscles to boot. He resembled The Incredible Hulk, if The Incredible Hulk took steroids and had giant bat wings. The guard then understandably had a change of mind, and instead pushed his companion. “Go get him!” he said. The less-fortunate soldier hesitated, clearly afraid and unsure. Even still, he raised his spear and charged at Apsat, screaming a convincing battle cry.
 
   Apsat grabbed the end of the spear and snapped it like a twig. The soldier doubled backwards, almost falling over. He threw his broken spear to the ground and charged forward with only his fists. It was a brave and foolish move on his part. As easily as he had grabbed the spear, Apsat reached forward and grabbed the man’s fist. With the attack halted, Apsat used his free hand and delivered several punches to the guard’s face. After four hits, the man bled from his nose and mouth. Apsat wrapped things up with a kick to the man’s gut, sending him flying backwards as well. That guard disappeared down a side-alley and wasn’t heard from again. 
 
   The guard that had been too afraid to fight earlier made a smart decision and called for backup. “Captain! Get the Captain!” he shouted as loudly as he could manage, fumbling with his whistle. Apsat didn’t mind him calling for more guards; in fact he wanted to have more fun playing with them. It was when the guard tried to run that Apsat quickly grabbed him by the arm, twisting it to the point of breaking it. The soldier fell to the ground screaming in pain. Apsat roared with laughter. 
 
   “I’m the strongest! No one can beat me!”
 
   By now, a sizeable crowd had gathered around the scene. The citizens were gawking in amazement and fear at the man-thing stupid enough to attack the Royal Guard. Apsat stared around at his crowd, looking for anyone that had insulted or looked down on him in the past. He realized that applied to just about everyone in Hell, though. 
 
   “Anybody else want some?” the monster thief asked the crowd, still chuckling to himself like a giddy child. The crowd gave worried gasps and he heard a shuffling sound behind him. He turned around to see the guard whose arm he had just broken attempting to get up and flee again. “Somebody…somebody call the Captain!” he screamed at the crowd, who finally realized the gravity of the situation and retreated in fear.
 
   Delighted at the sight of the manic crowd, Apsat reveled in what he had started. For the first time in his life, people were actually afraid of him. He grabbed the soldier before the man could get any further and lifted him above his head. Deciding to test exactly how strong he had become, Apsat launched the man skyward with all of his might. The poor guard actually came so close to the sun that he got burnt a little. Luckily for him, he was able to bring out his wings and land safely, far away from all the chaos. He quickly went about spreading word of the terrible demon that was causing destruction in the Southern section of the Kingdom.
 
   Apparently, someone in the crowd had actually managed to inform some more Royal Guard of the situation, and soon several more men arrived on the scene. Things quickly turned chaotic as people ran for cover, knowing that when the Royal Guard was called in, things were about to get ugly. As the crowds scattered, Apsat laughed some more at the joy of his terrible dream finally coming true. It wasn’t hard for the arriving guards to identify what the problem was, as Apsat wasn’t exactly trying to be inconspicuous. Several spearmen charged at him first, but Apsat easily picked up a nearby vendor wagon and hurled it at them. With the frontline of spearmen taken out, the next wave of soldiers with swords and some unarmed men charged in.
 
   This time Apsat let lose a tremendous blast of flame, spraying the soldiers like a wild flamethrower. They hit the ground, rolling around to put the flames out. Apsat let lose another hideous cackle, as he had never been the best flame user. 
 
   Unaware of all the commotion outside, Aura stepped out of a nearby pub. The death toucher was a little tipsy, and in his usual fashion had his arms wrapped around two women. The trio laughed to themselves as they strolled into the street. The women instantly recognized the chaotic situation, but Aura was less aware of his surroundings. Only after the two women let out a fearful squeak and hid behind him did he even realize there was danger to be aware of. Apsat recognized Aura at once. The metal gauntlet on his hand helped to confirm it.  
 
   “Death toucher Aura!” Apsat said, excited at his luck.
 
   “Yes?” Aura responded with disinterest, put-off by the repulsive muscular beast that stood before him.
 
   “You don’t recognize me, do you?” Apsat asked.
 
   Aura squinted, focusing on the impossibly-strong looking man before him. “Ash?”
 
   “Who? No!” Apsat replied. “It’s me, Apsat Glumb!” 
 
   It took another moment for Aura mind to recognize him. The body was all wrong, but the man’s face is what gave it away. Suddenly Aura realized he was staring into the face of his target, and around his neck hung the precious artifact his team was supposed to retrieve. 
 
   “Oh, Apsat!” Aura said in astonishment. Things must have gone badly for Ash then…
 
   “That’s right!” Apsat replied. “I’m living large now that I got this little baby,” he said, pointing to God’s Blessing.
 
   Crap! I should have been there for Ash! Aura felt guilty for having ditched his teammate for the girls. He swore he would make it up to Ash…if he were still alive. Apsat must not know I’m supposed to be hunting him down, Aura thought. Maybe I can use that against him. “Apsat, buddy!” the boy said, acting friendly. “Now that you’re clearly on top, we should work out some kind of partnership!” He edged a bit closer, keeping his eyes on God’s Blessing. Apsat saw the boy’s eyes focused on the artifact and decided on a better idea. 
 
   “You know,” Apsat said, “I think I’ll just rule Hell on my own. And I’ll start my legacy by eliminating the famous death toucher!” He lunged for Aura, who narrowly dodged, attempting to counter with a punch from his metal gauntlet-hand. Apsat, proving to be more of a challenge, easily grabbed Aura’s metal-clad fist. When Aura pulled away, Apsat didn’t loosen his grip and actually pulled Aura’s gauntlet off. With his death touching hand exposed, the extra Royal Guard that had showed up felt some reassurance. 
 
   “Isn’t that death toucher Aura?” a Royal Guard asked.
 
   “He’s part of Lady Shiva’s team! See that symbol?” said another, drawing attention to his flame-wing pin. 
 
   “We’re called ‘Aura and the Death Touchers’!” Aura told them, even though the information he supplied wasn’t technically correct. 
 
   “He’ll handle this for us!” someone else said. The crowd collectively backed off to a more safe distance. 
 
   Great, lot of help they are, Aura thought.
 
   “So that’s the famous death touching hand,” Apsat said. “I’m disappointed. I thought it’d be more impressive.”  
 
   “Why don't you look a little closer then!” Aura said, dashing in. Apsat stood his ground; ready to take him on head-to-head, but Aura pulled a fast one on him and instead stopped dead in his tracks while launching a fireball. Apsat easily swatted the ball of flames away, but in the ensuing smoke of the blast Aura changed direction and came at him from the side. This time, he attempted a jump-kick aimed straight at Apsat’s head. Like last time, Apsat was too quick for him and easily snatched his leg out of the air before it connected. With a minimum amount of effort, Apsat tossed Aura into a nearby building. The boy collided with enough force to create a dent in the wall and dropped to the ground below. He was in a world of hurt unlike any he had ever felt before.
 
   “Looks like the famous death toucher doesn’t live up to his reputation!” Apsat said, tossing Aura’s gauntlet aside. Aura struggled to get up onto his feet with Apsat slowly moving in for the kill. It didn’t look like he was going to make it up, as Apsat stood above him, fist held high, ready for the killing blow. While Aura was in pain, he felt he had it in him to attempt one last dodge. He didn’t need to, as luck would have it. A lone fireball blasted forward and hit Apsat in the head. It came from the sidelines, where Shiva stood gasping for breath.
 
   “Hold it!” she said. 
 
   Aura breathed a big sigh of relief. “What took you so long?” he asked.
 
   “I came as soon as I heard the commotion,” she replied. 
 
   Apsat was temporarily stunned, but he quickly shook it off and came to his senses. When he finally got a good look at his attacker, he was amazed. “Lady Shiva!” he said with glee. 
 
   “That amulet doesn’t belong to you,” Shiva said. “The Knights in Satan’s Service are here to reclaim it, and kick your ass as well.” Aura chuckled at Shiva’s use of the team name. 
 
   “I can’t believe my luck!” Apsat said. “First the death toucher, now the King’s daughter! My slaughter list just keeps growing!” 
 
   Indeed, it was an impressive kill list if he could pull it off. But Shiva was not one for being talked down to, and rather than reply with witty banter, she charged forward. She actually managed to land a punch to his stomach, but it was only because Apsat allowed it in order to test his own endurance. He barely felt it. She continued to work his body over, steadily increasing the speed of her punches until Apsat simply stopped allowing her to.
 
   He started with a fast kick to the stomach that stopped her from attacking anymore. Shiva’s lungs begged for air, but Apsat would not allow her to take a breath. He raised both fists, locking his fingers together to create a weapon on par with that of a sledgehammer. His heart raced excitedly at the thought of ending her life. With a grunt, he brought his arms down at an alarming rate, expecting to collide with Shiva’s skull. Instead, Aura pulled her aside just in time as Apsat’s fists slammed into the ground, creating a sizeable dent in the street.
 
   “I guess a thank you would be appropriate,” Shiva said to Aura, picking herself up.
 
   “That is the usual response when someone saves your life,” Aura replied. “But I wouldn’t want you to step outside your comfort zone.” 
 
   Apsat surveyed the damage he’d done, paying great attention to the distinct lack of splattered Shiva on the ground. He eventually turned his focus back to the two teens ahead of him.
 
   “Looks like it’s me and you against him,” Aura said.
 
   “Pity. If only Ash were here. He’d make a great shield.”
 
   “It is a pity. I’d rather he be my partner,” the boy said. His thoughts turned to where Ash was at that moment, hoping his friend was still alive.
 
   “I’m not too crazy about this team-up, either,” Shiva told him. “But let’s try and make the most of it, and maybe save Hell in the process.”
 
   The time for talking was over, apparently. At least, that’s what Apsat decided as he lunged at them. The duo split up, allowing their attacker to pass between them. When he was directly in the middle, they each readied the largest fireball they could muster at the time and - turning towards each other - released. The blasts hit Apsat dead on, creating a cloud of smoke that hung in the air, concealing what they hoped would be his charred remains. 
 
   No such luck. Before the smoke even cleared, Apsat dashed out like a bull charging from the gate, and he was heading straight for Aura. The plucky death-toucher barely had time to react, as he raised his ungloved, black hand at his opponent. In a momentary lapse of judgment, Apsat recoiled in fear of the death-touching hand. In that instant, Shiva attacked from behind. She struck quickly with her elbow, aiming straight for Apsat’s spine. 
 
   Her elbow dug into Apsat’s upper back, hitting his spine with a force so strong, it caused him to feel pain he’d yet to feel in his super-powered state. He stumbled forward. Aura saw this as a moment to redeem himself in the minds of all the onlookers, and reverted back to his plan of using his death-touching hand. He had to try, anyway. With his arm fully outstretched, he lunged forward at the monster, his black fist leading the charge.
 
    “Death punch!” Aura screamed, hoping to strike some fear into his opponent. The blackened fist connected with Apsat’s face, stopping him cold in his tracks.
 
   Apsat shrieked, thinking this was the end for him. Nothing happened. The punch barely hurt, and he wasn’t going to wait around to see if anything else would happen. He swatted Aura’s arm aside and blasted him with a fireball from his free hand. Aura took the flames head on and tumbled to the ground. Shiva tried another back attack, which Apsat evaded by stepping aside, tripping her and sending her to the ground beside Aura. 
 
   “Is there something you want to tell me about that hand of yours, Draxler?” Shiva asked, suspecting all was not right. 
 
   “Well, there is something I should have mentioned earlier,” Aura said. 
 
   “And?”
 
    “It is an honest-to-goodness death-touching hand,” he said. “It just doesn’t work on devils.” Shiva was disappointed, and realized why Aura had said this underneath his breath. He didn’t want the crowd to know his secret. 
 
   “Let’s just continue fighting,” she said, realizing that her useless partner was even more useless than previously thought. Maybe she would have had better luck if Ash were there instead.
 
   “But it totally works on demons!” Aura said, trying to redeem himself.
 
   Shiva jumped back up to her feet to launch another attack, but Apsat was ready for her. Before she could do anything, Apsat grabbed her by the throat and lifted her off her feet. She could do nothing but struggle and grasp at his wrist. Aura summoned all his strength and leapt up, only to rise directly into Apsat’s other vice-like hand. Now, the crazed thief held the two of them while they kicked and squirmed, slowly choking the life out of them. The nearby Royal Guard knew that they should interject, but feared for their own lives. 
 
   “You’re both going to die!” Apsat cackled.
 
    
 
   * * * * 
 
    
 
   Ash still lay idle on the floor in the exact spot Apsat left him. Though his eyes were open, he hadn’t seen anything until now. It was a peculiar phenomenon; he wasn’t entirely unconscious, and had witnessed Apsat’s transformation. Yet he was immobilized and unable to do anything to stop it, or to chase after him. It was like he was in the most peaceful, tranquil state possible, as if the world were only a dream. His mind cleared of any and all thought, even of the dangerous threat that Apsat now posed. He was trapped in a waking slumber. But that was only the first part.
 
   He returned to a state of awareness, as the blurry ceiling above came back into focus. No longer feeling paralyzed, the boy raised his hand and held it in front of his face. He felt something inside of him that was as difficult to understand as it was to explain. It was as if he had been going through life blind and was now suddenly able to see. It was as though his body had weighed one hundred tons before, but now was light as a feather.
 
   He sat up, and still examining his hand intently, thought about his flame. Before he had even begun to imagine it, a bright blazing flame appeared in his hand.
 
   It’s that easy, he thought. 
 
   Clasping his hand shut and extinguishing his newfound flame, the boy jumped to his feet. Something had changed, most definitely. He was lighter. Faster. Stronger. Though his physical appearance didn’t change at all, he felt as refreshed as if he had just gotten a full night of the deepest sleep one could get. He held out both hands this time, attempting to see if it was still as easy to create flames as it had been seconds ago. With hardly a thought on the matter, wild fire shot out from his palms like fireworks erupting in the sky. 
 
   “It was this easy all along!” he said to no one.  He dropped his arms and took a powerful stance, letting the feeling of tremendous soul energy wash over him. Flames emitted from his body, and not just from his hands. More and more wild flames shot out of his back, shoulders, and even the top of his head. He brought out his wings and spread them as wide as he could, and the flames spread to them as well. It didn’t hurt; instead it felt warm and tingling. Unfortunately, his dusty old suit coat didn’t survive the blaze. It burned up, leaving Ash coat-less. His flame-wing pin fell to the floor with a clatter.
 
   “Holy crap, I feel awesome!” he said, again amazed at the new sensations he was feeling. Examining his body, he realized that he was literally on fire. With a simple thought he extinguished the flames before more of his clothing could burn off.
 
   Apsat! He recalled his dilemma. What happened next was completely unintentional. Ash had no idea he even had the ability, but in that moment when he thought of Apsat, he felt something. Call it a psychic ability or just a gut feeling, but Ash was able to feel where Apsat was. He felt a strong pulling in a certain direction. He couldn’t put a label on it, but it felt like a terrible and yet familiar power that had to be Apsat. Unaware that Apsat had actually borrowed some of Ash’s own soul energy, he didn’t know that what he was feeling was his own power. The frightening vibes he got from it were all Apsat’s doing, though. 
 
   He could feel his friends, too. There were two other souls he was picking up on, Shiva and Aura, who both had their own pulling. They felt like Shiva and Aura, that is, the feelings that they inspired in Ash. Aura’s soul felt like pure, careless fun, with a bit of unidentifiable intrigue. Shiva’s soul reminded Ash of hard work and determination, but also a bit of sadness that he couldn’t explain.  There was one other difference between his friend’s and Apsat’s souls: Shiva and Aura’s were slowly fading. 
 
   Ash weighed his options. The plan had worked, and even better than the boys intended. With Apsat causing such a distraction, he was certain that infiltrating the castle would be a simple matter. He was even feeling confident enough to challenge The Prince if need be. This was his chance to storm the castle, steal a gate key and go home!
 
   On the other hand, he could actually feel Aura and Shiva dying. He leaned down and picked up his flame-wing pin. Clutching it tightly, he remembered what it symbolized. This was all Ash needed to make his decision. He tucked the pin into his pants pocket. With a direction in his mind, he bolted out the hole in the wall that Apsat made earlier. Once outside, the boy took to the skies using his soul as a compass.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Back on the street that had turned into a battlefield, Apsat slowly drained the life out of Shiva and Aura. The soldiers were in a stalemate and didn’t know what to do. If they remained still, it spelled doom for Lady Shiva. If they moved in, Apsat would simply end her life immediately. Commander Stryd finally arrived at the scene, pushing his way through the lot of soldiers and any remaining civilians.
 
   “What’s going on here?!” he asked, but didn’t need an answer. He saw for himself the behemoth of a man with his hands wrapped around the two youngsters. 
 
   “Lady Shiva!” he called to her, taking a step forward. 
 
   Apsat intervened. “Don’t take another step, Stryd!” he said. “Or I’ll end her life right now!” 
 
   “Glad…you guys…care so much… about me!” Aura managed to say between desperate breaths for his life. If he were about to die, he felt he might as well go out with a snarky comment.
 
   “Sir!” a Royal Guard said, taking the Commanders side. “I think we should get The Prince! Surely he’ll be strong enough to handle this!”
 
   “Prince Darko is outside the kingdom on another one of his demon hunts! We have to deal with this ourselves!” Stryd said to his men. But the Commander was already out of ideas. He thought about how The Prince and King Satan would feel if Lady Shiva perished at the hands of this monster. It actually gave him some hope, as he didn’t think they’d care all that much. At most, he thought they would be annoyed at not having someone around as blindly loyal and willing to undertake any ordeal as her. 
 
   Things looked grim for Shiva and Aura, as they drew their last breaths. This was it for them; they could feel their consciousnesses start to slip. Apsat laughed maniacally at the life fading from their eyes, and it was a terrible sound to die by. Everything was working out for him, and after putting an end to the troublesome two-some he’d make his way to the castle. It seemed all was lost. 
 
   “Yo Crapsat!” 
 
   A voice rang out from above and echoed through the streets. The people looked around but saw no one. A shadow appeared over the mass, as the sun became blocked by a figure in the sky. With tremendous force, Ash rained down from the sky like a meteor, slamming his foot directly onto the side of Apsat’s head. The gargantuan thief collapsed to the ground, stirring up a cloud of dust as he dropped Shiva and Aura. Free from his death-grip, the two gasped for air and filled their lungs as if breathing for the first time.
 
   As the dust cleared, Apsat pulled his face up from the ground, clenching his teeth with rage. Across the street he saw Ash pick himself up from one knee. He stood tall, looking the opposite of dead, as Apsat had thought he left the boy.
 
   “I haven’t properly introduced myself yet,” the boy said. “My name is Ash Kaplan. I’m a half human, half devil, and the third member of the Knights in Satan’s Service.” 
 
   “Knights in Satan’s Service…?” Commander Stryd muttered to himself, confused by all the chaos.
 
   “That’s right,” Ash said, holding his flame-wing pin out for everyone to see. 
 
   “KISS is here!”
 
    
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two: Ash Vs. Apsat
 
    
 
   “Ash?” Shiva said, wondering how he found them.
 
   “Ash!” Aura said, ecstatic at seeing his friend still alive.
 
   “The human?” Stryd said in disbelief. After seeing Shiva and Aura both struggling to survive, he had assumed Ash was already dead. He wasn’t the only one who thought that.
 
   “You were dead!” Apsat shouted, his rage building. He jumped up from the ground, his pain forgotten. It seemed Ash was now the center of attention, and all eyes were on him.
 
   “Dead like a fox!” Ash said without giving his comeback much thought, confusing everyone there. “Besides,” he tucked his flame-wing pin back into his pocket and attempted to recover, “I won’t die so easily!”
 
   “We’ll see about that!” Apsat dashed forward. Ash took a defensive stance. With his new power, he felt ready for anything. For a split second, he had Apsat in his sights. But just like someone turning off a light, the monstrous man disappeared. Before Ash even had time to think about it he was flying backwards and his face stung.
 
   Before he collided with a nearby well, he could see Apsat reappear. What speed! the boy thought. His thoughts then quickly turned to Ouch! All the on-lookers sighed with disdain. 
 
   “Pathetic,” Shiva said.  
 
   “I’ll give him style points for the flashy entrance though,” said Aura.
 
   “The boy’s no savior,” Stryd called out to his men. “We’re charging in!”
 
   With a battle cry that may have struck fear into the hearts of many a devil, Stryd and his men charged at Apsat. Like a man wearing his stomping boots in a room full of roaches, Apsat went about eradicating his enemies. Anyone who came swinging some sort of weapon was taken out before their weapon even had a chance to swing down on him. Some were burned up in a flame-thrower type fire blast. Others didn’t even make it to him before they were knocked back by members of their own team being used as projectiles against them.  Apsat didn’t cave in or slow down. He was on an unstoppable rampage of fury.
 
   “I’m going in to try and stop him,” Shiva told Aura.
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he asked her.
 
   “I have a theory,” she told him, “that if we can remove God’s Blessing from him, he may lose all that power he’s gained.” 
 
   “Got any evidence to back that theory up?” Aura asked, hopeful.
 
   “Nope,” Shiva answered as though it was okay. “We can use Stryd’s men as a distraction, but I’ll have to move quickly.” She climbed to her feet and dashed strategically through the crowd. Only a few soldiers and the Commander still remained, though they weren’t faring well against the monster. Luckily, Stryd and another man were distracting Apsat at that moment. There was a clear opening for the necklace, so long as he didn’t notice her coming. 
 
   Apsat grappled with the other soldier and easily won when he slammed the soldier into Stryd, sending them both tumbling backwards. With split-second precision Shiva reached forward, her arm completely outstretched and-
 
   Apsat grabbed her, stopping the girl dead in her tracks. Right away, she threw a punch with her free hand, which Apsat also caught. Now with a cross-arm hold on the girl, the big brute pulled her in close. Their faces were only inches apart, and Shiva could feel his raunchy breath on her face.
 
   “Up close, you aren’t so bad looking!” said Apsat. Shiva clenched her teeth, unsure of what to say to such foul commentary. “Maybe when I’m king, you can be one of my wives!” He laughed at the thought. “You’ve always wanted to be a queen, right?”
 
   “That’s enough, Crapsat!” the familiar voice shouted from somewhere behind the villain. Apsat cocked his head around and saw Ash standing once more.
 
   “Let her go,” Ash said. The tone in his voice sounded so relaxed, so in control that it actually offended Apsat and angered him even more. 
 
   “Oh, I get it. You want her for yourself,” Apsat said. “Well go and get her then!” 
 
   With all his strength, Apsat launched the girl straight at a nearby brick wall. All Shiva could do was close her eyes and hope the impact wouldn’t hurt too much. Aura tried again to stand up in an effort to do something to help, but there was simply no time. Her eyes closed, Shiva awaited the pain that was soon to follow. But instead, she felt something soft and comforting.
 
   Shiva opened her eyes and looked up at Ash. She was sprawled out in his arms, merely a foot from the brick wall she had been heading towards only a split-second before. How? she thought. He was just over there a second ago! Ash set her down on the ground a few feet away from Aura. 
 
   “Fast catch, man!” Aura said, astonished. “How’d you do that?!” 
 
   “Sit tight guys, while I finish this up.”
 
   “Take the necklace!” Shiva told him. “With speed like that it should be easy for you now!” 
 
   “No,” Ash replied. “I’d rather beat the crap out of him.”
 
   Shiva, Aura, Commander Stryd, and the rest of his men were all wide-eyed and speechless. This kid, who only a moment ago was getting his butt kicked, was now making bold statements? Half of the crowd wasn’t even sure they heard the boy correctly.
 
   “Stay put,” Ash said to Shiva, who was still too shocked from his previous statement to even start to digest his latest sentence. As he turned his back to her and started pacing towards Apsat, she came to her senses and called out to him. 
 
   “Don’t be an idiot!” she said. Ash didn’t respond. 
 
   “Seriously? You want to try again?” Apsat asked. “The girl put up a better fight than you!” He was stalling. He knew Ash had been the one who really activated God’s Blessing, and was sure that he must have also received some sort of power from it. But as always, the man was overly confident.
 
   “I don’t know why, but I’m sure I can beat you,” Ash said, taking an offensive stance. He leapt forward but was no match for Apsat’s speed. The boy threw a punch, but as Apsat had demonstrated many times before, he was able to catch punches with ease. The man simply caught Ash’s fist in mid-air before it reached him. Apsat then threw a few left-hooks of his own. One by one, each punch hitting Ash dead center in his face. After four punches the boy fell backwards. He would have fallen over too, but Apsat pulled him back in and drove his knee straight into the boy’s stomach. All the air in his lungs escaped as he fell over, defeated. His teammates watched, utterly helpless. 
 
   I don’t get it, Shiva thought. When Ash first arrived, he had so much power! Where did it all come from? Unless… He touched the artifact! That doesn’t make sense though, since God’s Blessing isn’t even supposed to work on devils! But it clearly worked on Apsat… And he has it around his neck, so where is Ash getting his boost of power from?
 
   Apsat moved into position, standing above the motionless boy. He stepped down on Ash, bringing his heel down directly on the boy’s spine. Ash let out breathless screams of pain, but they were barely audible. 
 
   Think, Shiva, think! She wracked her brains, desperately trying to find a way to save everyone. The first time he flew in and saved us, we were both in danger… And after that, when he became super fast it was because I was in trouble again! This is totally crazy, but I think I know what to do!
 
   “Hey Crapsat!” Shiva shouted as loud as she could, drawing his attention away from Ash. It worked, as Apsat had come to despise being called by that name. He stopped crushing Ash and looked at Shiva. She could do little more than launch a weak fireball in his direction, which fizzled out before it even reached him. Apsat laughed at her worthless effort. 
 
   “You’re still going?” he said, amused. “You’re dumber than him!” He motioned to the lifeless body of Ash and kicked him aside. “Alright, I guess I’ll end this now. After all, I have a Kingdom to conquer!” 
 
   Unable to flee, unable to fight, unable to even defend herself; Shiva crouched there and waited. “Ash! Get up!” she shouted to her motionless companion. All the while, Apsat approached the girl slowly, laughing more of his sadistic laughter.
 
   “It’s no use calling to him, he’s dead already,” the beast said.
 
   “Come on, Ash!” Aura joined in, calling to his downed friend. “Get up and kick his ass! I know you wanna!”
 
   “I said he’s dead!” Apsat was starting to get fed up, and picked up his pace heading straight for Shiva. This was it. Now or never.
 
   “Ash!! Get up and save me right now!!” Shiva screamed at the top of her lungs. The monster of a man raised his fist, ready to strike Shiva dead in a single blow. She closed her eyes, accepting her failure. Accepting death.
 
   When nothing happened after a few seconds and she heard struggling, she opened her eyes just in time to see the sight she had been hoping for all along. 
 
   “You again?!” Apsat said with Ash standing behind him. The boy had a tight grip on Apsat’s arm, keeping him from striking Shiva. With his patience lost, Apsat turned around and threw a sloppy, furious punch aimed for Ash’s head.  To everyone’s surprise, Ash held up a single hand and stopped the punch with what seemed like no effort. A faint, misty glow emanated off of Ash’s body.
 
   Shiva was elated to see that her prediction was right. It appeared as though Ash’s sudden bursts of soul power were brought on by his will to protect them.
 
   “Not cool, dude,” Ash said with disappointment. He wound up and threw a strong punch that connected with Apsat’s cheek, sending him sailing into a nearby merchant’s wagon. 
 
   Everyone was stunned. Speechless. Astonished. They had no idea what to expect from this kid. At times, he appeared to be their savior. Other times, he was getting beaten bloody. Was he some sort of comeback kid? 
 
   “Sorry for that sloppy display a minute ago,” Ash said, apologizing to the public. “But I’m all fired up and ready to go now!” He brimmed with confidence and loosened up a little by shaking his body. No one said anything. This moment was beyond words. They were either all doomed, or in safe hands. And at this moment, no one really knew which it was. 
 
   Picking himself up from the wreckage of the wagon he had just collided into, Apsat regained his ground. No more banter. No more exchanges of dialogue. The boy was seriously pissing him off now, and he had to die. The man rushed forward with lightning quick speed again, only this time, Ash could see him. He wouldn’t be caught off-guard again. 
 
   When Apsat reached striking distance, he threw another lightning-fast punch, aiming once again for Ash’s face. This time, it was Ash who snatched the man’s fist from the air, and in another super fast display repaid Apsat for those four punches he had given him earlier – with interest! Ash smashed his face over ten times until the hulking beast-man threw a wild swing with his free hand. Ash released him and jumped back.
 
   Apsat staggered backwards and tripped over his own feet. No one saw as Ash moved so quickly he disappeared, only to reappear again right next to Apsat. He crouched low and swept the man’s feet out from under him. Apsat tripped and fell onto his back. Ash jumped, raising his foot high above his own head, and brought his heel down on Apsat’s stomach with all the force of someone dropping a bowling ball from a skyscraper.
 
   Apsat moaned in pain and coughed up a bunch of gunk. 
 
   “He…he did it?” Shiva said, unsure of what just happened.
 
   “You kicked his ass!” Aura shouted. 
 
   A roar of cheers arose from Stryd’s men. A menacing stare from Commander Stryd silenced them all. With Apsat lying motionless on the ground, Ash turned his back to him and smiled at his teammates.
 
   “Sorry about all this, guys,” he said. 
 
   “What happened?” Shiva asked.
 
   “I think I’m to blame for that,” Ash said, motioning to Apsat.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Hold on,” Ash said, as if he knew what was about to happen. And judging by his quick reaction, it seems he did know somehow. Apsat, fueled by rage and the power of the pendant, lunged at Ash. The boy didn’t even turn around.
 
   He simply threw his right fist up, cracking Apsat in the face. “This is it!” Ash shouted. It was time for the boy to demonstrate one of his new talents. He gathered an amount of flame in his hands and when he closed his fists, they were literally ablaze. With fists of fire, he turned and dashed at the maniacal Apsat. First came a strong right hook to the face. Second, the boy buried his left fist in Apsat’s gut. Each hit left burning hot scorch marks where they connected. Third, a right upper that connected with the bottom of Apsat’s jaw, sending him flying straight up into the air.
 
   Ash brought out his wings momentarily for an extra boost, leaping high above Apsat. When Apsat finally got up to the elevation Ash was at, the boy was waiting to strike with the last hit. Ash raised both hands above his head and locked them together. He swung with all his might, connecting with Apsat’s head and sending him rocketing down to the ground below. Apsat collided into the gravel street, creating a crater-like hole.
 
   Ash was relatively sure that Apsat was finished, but as one last final precaution, he collected an enormous amount of flames in the palms of his hands, crafting a fireball nearly double the size of a beach volleyball. He shot it down directly into the crater where Apsat lay, making such an explosion that Apsat was sure to not recover anytime soon from. 
 
   Ash dropped to the ground, sucked his wings in, and extinguished his burning hands. The crater where Apsat crash-landed was smoking, his body lay charred inside it.  
 
   “I’ve fought tougher bosses than that before,” the boy said, smiling. The crowd remained silent no longer, erupting into even louder cheers than before. Aura and Shiva joined in as well. Even Commander Stryd cracked a nervous smirk.
 
   “That was awesome, man!” Aura said.
 
   “You finally learned how to make flames!” said Shiva, impressed at just how much growth he had demonstrated in a short matter of time. Something else had struck her as odd, though. Ash was using his own soul power! But Ash is far too inexperienced to use soul power, she thought. Shiva herself hadn’t even figured out how to use it yet! She filed this idea away for the moment, and returned to just being happy to be alive.
 
   Inside the crater, Apsat’s muscles deflated like a giant balloon, except that his body didn’t shrink back to its normal size. It remained a disgustingly-stretched-out pile of loose skin. He had finally exhausted all his borrowed power, and would not be getting it back. His pale skin was dark all over from the many bruises he had incurred from the battle with Ash. At the center of each bruise was a burn mark that was still smoking.
 
   “Dude,” Aura said, finding the strength finally to get up and make his way over to Ash. “The plan…” he whispered. Ash shook his head in silence, signaling that the plan was no longer an option. He had no idea why Apsat gained so much power, but the boy didn’t want the same thing to happen to him. If he had to become a monster to get home, he wouldn’t want to go. Not like that.
 
   “We’ll find another way,” Ash whispered back, smiling.
 
   “What are you two whispering about?” Shiva asked.
 
   “Oh, I was saying I suppose we should grab God’s Blessing now,” Ash lied, reminding Shiva of their only remaining goal. 
 
   “That’s right,” Shiva said. She approached the hole in the ground, pausing to peek inside. Apsat didn’t look like he’d be getting back up again, and even if he could he didn’t appear to be a threat with his saggy body. Shiva bent down and snatched God’s Blessing right off Apsat’s deflated flab of a neck, then stuck her tongue out at him.
 
   I think that qualifies as a new high score, Ash thought to himself as he surveyed the damage their fight had done to the street and buildings around him.
 
   “Alright, let’s get this thing to Goddard and finish up this crazy mission!” Ash said with a smile. Aura was reluctantly smiling as well. It seemed like everything turned out alright, even if their plan hadn’t worked out. They retrieved the stolen item and apprehended the criminal, so at least their first mission was a success. Shiva couldn’t help but succumb to the good vibes that were going around and even shared a smile with her teammates. 
 
   Then, with a quick flicker of light, God’s Blessing disintegrated to dust in the palm of Shiva’s hand.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three: Mission Complete?
 
    
 
   The sandy shards that used to be God’s Blessing slipped through Shiva’s hands and blew away in the breeze. The three were shocked to the point of silence as Shiva was left holding only a golden chain. Aura was the first to break the silence.
 
   “What’d you do?!”
 
   “It just…” Shiva began, but nothing else came out.
 
   “Dissolved!” Ash finished her sentence.
 
   Commander Stryd took this moment to try to assert himself as the one in charge. He marched over to Shiva and peeked down at Apsat, just to make sure he wasn’t moving. Feeling reassured that the fight was over, the Commander started shouting. 
 
   “Good work everyone,” he said, more-so to his own men than Shiva’s team, who had done most of the work. “We’ll take it from here,” he told Shiva. “Men!” Three of his less-injured guards came running. They collected the body of Apsat and hauled him out of the crater. “Don’t worry about filing a report or anything, we’ll handle it all.” Stryd said, being uncharacteristically nice for a change.
 
   “Uh,” Shiva grunted, never taking her eyes off the gold chain.
 
   “Well then, Lady Shiva, we’ll be off!” The Commander turned back to his soldiers. “Move out, men!” His soldiers, most of them injured, shambled to their feet and limped away with him. Without so much as a thank you to Ash for bailing them out, they dragged the saggy body of the monster that was Apsat with them. In that time, Aura managed to limp over to where Apsat had tossed his metal gauntlet, retrieve it, and walk back to regroup with his team.
 
   “What now, leader?” Aura asked Shiva, slipping his gauntlet back on.
 
   “I guess we should go report to Goddard,” Shiva said, finally breaking her stare at the golden chain.
 
   “But our objective was to bring God’s Blessing back…” Ash said.
 
   “I know that!”
 
   “So does that mean we failed?” Ash asked, afraid of the truth. A small part of him wished he had just gone through with the plan of trying to escape from Hell.
 
   “No, no…” Shiva replied, not the least bit assuring. “We’ll just have to see how Goddard takes the news.” Ash and Aura exchanged a solemn look.
 
   “Okay,” Shiva said with more enthusiasm. “Let’s head back to the castle. Stryd said he’d file a report for us, so we can look forward to not having to do that,” she said, trying to look on the bright side. Despite their victory, Ash and Aura weren’t feeling very positive at the moment.
 
   “Can you guys fly?” she asked.
 
   “My wings aren’t what’s sore,” Aura replied, stretching. 
 
    
 
   It took at least an hour before they were able to speak with Goddard. Though he hadn’t actually been present at the battle with Apsat, once word spread of an impossibly strong foe moving towards the castle, there was a lot of work to do in securing the safety of King Satan. Goddard had been busy moving Satan to a safe, all while ordering the various castle guards and servants around. Once word spread that the fight was over, there was still a lot of work to be done in tidying up all the confusion.
 
   Shiva, Ash, and Aura waited patiently on edge in their usual meeting room. At last, Goddard finally appeared with a stack of fresh notes. His usually tidy hair was disheveled and he appeared exhausted from all the excitement, yet surprisingly happy. He could have never expected such wildly favorable results from his rushed little scheme.
 
   “We’re here to give you our report,” said Shiva.
 
   “I’d like to speak with you all individually,” Goddard said. “I’ll start with you, My Lady.” He motioned Ash and Aura out the doorway. Once the boys were outside, the Royal Advisor began his one on one with Shiva.
 
   Shiva recounted their entire investigation, starting just after Goddard gave them the warning about Ash and God’s Blessing. She went over their sparring match with Stryd, how Aura and Ash worked together to best him, and then their search for the crippled-wing thief. She mentioned their skirmish with Aura’s friends, and the realization that the thief, a man named Apsat Glumb, was actually a prisoner in the castle at the time. She told him how they split up the list of buildings to search, and then skipped ahead to the fight. 
 
   “The Royal Guard’s records will say that Commander Stryd was officially the one to defeat Apsat,” Goddard said with his hand furiously scribbling notes. “I think it’s best we leave it at that, while we know the truth.” 
 
   Shiva then realized why Stryd had been so nice to her team following the battle: he had planned all along to take the credit for subduing Apsat! She kept her mouth shut however, and nodded in agreement. She knew she’d have other opportunities to upstage Commander Stryd in the future, and she fully intended on it.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   In the hall, Ash and Aura found some chairs to sit in and made small talk while Shiva gave her report. They made jokes about how Shiva would probably claim all the credit for stopping Apsat, and how little Ash and Aura had done to help. Their joking ended when Aura made a serious and heartfelt apology.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Just sorry things didn’t work out,” Aura said, keeping his voice low in case someone overheard them. “I really wanted to go to Earth with you.”
 
   “It’s okay, really,” Ash said. “I couldn’t leave you, or even Shiva. Apsat would have killed you.” 
 
   “We should have just run. Let the Royal Guards deal with Apsat, while we made a break for the castle. With him acting as a distraction, there’s no way they could have stopped us.” 
 
   “I couldn’t let that happen,” Ash told him. “I was responsible for the whole thing. I don’t know how it happened, but I think Apsat stole some of the power I was supposed to get.” 
 
   “Do you think you would have turned into a monster like he did?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Ash replied. “But I’m glad I didn’t. I still believe we can find another way back to Earth, one where so many people won’t have to die.” 
 
   “You’re too good for this place,” Aura said with a smile.
 
   “I know,” Ash told him, smiling back. “I know.”
 
   The door to Goddard’s meeting room opened and Shiva stepped out, looking around for the boys. Spotting them in their chairs down the hall, she called out “You’re next, Draxler.”
 
    
 
   With Aura gone, Shiva took his place in the chair next to Ash. They remained quiet for a little while, until Shiva broke the silence.
 
   “I think I may owe you an…” she stopped, hesitating here. This was her last chance to avoid what she was about to say. But in her heart, she knew it was the right thing to do. “…An apology,” she finished. Ash was speechless. Rather than say something, he listened silently and waited for her to continue. “I treated you like dirt because I thought you were useless,” she said. “Not only did you prove you weren’t useless, but you also saved a lot of people. Without you, I might be dead or worse,” she paused, remembering Apsat’s words: How would you like to be my wife? She shuddered at the thought. “So I’m sorry I treated you like crap. That’s it.” She was not accustomed to apologizing, and immediately regretted doing it. She hoped Ash wouldn’t say anything back, that maybe he didn’t even hear her.
 
   “I’m sorry too,” the boy replied, surprising Shiva even more. She cocked her eye at him suspiciously, until he continued. “For a moment, I thought about running away. Using my newfound strength to storm the castle and steal a gate key. To get back to Earth.” 
 
   The girl cocked a curious eyebrow. “But you didn’t,” Shiva said. “You came to rescue us instead.” Ash nodded. “Why?” 
 
   “Because you guys are my friends,” the boy said. Shiva looked perplexed. She’d never once treated Ash like a friend, nor did she think of him (or Aura) as her friends. They were her subordinates, nothing more. She didn’t have any friends. At least that’s what she thought. The pair sat silently again, while Shiva thought on all the new information she’d taken in. It was a lot for her to digest. 
 
   Finally, Aura exited the room and motioned to Ash. “The boss wants to see you now.”
 
    
 
   Ash entered the room to Goddard’s icy stare. He took a seat, and at the beckoning of Goddard, explained what happened. He of course left out the part where Aura and him schemed to use God’s Blessing for themselves.
 
   After the recap, Goddard began with his questioning. He started by asking Ash to recount every small detail about when God’s Blessing activated, his quill-hand trembling in anticipation.
 
   “There was a blinding light,” Ash said. “And then I felt paralyzed. All I could see was Apsat growing larger. There was all this…tingly power flowing through the air, and I felt it coursing from me into Apsat. It felt really weird, but not painful. I think I passed out for a while after that, because the next thing I remember was looking at the ceiling. I felt really good after that. Refreshed, like I got a full night’s sleep. But I also felt…different. More powerful. And I could finally make flames!” He lit a small fire in the palm of his hand to demonstrate.
 
   Goddard stopped writing notes. He listened intently to Ash, taking in every single detail. He asked the boy another question:
 
   “How did you find your teammates?”
 
   “Well, that’s another weird part,” Ash said. “I kind of…felt them. I don’t know for sure, but it was like I could sense where they were. I also felt what I thought was Apsat. Except that he had a way different vibe than Aura or Shiva. He felt kind of like…well, me, I guess. Except bad.”
 
   Goddard slowly put the pieces together. He figured that because Ash and Apsat touched God’s Blessing at the same time, the artifact activated and meant to release Ash’s stored up soul power. Because Apsat was hitching a ride, the power must have free-flowed into him as well, sucking up a lot of what was meant to be Ash’s power. 
 
   Such an amazing coincidence, Goddard thought. Or was it something like fate? Part of God’s grand design? The thought of God being able to control events even in Hell gave Goddard a chill. 
 
   Next question: “What you’ve described sounds like soul power. Are you familiar with the concept of soul power?”
 
   Ash shrugged. “Not really. I’ve heard it mentioned a few times, but I still don’t quite get it.”
 
   “You should read the section on souls in the book I gave you,” Goddard told him. “Figuring out how to harness your own soul power would make you an invaluable asset to the team. You’d be able to join the ranks of very few devils that can actually use their full potential, including The Prince.” 
 
   “You mean I could become as strong as The Prince?” Ash asked, in awe. Goddard nodded a silent reply. I may still have a shot at getting back to Earth, Ash thought. After that, Goddard called Shiva and Aura back into the room to wrap up their meeting.
 
    
 
   “I’ve finished my report,” Goddard told them. “You’re all dismissed.” 
 
   “What about the mission?” Shiva asked. “Did we fail?” Aura and Ash exchanged uneasy glances, afraid of that question and its answer.
 
   “Fail?” Goddard said. “Oh, because God’s Blessing was destroyed?” Shiva nodded. Instead of replying, Goddard pulled a small box out from under the table. He opened it up and pulled out a familiar looking golden pendant with an enormous jewel set in the middle. “Catch.” He tossed it to Ash.
 
   The boy caught it, and with a suspicious look, he realized what it was: God’s Blessing! But how could the item be here with Goddard? And how did Ash release his soul power if it wasn’t the real item? Then he realized the truth. “This is a fake!”
 
   “To be completely accurate, it’s a replica,” Goddard said. It looked exactly like the real God’s Blessing, except Ash could tell it was a little lighter. And it wasn’t activating and releasing his soul power, which was another dead giveaway. 
 
   “You had a replica made?” Shiva asked.
 
   “I knew how much your father liked it, and in the worst case scenario that the item wasn’t retrieved, I had a backup plan. He’ll never know the difference,” Goddard smiled at his clever thinking. While Shiva debated the ethics of lying to her father, she ultimately decided she liked that idea more than admitting to the destruction of The King’s favorite fashion accessory.
 
   “So it looks to me as though you succeeded in your first mission,” Goddard told them. 
 
   “Question,” said Aura. “How much do we get paid for this?” 
 
   “Your payment for completing a mission is the experience you acquired during it,” Goddard told him.
 
   “I’d rather be paid in skorch,” Aura said quietly to himself. 
 
   “Excellent work today,” Goddard said, wrapping up the meeting. “You can take the day off tomorrow.”
 
   “Alright!” Aura threw his hands in the air in triumph. “Party at our place tonight!” Now he was okay with not getting paid for the mission. 
 
   Goddard made his move to exit the room, but Shiva intercepted him. “But God’s Blessing was a one-of-a-kind artifact!” she said. “Don’t we at least deserve some form of punishment for the destruction of it?”
 
   Ash and Aura were dumbfounded. On the outside they were quiet, but inside they were shouting Shut up Shiva! Let it go already!
 
   “You want punishment?” Goddard asked. 
 
   “You may punish me as you see fit,” Shiva told him. 
 
   “Very well,” Goddard said. “Your punishment is to partake in whatever social gathering the boys arrange tonight,” Goddard said, pointing at Ash and Aura. He knew this was the only form of punishment she would actually hate.
 
   “And Shiva joins the party!” Aura said, rubbing it in.
 
   “But!” the girl protested, trying desperately to change her sentence. “That’s not a real punishment!”
 
   “Also, I forbid you from training tomorrow.”
 
   “What?!” Shiva said, making it clear the punishment hit home with her. 
 
   “Woohoo!” Aura shouted again, “Party all night, sleep all day! It’ll be like old times again!”
 
   “Her idea of punishment is seriously weird,” said Ash. 
 
   “You’re dismissed,” Goddard said, pushing his way past Shiva and exiting the room.
 
   “We’ll see you at sun-out!” Aura said with a smirk to Shiva. “Bring lots of booze!” 
 
   Shiva didn’t bother with a reply. Instead, she turned a pale color and looked sick. She dashed out the door in order to catch up with Goddard. With her gone, Ash and Aura finally let out their suppressed happiness. 
 
   “Alright!” Aura said, “go grab everyone you know! Tonight, we’re partying hard!” Somehow, Aura didn’t seem so sore from the battle anymore. The thought of living to party once again probably helped. “And now, I’m off!”
 
   “What are you going to do?” Ash asked him.
 
   “I’m going to get us some girls!” Aura left in an excited frenzy, making sure to go the opposite way that Shiva had gone.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   A little way down the hall, Shiva caught up to Goddard. He was speed walking, certain that the determined girl would be after him. Unfortunately for him, his preemptive actions weren’t enough to save him from the torment of an ornery Shiva.
 
   “Goddard, wait!” she called to him. “I have a few more concerns!”
 
   Goddard stopped and turned to face her. If he couldn’t escape from her, he may as well dominate the conversation by laying a guilt-trip on her.
 
   “I’m the one with the concerns, Lady Shiva,” he said, spinning the conversation so that he was the one in charge. Shiva stopped.
 
   “It was an order – he was not supposed to come into contact with the amulet.” Goddard bared his fangs, but it was only for show. Inside, he was ecstatic that Ash had been able to activate God’s Blessing.
 
   “I only gave him one location to search, it was a one in fourteen chance!” 
 
   “There should have been no chance!” Goddard raised his voice in mock anger.
 
   Shiva remained quiet like a child being scolded.
 
   “You will resume training in two days and await your next mission,” he said with finality. The Royal Advisor turned to leave, but Shiva continued their conversation as if she’d already forgotten her reprimand. 
 
   “The thing is,” she said, drawing a disappointed sigh from Goddard. “During the fight with Apsat, I could have sworn Ash was using his soul power.” 
 
   Goddard pivoted on his heel, turning to face Shiva once again. He already had an explanation in mind. “So the weak human managed to gain a small power boost from touching the amulet. I told you that might happen, so I don’t see why you’re so surprised.” 
 
   “Well, it’s just…” Shiva stammered to find the words. “There are so few devils that can actually use soul power, let alone the amount that I felt coming from Ash. For a small moment, he seemed like he was as strong as…as my brother.”
 
   “I can assure you, whatever small boost in ability he managed to gain was nowhere near the level of The Prince,” Goddard said.
 
   “That’s not what I’m concerned about. How come Ash was able to activate God’s Blessing when no one else could? You even suspected he could do it, that’s why you didn’t want us to let him touch it, right? If I’m going to be watching over him, this is something I should know: Exactly who, or what, is he?”
 
   “He is no one important,” Goddard replied. “Just an experimental weapon. If at any point he becomes a nuisance to us it will be your job to kill him. Am I understood?” Shiva said nothing, not completely satisfied with Goddard’s answer, but nodded anyway. Goddard turned again, hoping that she would for just this once keep her mouth shut. But of course, Shiva rarely closed her mouth when you wanted her to. 
 
   “One last thing, Goddard,” she said. He didn’t bother turning around this time. 
 
   “Apparently Apsat had already been caught several days ago. They even had the paperwork drawn up for it. Except he never made it to his prison cell,” the girl said. “Because of an impromptu meeting, he was left in the care of a single guard – a guard who was murdered.”
 
   Goddard remained quiet, waiting for her to finish. 
 
   “Apsat was a bumbling weakling, originally. To me, it doesn’t seem likely he could kill a trained guard all by himself. The only mystery we weren’t able to solve was how he managed to escape. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
 
   “I’ll look into it,” Goddard said. “So don’t worry any more about it.”
 
   “See that you do,” Shiva said.
 
   “Now, if you’ll finally excuse me, I have a meeting with your father.” With that, Goddard sped off down the hall, leaving Shiva behind feeling very unfulfilled. Her thoughts turned to her next task at hand.
 
   Ugh, she thought, do I really have to party?
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four: Sly Devil
 
    
 
   Two Days Ago.
 
   “Get your hands off me!” Apsat said. “I didn’t do nothin’ wrong!” His bad grammar did not help his cause, as he’d just been brought down to the Royal Guard holding area after being caught looting. Two guards detained him while another stood idly by watching, a huge smile spread across his face. He’d dealt with Apsat several times in the past, and it was always a treat hearing exactly how he’d been caught and what fabrications he’d spout to feign innocence. 
 
   “Apsat again, huh?” the watchman said. “What’d he do this time?” 
 
   “Caught looting during the demon attack,” the guard who was detaining him answered. His partner concealed a laugh, and Apsat continued struggling weakly. 
 
   “Classic Apsat!” the watchman replied. “You can leave him with me, then. Apsat and I are well acquainted.” And with that, the two guards pushed the thief to the ground. The three of them shared a hearty laugh over it, as the criminal fumed on the cold stone floor. Pathetic as he was, he didn’t enjoy people relishing in his misery. 
 
   “Right on time, too,” a guard said. “They just announced a mandatory meeting of all castle staff in ten minutes. You did know about that, didn’t you?” he asked the watchman. 
 
   “Afraid I won’t be making it,” he replied. “There must always be at least one watchman on duty in the holding area. No exceptions.” 
 
   “Must be terribly boring,” the other guard said. “I like patrolling the streets. There’s so much more action!”
 
   “I’m perfectly fine right here, away from the demons thank you!” The watchman gazed at Apsat, slowly wriggling to his feet. His attempts to stand up were hindered by his hands cuffed behind his back. 
 
   “To each his own,” the guard replied. “Come on then, or we’re going to be late!” The two guards that escorted Apsat in took their leave, slamming the steel door as they went, leaving only the watchman and Apsat behind. The watchman picked Apsat up by the collar of his shirt and tossed him in the open cell nearby. Cell 01 was usually only used for temporary holding until it was decided exactly how long the prisoner would be kept, and to which cell they’d be moved to.
 
   He opened a nearby cabinet and pulled out the standard paperwork form for transferring new prisoners. Apsat became quiet inside the cell, as he’d been through the process enough times to know what would happen next. Usually, he’d be transferred to a different cell and held there for several days, at which point he’d be taken outside the castle and set free. They’d usually also give him a good beating.
 
   The watchman sat at his stool, filling out the paperwork and humming a tune. He wasn’t surprised when the door swung open once again, as various Royal Guards came and went from the holding area all day. He barely looked up from his paperwork, but once he saw who had entered, he tensed up at once. 
 
   “Royal Advisor Goddard,” he said. “What an unexpected pleasure to see you, sir!” Goddard entered the holding area, carrying with him a cloak. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you supposed to be giving an address to the castle staff in a few minutes?”
 
   “Yes, that is correct,” Goddard said. “I’d hate to be late, so I’ll be making this quick.” Goddard moved towards the cell that Apsat was locked in.
 
   “This must be our latest guest,” Goddard said. Apsat edged to the rear of his cell, having heard many stories of Royal Advisor Goddard. He sat quietly, too afraid to speak. 
 
   “That’s Apsat, sir,” the watchman told him, attempting to sound knowledgeable. “He’s a regular here! Comes in all the time!” The watchman laughed nervously to himself. This is when he should have stopped talking, but not being that clever, he continued. “Apsat here was just brought in not fifteen minutes ago. Caught stealing again, for the umpteenth time.” 
 
   “May I see your blade?” Goddard asked, hoping to stifle any more banter the talkative guard may throw his way. Something about the way the candlelight glared off his glasses made Goddard look frighteningly untrustworthy. 
 
   “My blade, sir?” The blade in question hung on a rack on the wall, and admittedly was never used by the watchman. It was only for emergencies, which honestly didn’t happen all that often. “Right, yes sir,” the watchman said, reaching for the short sword on the wall. Judging by the way he handled it, it was obvious he had very little experience with a blade. He handed it over to Goddard.
 
   “Thank you,” Goddard replied, taking the sword from him. Goddard himself was not the most adept person with a sword, but he’d done a great deal of studying on the topic and knew, in theory, the correct way to hold one, which he then demonstrated.
 
   Apsat did not like the look of him. When someone came down to the holding area asking for both a prisoner and a blade, things did not appear to be going well. Even worse when that person was Royal Advisor Goddard von Gosick. Apsat thought Goddard was holding a body bag, so that scared him even more. 
 
   “I need to borrow this prisoner from you,” Goddard told the watchman. 
 
   “No way!” Apsat backed up against the furthest wall of the cell, “I ain’t goin’ nowhere with you!” 
 
   “Oh…” the watchman said. “How…unorthodox. I suppose that’d be alright, but I’ll have to fill out some paperwork. What exactly are you borrowing him for?”
 
   “May I see your keys?” Goddard asked.
 
   “Oh, yes sir.” The watchman handed him his key ring. “Cell 01, the first key on the ring. So what’s this all about then?” He turned his back and busily went about looking for the proper paperwork in the cabinet.
 
   Goddard inserted the key into the cell door lock and opened it. He did not enter the cell, but instead tossed the cloak to Apsat, who let it land on the floor rather than grab for it. “You’ll want to put that on, especially the hood,” Goddard said to him. 
 
   “What was that?” the watchman asked, thinking that Goddard was speaking to him. 
 
   “I was telling him to put the cloak on,” said Goddard. “He’ll need it to move undetected around the castle.”
 
   “And why would we want him moving around the castle undetected, sir?” The watchman was having trouble locating the proper papers for Goddard to fill out. He toiled away searching the file cabinet.
 
   “We want him undetectable because he just murdered a guard and stole something of great value,” Goddard said. With that, he pulled God’s Blessing from his pocket and tossed it on the cold stone floor in front of the thief. Apsat took one look at the shiny pendant and scooped it up.
 
   “Is that so?” The watchman didn’t understand. All the same, if Goddard said it was okay, then he trusted him. “Well, it all sounds very secretive.” 
 
   “Oh, it really is.” 
 
   “Well don’t you worry, sir. I won’t be telling anyone!”
 
   “No, you won’t be.”
 
   The next sound the watchman made was an unrecognizable gurgling noise. This was because there was a blade plunged through his backside, with Goddard at the end of it. The watchman had time only to realize what happened, and then promptly died.
 
   It had been a simple matter to take the pendant from the snoozing King Satan, as his chamber was left unguarded during this chaotic time, and no one thought twice about Goddard entering or leaving. Goddard smiled, thinking he’d truly outdone himself. It was a simple matter, albeit entirely unconventional, to call an emergency meeting of all castle staff and guards. He’d given Commander Stryd a long list of topics to start off talking about in order to buy him some time here. He even took the extra measure of putting a rush order on creating a replica of God’s Blessing! Now all he had to do was get Apsat out of the castle.
 
   Apsat was even more terrified of Goddard, though he was intrigued by what he had said just before the stabbing. “What…what do you want?” he asked with trembling knees. 
 
   “You are going to do exactly as I tell you without raising a single argument, or you will die.” At least Goddard was nice enough to give him a choice in the matter. Not that the choice was a particularly good one. Apsat remained quiet and listened to Goddard lay out his plan, and the more Goddard spoke, the more Apsat liked what he heard. When Goddard was done explaining, Apsat gave a silent nod of approval and followed him out of the holding area. With the cloak pulled up over his head to conceal his face, he moved more stealthily than he ever had before. Not that stealth was necessarily needed at this time, when the majority of the Royal Guards were in their meeting, and most other people were asleep.
 
   The pair made their way up many flights of stairs and down many hallways until they eventually reached the storage room. Goddard ripped the bars off the window with little effort while he explained what God’s Blessing was known for, before giving Apsat a final warning. 
 
   “You have now killed a guard, escaped from the castle, and stolen a priceless artifact. Run. Run and hide.” With that, Goddard left him behind in the storage room. A minute later, a castle servant entered just in time to see the thief slip through the bars on the window. She hustled over to the window and saw the man fall, deploying his crippled wings as he went.
 
    
 
   Back to the present.
 
   Goddard, King Satan, and Prince Darko were sealed inside the royal chamber. The two royalty listened as Goddard recapped the events of Apsat’s attack on the city. While King Al found the story frightening, Prince Darko was significantly less enthralled.  He didn’t believe for a second that Commander Stryd had really saved the kingdom. 
 
   “Where is this ‘Apsat’?” King Satan asked. “I wish to personally torture him for the theft of my most beloved necklace!” 
 
   “I can assure you, My Lord, that he is in a state worse than torture,” Goddard told Satan. “He’s being held in the lower prison, and when…if he ever recovers, you will be the first to know. For now, you should be happy with this.” The Royal Advisor pulled the wooden box containing the God’s Blessing replica out from under his arm. He handed the box to The King, who opened it curiously. Upon seeing his beloved piece of jewelry, he shut his mouth and put it on. He didn’t appear to notice it was a fake, and Goddard said nothing.
 
   “What a coincidence,” The Prince said, “that a thief happens to steal what turns out to be an enchanted artifact, and then proceeds to be the first devil to ever successfully activate it.” He had done some reading in the last hour about God’s Blessing, and what it was supposed to do. He was no fool; he could see that the one his father currently held was a fake. It lacked the same shine that the real artifact had.
 
   “Yes, what a coincidence indeed,” Satan agreed, not paying much attention anymore. He was enthralled to have his necklace back, and stopped caring about everything else. “All this worrying has caused me to work up a sweat,” he said. “Servants! Draw me a bath!” Several nearby servants scrambled in preparation. “I’ll retire now. Good work today, Goddard.” With that, Satan let out a yawn and shambled off to his bath, leaving The Prince and Goddard alone.
 
   “If that is all My Lord, I will take my leave now,” Goddard said with a bow. 
 
   “Not so fast, Goddard.” The Prince stood up. “My father may be oblivious, but I know you’re up to something.” Goddard didn’t so much as flinch in response. He’d expected some sort of retaliation from Prince Darko. 
 
   “Ask me anything you like, and I shall answer you honestly My Prince.” 
 
   “Where’s the real God’s Blessing?”
 
   “It was unfortunately destroyed. Given your father’s attachment to the object, I surmised it would be best to have a replica created, and neglect to mention its destruction to him. I believed he’d be happier that way.” 
 
   “It’s a dangerous assumption to believe you know what is best for our happiness,” Prince Darko said.
 
   “I live only to serve you, My Lord.” At this statement, Goddard suddenly found himself just inches away from the tip of Prince Darko’s blade, Infernos. 
 
   “I could execute you right now,” Darko said. “My father wouldn’t think twice about it if I told him you stole from him.”
 
   “My Prince, I assure you my intentions were pure and just. I did not think your father would be inclined to part with his precious treasure if he knew it might be damaged. I merely wanted to create a scenario in which the boy could come into contact with the pendant through his own free will.”
 
   “I’ve waited long enough,” The Prince said. “Tell me what significance that boy holds to us. Why have we spent the past year scouring the Earth, injecting children with your blood samples? This boy is obviously special somehow; he was the only one to survive your little blood transfusion! Does that have something to do with how he was able to activate God’s Blessing?”
 
   “What if I told you,” Goddard said, “that the boy is more than he appears to be? Something more than human, more than devil even. That with time, he could be raised to be the greatest challenge you’ve ever fought against?” 
 
   The Prince smiled. Goddard knew exactly what he’d wanted to hear.
 
   “You’ve heard about the legendary ‘Hand of God’, yes?” 
 
   “Of course, but it’s just a story,” The Prince said. “Don’t tell me all that we’ve done has been because of a fable!”
 
   “It’s no fable, My Prince,” Goddard said. “I finally found him. We found him. Ash Kaplan is that boy. And we have him; not the angels!”
 
   “And once the boy reaches his full potential? What then?” The Prince asked, lowering his blade at last.
 
   “Then, we use him to take the Earth for ourselves,” Goddard said. “And once the Earth belongs to your father, you may do with the boy as you please.” 
 
   The Prince’s wicked smile grew, and so did his murderous intentions.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five: The After-Party
 
    
 
   With the instruction of gathering everyone he knew for a party that night, Ash set out to gather ‘everyone he knew’. He arrived at Gio’s just as the tailor was closing up shop. Gio greeted him eagerly and ushered him inside. He’d heard about the day’s exciting events, and asked the boy all about it. Ash felt silly relating the story, and how he’d in essence saved the Kingdom. 
 
   When Gio asked about the suit coat he’d given him, Ash sheepishly admitted it was destroyed in the fight. He thought Gio would be angry, but instead he appeared pensive and retreated to the rear of the store. When he came back, he was holding the black peacoat Ash had taken a liking to before.
 
   “For you!” he said, thrusting it forward at Ash. He didn’t know what to say, so he thanked Gio and quickly put it on. It was a perfect fit. Ash invited him to the party, which he graciously accepted. Gio told him he’d finish closing the shop and meet him there.
 
    
 
    Ash arrived back at their flat before Aura, who seemed to be exhausted again. The death-toucher returned carrying a large sack that clanked loudly, which he carefully set down on the floor next to the door.
 
   “Cool coat,” he said, complimenting Ash’s new jacket. “What’s all this?” he asked, referring to the open space Ash had cleared for their party by pushing the beds out of the way.
 
   “I made room for all the girls,” Ash replied. “Where are all the girls?” he asked, noticing the distinct lack of anyone feminine.
 
   “The girls…” Aura thought back to the hours prior to his return home. Embarrassing, dreadful hours that Aura would never speak of again. He never thought he would see the day when every single girl in South Hell openly laughed in his face and mocked him for losing a fight, and having to be saved by Lady Shiva. It was his own personal nightmare come true. His reputation was falling apart. Try as he did to coax them, not a single girl would come to their party after hearing how easily Aura was tossed aside by Apsat. To make matters worse, Apsat was known for being a pathetic weakling. The part where he had gained super-powers seemed to have been left out.  
 
   “Forget the girls!” Aura said. “Tonight is about male bonding over our first successful mission!” 
 
   “Alright, sounds good!” Ash said. There was a knocking on the door, and when Aura went to open it he was surprised to see Gio the tailor, but even more surprised at the vivacious beauty he had yet to meet: Yazma Bethilda. 
 
   “Well hello!” Aura said, eyeing the woman from head-to-toe and instantly forgetting the words he’d said only moments ago about male bonding. Yazma moved past Aura and acknowledged Ash instead.
 
   “Good evening, Ash,” she said with a cheerful smile.
 
   “Yazma! What’s up?”
 
   “I ran into Gio on his way here. He mentioned you were having a party, I hope it’s alright that I tagged along.” 
 
   “Not a problem at all!” Aura said. “I’m Aura, by the way. Aura Draxler. I’m kind of famous.” He offered his hand, which she hesitantly accepted. When he tried pulling her hand towards his mouth to kiss it, she shook abruptly and pulled her hand back. 
 
   So much for male bonding, Ash thought.
 
   “Gio told me all about what happened today,” she said. Aura and Ash both turned red in the face. “I brought you a gift.” The woman reached into her handbag and pulled out a pair of gloves. She handed them to Ash, and he inspected the presents with glee. They were black, fingerless gloves that were made of durable leather. “I heard you finally mastered your flame,” she said. “These gloves are to protect your hands from scorch marks, which sometimes occur when we use our flames too often.” 
 
   “Thanks a lot, I’m really grateful.” Ash smiled. With the coat and gloves, he felt like his wardrobe was complete. He put them both on, and did not remove either for the rest of the night. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Let’s get this party started!” Aura tore open the large bag he had brought in, and pulled out a few bottles of booze, passing them around the room. They each popped their own bottle open, toasted, and drank. When Yazma asked to hear what had happened that day, Aura just had to tell his side of the story (which ended up being full of lies, fabrications, and exaggerations but was a good deal more entertaining than the real story).
 
   “So there we were – Ash and me (for in his version, he played a key role in helping Ash defeat Apsat) – the only ones standing between this hideous monster and total destruction of the entire Kingdom!” There was no telling the heights of which this story could reach, but unfortunately it would never be told. At that moment Shiva pushed her way through the door. She examined the situation; the four of them sitting on the floor surrounded by empty bottles of liquor.
 
   “Evening Gio, Yazma,” she said in the most polite tone she could muster. She was having a difficult time keeping her politeness in a room that currently housed her three least favorite things: alcohol, parties, and the combination of Ash and Aura. Gio sprang to his feet and shot a hand forward to shake hers. Ash had to hand it to Gio: he was good at enthusiastic greetings. 
 
   “It is so nice to see you again, Lady Shiva! You must be so proud of your team!” Shiva said nothing, but offered a weak smile that wasn’t at all convincing. “Come and sit with us!” Gio pulled her down to the floor where she sat between him and Yazma. She didn’t say or drink anything, even when handed an unopened bottle. Aura tried to resume his story from where he left off, but every time he exaggerated something Shiva corrected him with a clearing of her throat and the interjection: “Actually…” Aura finally tired of her butting in and quit the story, saying “you all know how it ended.”
 
   Now at an awkward moment in the evening, Ash and company grew fidgety. Ash pulled his flame-wing pin from his pocket and attached it to the lapel of his new coat. Glancing around at the three of them, Gio noticed their team emblem: Ash’s, pinned to his peacoat. Aura’s, replacing the button on the neck of his jacket. Shiva had modified hers into a hairpin, which she stuck in her hair. Gio took interest in the unique symbol. 
 
   “My friends, what is this emblem you all wear?” He pointed with his bottle towards Ash’s pin. 
 
   “Oh, that’s our team symbol,” Ash said, glad that someone finally spoke. 
 
   “It’s very stylish!”
 
   “Oh, thanks. I think Goddard made it up.” 
 
   “Actually, he found it in a book,” Shiva said. “I remember seeing it before, too.” 
 
   “It’s very fitting for all of you!” Gio said. “It gives me an excellent idea for a new fashion line!” He sounded excited, more so than usual. He dazed out for the next few minutes while Aura excused himself to the bathroom to fix his hair. He was certain that Yazma wasn’t into him because of his hair. The crowd remained silent, until Yazma spoke up.
 
   “Ash, shouldn’t you thank Lady Shiva for coming?”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Ash said, surprised. “Thanks for coming,” he told Shiva.
 
   “I don’t want to be here. I’m only following orders,” she replied. Gio cracked a smile, but they were pretty sure he was still thinking about his fashion line. 
 
   “Well, even if that’s the case, we’re glad to have you here,” Yazma told her. “Aren’t we, Ash?”
 
   “Yeah… totally,” Ash muttered.
 
   “Why?” Shiva asked. “It’s not like I’m any fun to be around.” 
 
   This time Yazma did not respond. She merely gave Ash a silent glance that said, “Well, tell her!”
 
   “Well, because you’re our friend. We want to hang out with you, believe it or not.”
 
   “Again with the ‘friend’ talk? I don’t know where you got that idea, but I am most certainly not your friend.” 
 
   “Well you showed me around and took care of me, and most importantly made sure that I didn’t die. So I think of you as a friend,” Ash said. Yazma cracked a smile. Shiva attempted to argue back, but Aura returned from the bathroom and loudly interrupted them. 
 
   “Okay Shiva, why don’t you have a drink?” he said, deciding that perhaps now was the proper time to try his patented peer pressure technique that had worked on so many other girls.
 
   “Absolutely not,” Shiva told him. “Drinking alcohol dulls your senses and significantly weakens you. I would never voluntarily put myself in danger like that.” 
 
   “Danger? What danger?” Aura asked. “It’s a party!”
 
   “My friends,” Gio said, “I’m afraid I’ve been so engrossed in inspiration, I haven’t been able to properly concentrate on our party.” As if there was any sort of party going on that required any amount of concentration. 
 
   Gio stood. “Admittedly, my mind is more focused on my work. I must leave at once and begin designing some stylish new clothes for you all.”
 
   “I suppose I should take off as well,” Yazma said, much to the dismay of Aura. “I think it’d be good for the team to have a night to themselves, wouldn’t you agree Gio?” As they made their way to the door, Gio turned around and offered a final thought. 
 
    “Lady Shiva, if I may offer one piece of advice…” Shiva raised an eyebrow. “Your friends wish only to spend the evening in your company. Perhaps it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if you simply allowed yourself to enjoy one night with the people who actually desire your companionship. Just a thought.” With a wink from Yazma, the two disappeared through the door, leaving behind one awkward group of devil youths.
 
   The three of them sat there uncomfortably for a few minutes in silence. Finally, Shiva couldn’t take it any longer and submitted to the pressures of fun. She broke the silence and said “Oh fine, give me one of those.” They handed her a bottle. “I will partake in… partying… just this once. This will not become a habit for us, though.” Ash and Aura nodded silently, although they were both thinking the opposite.
 
   Shiva raised her bottle, and the two boys did as well. “To the success of our first mission, and my first-ever drink.” They toasted, and the mood lightened significantly. 
 
   They sat and drank and talked and laughed for hours. Everyone recalled what was going through their heads during the fight with Apsat, and gave their thoughts and perspectives on the entire mission. It was the general consensus that they all thought they were dead. Shiva and Aura thanked Ash (indirectly, of course) for saving their lives. Aura confided in his new friends the secrets of his death-touching hand. Turns out, it only worked on demons and, though Aura had never tested it on humans, was led to believe it would also work on them. After all, that’s originally what the death-touchers were created for.
 
   Ash accidentally spilled some of his drink on Shiva. Shiva smacked him in angry retribution. Aura laughed at the two. Shiva and Ash threw empty bottles at Aura. Shiva and Aura introduced Ash to some of the native songs of the devils, and Ash in turn led them in a spirited rendition of ‘Speak of the Devil’ by the Misfits, holding his bottle like a microphone.
 
   They joked, laughed, and generally got along better than they ever had. They got completely drunk and made a mess on the floor. Shiva let her hair down, and Aura caught Ash staring at her more than once. Shiva kept complaining that her father would think less of her if he knew what she was doing. The truth was her father couldn’t care less. This night was the most fun Shiva had had in her entire life (though she’d never admit it). On Aura’s scale of fun nights, this one couldn’t even compete with others. Still, he was glad they were finally able to unwind. As for Ash, he had finally felt as though he fit in.
 
   He was able to laugh and joke with Aura, who was an all-around nice, funny guy. Aura’s free spirit and sense of humor made him someone that Ash desperately needed in his situation. 
 
   Surprisingly, Shiva possessed some qualities Ash admired as well. She was fiery and passionate and dedicated to her workload. Whether it be fighting for her life against demons or beating Ash up at sparring, the girl was determined and spunky. Ash had a suspicion that he needed someone like her in his life, too. 
 
   Their fun carried on all night long, until a faint light from outside crept into the room. Mostly sober now, the three of them headed outside. “May as well contribute to the morning sun,” Aura said with a heavy sigh, as if he was doing a great deed. He and Shiva held out their hands and formed small balls of fire in their palms. Ash watched, until Shiva nudged him in the shoulder.
 
   “You too, Ash,” she said.
 
   Ash smiled, and stuck his palm out as well. It was now an easy task to summon the flame, and just for show he created a larger fireball than either of his teammates. They released their flames, and together the trio of fireballs rose through the sky, joining hundreds of other flames from all over the Kingdom of Hell, until they merged together and formed the artificial sun that Ash could never contribute to before. The resulting sunlight washed away the darkness of the night, bringing a brand new day to Hell. Ash smiled, feeling tired but content.
 
   He hadn’t managed to escape from Hell, but at least he made some friends. For the time being, he’d just have to make due with being a devil. Aura cocked his head at Ash.
 
   “So Ash, do you feel like a real devil now?” he asked.
 
   Ash smiled “Hell yes!” he replied.
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