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What an idiot she had been to think that Lilith would come back for her.

Tarantula raised her iron rake to hack at a large boulder that had wedged itself firmly at the margin of the lava river, disrupting its flow and forcing molten rock to heap up along the bank. She had been imprisoned in this cavern for what felt like ages. Just because she botched the Temptation Project, did she deserve to be exiled to this hole in Hell forever? 

She took another violent swing at the stubborn chunk of rock. Viper’s vexations, she was sick of tending this smoldering ooze. It didn’t matter how often she raked the river, there were always more boulders coming down the pike. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could endure being perpetually engulfed in smoke and ash, with no relief in sight from the crushing tedium of lava maintenance.

Why had Lilith visited her? What a surprise it had been to see another demon, let alone one so beautiful, touch down in this bleak outpost. And why had Lilith made promises she didn’t intend to keep? 

Tarantula remembered their conversation like it was yesterday. When Lilith introduced herself, she recognized the name. An ancient high demon, Lilith was renowned for seducing high-ranking mortals and shaping human history. There were rumors about her connections with their king, Lucifer. She was not a demon to be taken lightly.

Lilith said she had come to discuss the Temptation Project. She had been present in the Hall of Lucifer when Tarantula first pitched the idea of the project to their leader. Lilith was also in attendance when Tarantula returned from its trial on The Surface with no souls for her king, her disguise in tatters, and her demon form nearly revealed to the humans. What a catastrophe that had been. Lucifer demanded her incineration in the Abyss, but Beelzebub talked him into banishing her to the Department of Lava Maintenance instead. She wasn’t certain which punishment was worse.

Yet despite Tarantula’s epic failure on The Surface, Lilith bothered to travel all the way to this forsaken place to discuss it with her. The high demon said the concept behind the Temptation Project had merit, that luring teenage souls to Hell had been overlooked for far too long. She was of the opinion that adolescent humans were the perfect target for focused temptation, given their underdeveloped brains and rampant insecurities. The high demon had gone so far as to describe Tarantula as a pioneer. And the biggest shock of all was that Lilith said she wanted to give the Temptation Project another go, with her by her side. 

She had jumped at that opportunity, of course. Anything to get out of this steaming pit. Lilith volunteered to arrange things with Lucifer. But that was long ago. There had been no word since.

With a vicious kick she sent a small rock sailing into the river. Maybe the whole thing had been a hallucination brought on by her solitary confinement. Or perhaps it was some kind of joke. She could imagine Lilith returning to the Hall of Lucifer, bowing deeply to their ruler, and recounting how she dangled the possibility of release in front of the lowly captive who leapt to the bait. They probably doubled over with laughter at their scheme to leave her stewing down here, like a pus-filled pimple ready to burst.

She flung her rake down and listlessly tracked the tendrils of gray smoke that slowly lifted from the river’s surface to curl around the stalactites far above. It was time to accept her fate. Lucifer had essentially buried her in the Department of Lava Maintenance. She was trash in an underworld landfill. There would be no escape.

Her mind drifted back to her years of service in the Department of Torture. An image of Lava Pit 103 spread out before her: the vast array of bubbling pools of magma with soul containers cheerfully bobbing on their surfaces. What she wouldn’t give to be assigned there again, directing the Adolescent Torture Area. She had built her reputation on the innovations she introduced in Lava Pit 103. Her rise was meteoric. That was, until the day her horrible flaw, the weakness she had worked like mad to keep hidden from everyone, tainted one of her torture narratives. One measly shred of empathy introduced into a soul container and BOOM, her status in Hell was literally blown to smithereens. If she hadn’t distracted Lucifer with her pitch about the Temptation Project, he would have carbonized her for sure.

When he sent her to The Surface with Beelzebub, she naively thought it would be easy to tempt two teenagers to their doom. Then her victims wriggled right off of her hook. Who knew adolescents could be so slippery? Beelzebub could have warned her about their resilience. He was supposed to serve as her mentor, but he was too busy chasing mortal women to pay attention to her efforts. She wasn’t the only one to blame for why the Temptation Project bombed. He should be down here raking his arms off as well. 

There was one fortunate outcome of the whole business. Throughout the entire mess, her flaw had not been detected. No one in Hell was wise to her defect. Determined to eradicate it, she put her countless days of hard labor to good use. With each swing of her rake, she mentally wiped out any trace of compassion she harbored for humans. Her purpose would never again be shaken by doubt. If Lucifer gave her another chance, she would prove her allegiance to him.

Through glassy eyes she marked the languid progress of the molten sludge as it slogged by her toes. Her thinking felt like this most days: thick and sluggish. Raising a talon to her nasal slit, she absentmindedly dug out a pebble of petrified soot and flicked it away. A rueful smile touched her lips as the curved claw glinted in the glow of the river. How ironic it all was. She had been furious when Beelzebub’s assistants filed down her talons and fangs in preparation for her disguise during the Temptation Project. Now, she’d be thrilled to return to The Surface with blunt claws and nubby teeth.

Blast Lilith and her empty promises.

She trudged over and retrieved the rake. The boulder still sat in the shallows of the river, silently mocking her. Gritting her teeth, she widened her stance and dug her two toes into the riverbank. Fixing her gaze on the divot she had already chiseled into the stone’s surface, she slung the heavy tool over her shoulder, and with a screeching cry heaved it in a wide arc over her head. At the apex of the swing, the rake’s handle tugged out of her grasp. 

“No, no, no, no, not into the molten rock,” she screamed. The tool was her sole possession; raking was the only distraction in her otherwise vacuous existence. She twisted to the right, then to the left, listening for its fall.

“Lose something?” a voice called from above.

She tilted her head back. Hovering high overhead was a long, skinny demon. She blinked her eye slits and looked again. A demon had entered her cavern. A pink demon. She had never seen one that color. In one of his hands was her rake. He had snatched it from her.

“Allow me to relieve you of this crude implement,” he drawled. “You won’t be needing it anymore.”

She watched open-mouthed as he flew over the river and, with a flick of the wrist, tossed her rake into the lava. After performing a showy flip turn, he floated back above her. The motion of his cotton candy wings whipped up a billow of dust. She coughed and wiped her eyes. 

“I have no intention of touching down in this ash bin,” he announced, with a dismissive wave of his hand. He surveyed the cavern. “Even shabbier than I had anticipated.” Fixing his green eyes on her, he added, “I assume you don’t have anything to bring with you. But perhaps there is a favorite rock you’d like to keep as a memento of your special moments here?”

Alone for so long, desperate for any sort of company, and this was who they sent her? She hated him instantly. 

Narrowing her eye slits, she growled, “Who are you, and why have you come?” Her voice sounded gravelly. She hadn’t spoken much during her stay.

“I am here to fetch you, not to answer your tedious questions. Follow me.” 

She was stunned by his command. Could it be? Were they finally letting her out? She stared in a daze as the demon began rising toward the ceiling. 

Great goblins, she had to snap out of it, it was time to leave! She began furiously wriggling her shoulders in an attempt to unfurl her wings. How had they become so stiff? Thick flakes of soot peeled off as she pried them open. A hurried glance upward revealed a flash of pink in the distance. She shook her arms and legs, coughed out a jet of flame, then squatted and launched herself into the air. After lurching back and forth across the cavern, her unused wings aching in protest, she was finally able to coordinate their flapping.

Up she lifted, trailing in the wake of the demon. As she approached the roof of her prison, a small opening appeared between two stalactites. She slipped through the gap, then peered over her shoulder at her lava river, now a thin, orange thread far below.

Higher she flew in pursuit of the guide, across canyons, through tunnels, above ravines belching sulfurous clouds. As she focused on the work of flying, a dreadful thought penetrated her concentration. It was the memory of a huge, smelly beast carrying her to a horrifying place. The fear it evoked in her made her tremble so violently that she could no longer control her wings. As she floundered in the air, her right shoulder dipped precipitously, the sudden movement drawing the rest of her body into a spin.

Walls whirled by as she fought against the tight spiral that turned her faster with each revolution. She struggled to pull out of the dive, but the force of the spin had plastered her wings against her back. Below, the wide maw of a steam vent was rapidly approaching.

A pain stabbed through her arm; she was yanked upwards so roughly her head snapped back. 

“Can’t you even manage to fly?” a voice hissed in her ear. 

She was being towed by the contemptible escort. Although she was grateful to see the steam vent receding into the distance, the need for the demon’s intervention was humiliating. She marshalled her strength, thrust open her wings, and wrenched her arm out of his grasp. 

It came to her then, the source of the flashback that frightened her so severely she had plunged into a nosedive. Back in Lava Pit 103, when she allowed that trace of empathy to leak into in her torture narrative, a gigantic demon had come for her and carried her off to the Hall of Lucifer. The route they were now following felt terrifyingly familiar.

She circled away from him. “Are you taking me to Lucifer?” she demanded. 

“What, no words of thanks for my gallant rescue?” 

“Answer me!” she shrieked. “Are we headed to the Hall of Lucifer?” 

“Relax already,” he said, brushing off his hands to signal his disgust at having to touch her. “No, we are not.” Then a grin slowly spread across his face. “Ah, I’ve heard about your trips there. It’s a regular stopover for you, isn’t it?”

Relief coursed through her. She would not have to face Lucifer, at least not yet. She eyed the spindly demon. During their short time together he had managed to make her dislike of him blossom into pure loathing. Still, enduring his snarky comments was a small price to pay for being free. She folded her arms and ignored his question.

He drifted upward. “Can you try to be a little less clumsy? I’m expected to deliver you in one piece.” He turned and accelerated forward. “And do keep up,” he called.

She followed, cursing him under her breath.

Soon, a conveyor platform emerged out of the murk. The sight of it lifted her spirits. She was returning to demon society. She watched as her guide touched down on the platform and strode over to the conveyor. Its door whooshed open just as she landed; she hurried over to enter.

A pink palm was thrust in her face. “Brush yourself off,” the demon demanded.

She glanced down at her body. Her scales were black with soot. Apparently hanging 24/7 around a boiling lava river had that effect. She briskly rubbed her arms, torso, and legs to no avail; the coating was crusty and adherent. Shrugging her shoulders, she stepped around him into the conveyor. As the door slid shut, he made a show of cupping his hand over his lower face.

Wisps of smoke began seeping from her nasal slits. No. She mustn’t give the moron the satisfaction of a reaction. He was just the delivery boy. Once they arrived at their destination, she would never have to put up with him again.
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The conveyor halted on Mantle III. As Tarantula stepped out, she was reminded of her old stop on Mantle II, where she disembarked each day on her way to the Department of Torture. The platforms both sported the same polished black stone floor. Each one had a path off to the left that led to the base of the cavern.

But on closer inspection, the walkway here was not like the worn obsidian trail she had regularly taken to the Adolescent Torture Area. Instead, an elegant staircase stood chiseled into the rock wall. Bordering the steps was a slim iron railing crafted to resemble braided vines. 

She narrowed her eye slits against the glare; it was bright. Splayed across the cavern walls were clusters of rose quartz crystals that reflected light around the open space. Crossing the conveyor platform, she peered over its edge into the cavern’s depths. No lava pools bubbled in the distance. No whorls of smoke eddied in the air. This place wasn’t like Mantle II after all.

Delivery Boy stepped up next to her. Wordlessly he expanded his wings, lifted off the platform, and swooped downward. With a sigh, she dove after him. 

They flew past torches supported by gem-encrusted sconces that showered the walls with glittering light. Everything was tinged with a pinkish glow. They landed on the cavern floor, a coral granite, and stood without speaking. She was about to ask him where they were when Lilith emerged from an archway and glided toward them.

The high demon was taller and even more gorgeous than she had remembered. Trailing behind her were two pink, pint-sized attendants. They looked like a pair of scaly flamingos. 

“Ah, Tarantula, you’ve arrived,” Lilith purred, approaching with her shapely arms outstretched. “Welcome to the Department of Seduction. We’re delighted to have you with us.”

The glimmer of Lilith’s onyx scales was hypnotic. In the rosy aura of the cavern, her veil-like lavender wings glowed as if fashioned from moonlight. The effect was stupefying; Tarantula was speechless.

“Yes, well,” Lilith murmured, and directed her attention to Tarantula’s escort. “Balzac, I trust you had no difficulty locating her?”

He made a slight bow. “No difficulty, Your Grace, your instructions were spot-on. The site was as deplorable as you described.” He leaned in and lowered his voice. “I would say the same for the condition of the cargo.”

His remark jolted Tarantula out of her trance. For Hell’s sake, she was standing right there. Cargo. She snorted at him. 

She turned to find Lilith peering more carefully at her. The dazzling smile on the high demon’s face faltered briefly, then she regained her composure. 

“As I was saying,” she warbled, “we are overjoyed that you are here, my pet. But before we speak at length, I am sure you are eager to freshen up.” She turned and gestured to one of the flamingos, who scurried forward and curtsied. “This is Fanny. She will be attending to your needs during your stay. Fanny, let’s begin with a nice bath.” 

“Right away, Your Grace,” the diminutive demon squeaked. After another quick curtsy, she dashed off.

Lilith draped a slender hand on Delivery Boy’s shoulder. “Balzac, be a dear and show Tarantula to her quarters. Bring her to my chambers when she is ... more herself.”

“Yes, Your Grace, as you wish,” he replied, with a smile and a bow. 

Lilith gave her a final nod, turned, and floated through the archway, with flamingo number two in hot pursuit. Tarantula looked over at Delivery Boy. His smile was gone, replaced by his usual smirk. 

“Allow me to escort you to your web, Tar-AN-tula,” he said.

She stiffened with displeasure. Only ignorant mortals on The Surface mispronounced her name. And Lilith had just said it correctly twice in his presence. 

“As you are aware,” she remarked, “the accent goes on the third syllable of my name, not the second. If this is too intellectually challenging for you, you may call me Tula.”

But the walking confection had already turned his back on her and was strolling toward an opening on the left side of the cavern. A jet of flame inadvertently shot from her mouth, ricocheted off the floor, and dissipated into the air. He was annoying in the extreme, but she had no choice other than to follow him.

They proceeded along a tunnel from which numerous passageways branched. There was a lot of moaning going on. She had heard plenty of moans and groans when she worked in the Department of Torture, but these sounds were different somehow. Delivery Boy noticed her confused expression and snickered. 

“They’re practicing,” he explained. “You’re in the Department of Seduction now. Get used to it.”

What was with this place? The noises and brightness were unsettling, and everything was way too pink. Which, especially because of Delivery Boy, was now her least favorite color. 

He made a left turn into a narrow corridor that came to a dead end at a fissure in the wall.

“Here you are,” he announced, gesturing at the cleft. “Fanny will be by shortly. Try not to spin anything sticky during your stay, the next occupants won’t appreciate it.” 

He set off down the passageway.

She placed her hands on the rim of the crack and leaned inside. Beyond the narrow opening lay a roomy chamber.

“Wait, is all this space for me?” she called after him.

He halted, turned, and cocked his head. “It seems large to you, Tar-AN-tula, because you are a puny worker demon who is used to existing in one of the Department of Torture’s pitiful crannies.” 

His condescension oozed over her like a coating of tar. 

“In the Department of Seduction,” he continued, “we live as our elevated status warrants. Count yourself lucky that Lilith sees some speck of value in you and has invited you here.”

“Well, I don’t want this much room,” she retorted, “my preference is for something more snug.”

Delivery Boy stuck his nasal slits in the air and looked away. “There isn’t anything smaller. The Department of Seduction only offers accommodations that comfortably fit at least three demons in the supine and upright positions, for obvious reasons.” 

He pivoted on one foot and retreated down the hallway.

She was not interested in pondering what those obvious reasons might be. Climbing over the edge of the opening, she nestled against a wall and began massaging the base of her left wing. Her muscles were sore from their workout. She needed to start conditioning them if Lilith expected her to fly to The Surface anytime soon.

As she kneaded her scales, she took stock of her current situation. This department was weird for sure, but she was out of the dungeon she thought she’d never escape from. Details concerning her next assignment were sketchy as yet, but Lilith was a powerful high demon and a formidable ally. Soon she’d be back on The Surface, proving to everyone how brilliant the concept behind the Temptation Project really was. She rolled to her other side and began rubbing the muscles of her right wing. 
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The sound of a brief cough interrupted Tarantula’s meditations. She poked her head out of the crevice to find Fanny, eyes downcast, standing a few feet away.

“I beg your pardon for the disturbance, but your bath is ready,” the tiny demon squeaked, as she bobbed a curtsey. 

“You don’t have to kowtow to me,” Tarantula said, slipping over the lip and joining her in the passageway. “I’m a worker, just like you.”

Fanny glanced up shyly but said nothing. She turned and led her to the main corridor. After a number of twists and turns, they passed under an archway into an expansive room. Cut into the stone floor were rectangular basins arranged neatly in rows. Off in one corner, two pink demons lounged in adjacent tubs. 

She followed Fanny over to a steaming vat that had a file and a scrub brush lying beside it. An acid bath. Tarantula could hardly wait to climb in.

“May I attend to your talons while you soak?” Fanny requested.

Tarantula curled her fingers to scrutinize her claws. They were cracked and ragged from hauling boulders. Maybe Fanny could work some magic with that file. She nodded, then descended the stairs into the pool. 

Ah, the bliss she felt as the acid enveloped her body. Submerging herself up to her neck, she leaned her head against the basin’s edge and closed her eye slits. As the liquid etched its way between her scales, she extended a limp arm toward Fanny.

Too soon there was a tap on her shoulder. Fanny must be finished with her talons. She lazily opened her eye slits and raised her hands in front of her face. The demon’s skill was impressive. Past her outstretched fingers she saw Fanny poised at the edge of the bath, scrub brush in hand.

“I can take it from here,” Tarantula murmured, letting her arms flop back into the acid and closing her eye slits.

“Please permit me to assist you,” Fanny begged. “If you return to Lilith with even a speck of ash on your scales....”

Tarantula cracked open an eye. The worker was trembling violently.

“Is Lilith really that strict?” she asked, dragging herself into a sitting position and offering her back to Fanny, who began furiously scouring. The acid in the tub rapidly turned from gray to black. 

“Oh, your scales are a lovely bronze,” Fanny exclaimed, sidestepping the question. “They go well with your orange eyes. I am so jealous,” she confided in a low tone.

“Why? You’re such a ... well ... such an intriguing color.” 

Fanny paused mid rub. “Lilith’s decree. Everyone and everything in the Department of Seduction has to be pink.” 

“But I’m here and I’m not pink.”

“Non-pink demons don’t remain in the department for long.”

The comment made her shift uncomfortably in the bath. She scooted around to face Fanny, who began digging at the coating of soot encasing her legs. 

“What’s with all the bowing, curtsying, and ‘Your Grace’ stuff?” she asked. “I know Lilith is a high demon, but Beelzebub never made me do that, and he’s way up in the Hell hierarchy.”

The brush splashed down next to her and sank to the bottom of the tub. She looked up to find Fanny in the midst of her own personal earthquake. 

“Y-you can’t say t-that name,” the worker stuttered, peering over at the two demons in the corner of the room. “N-never utter it in the D-department of Seduction.”

“Calm down,” Tarantula replied softly. She fished around in the acid for the scrub brush and handed it to the demon. “Sorry. Duly noted.” 

Fanny took the proffered brush with a shaky hand but wouldn’t look her in the eye. Instead, she fixed her gaze on Tarantula’s left wing and began cleaning its underside.

“Can you answer my question?” Tarantula pressed gently.

Fanny shot a furtive glance at the two demons who had stepped out of their basins and were exiting the room. “Lilith’s conduct is a result of her history with him,” she murmured, barely moving her lips and keeping her eyes focused on her job. “Rumor has it, eons ago they were a power couple, but he was frequently distracted by others, if you get my drift. She’s still livid about it after all these centuries.” 

Fanny’s voice was so low that Tarantula had to lean in to catch each word. 

“Also, it makes her crazy that he’s Lucifer’s most trusted advisor. The Department of Seduction is in constant competition with his Department of Temptation. She’s always trying to one-up him.”

“And the reason for all the pink?”

“Lilith wants the Department of Seduction to be the model department in Hell. Everything has to have her brand on it. The old workers who weren’t pink were either transferred or destroyed. We’re created exactly to her specifications. She decides how we appear, what we’re called, the way we address her, the works.”

“Wait, what do you mean, what you’re called? Are you saying she chooses your individual names?” 

She couldn’t imagine Lilith wasting her time on something so trivial.

Fanny sighed. “It amuses her. She names us after her favorite human body parts.” 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Fanny shrugged. She turned her attention to Tarantula’s right wing and continued her quest for spotlessness.

Body parts? 

“Okay,” Tarantula said, “I get Fanny. But Balzac?”

Fanny paused, holding her brush aloft. “Say it to yourself three times fast.”

Tarantula burst out laughing. It was too good to be true. This was a much better nickname than Delivery Boy. 

“Shh,” Fanny hissed. “It’s not funny. We’re the brunt of every other department’s jokes. Go ahead and rinse, you’re all done.”

“My apologies,” Tarantula said, covering her smile with a hand. “I appreciate that you’re sharing this information with me, worker to worker.” 

She lowered herself beneath the surface, wriggled for a moment, then rose and stepped out of the bath.

“Please don’t breathe a word of this to anyone,” Fanny pleaded as she collected the file and brush. “If Lilith learns I’ve mentioned this to you, she’ll have me incinerated.”

“Your secrets are safe with me,” Tarantula promised, fanning her wings to dry them.

* * *
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Tarantula was lounging in her crevice, trying to smooth down the wiry hairs on her head when her least favorite pink demon approached the opening.

“Lilith requests your presence, now that you are less atrocious. Come with me,” he ordered.

She jumped down and followed him along the corridor. 

After a short distance he turned and asked, “I assume Fanny gave all eight legs a good scrubbing?” 

In one swift movement she grabbed his arm and slammed him against the stone wall. Shards of rock rained down as she flew up and wrapped her fingers around his throat. Her wings might not be in the best shape, but all that raking had done wonders for her upper body strength.

“I do not find your wisecracks comical. Understand that,” she snarled, as she dug her freshly sharpened talons into his neck.

“But I find you extremely amusing, Tar-AN-tula,” the pink demon choked out.

She wanted to smash him against the wall a few more times but resisted the impulse. It was difficult to hurt a demon. There were smarter ways to play this game.

“People in glass crevices shouldn’t throw stones,” she said evenly, releasing his neck and returning to the ground. “Let’s make a deal. You call me Tula and ditch the spider comments, and I won’t call you Scrote, at least not when others are around.”

Bullseye. She watched with glee as his smile withered and his slit-shaped pupils narrowed almost to the point of disappearing. Without responding, he turned and stalked away.

No further communication passed between them as they travelled through a network of hallways and entered into a medium-sized chamber. It was extraordinarily pink. The rose quartz walls were studded with sapphires set in a pattern of interlocking hearts. On a polished pink marble table stood a hefty gold candelabra laden with peach candles. The floor was covered by an intricately woven magenta silk rug. She wondered how much cozying up to Lucifer Lilith had to do in order to get such an opulent department.

“A remarkable improvement,” Lilith declared, sweeping into the room and circling her. “I trust you are feeling refreshed. What a lovely tail you have.” 

Tarantula smiled. Her tail was her best feature. 

“But your fangs, what a shame you allowed them to be filed down.”

Tarantula clamped her lips shut. Back when she was among the humans, she had become adept at using her smile to manipulate them. But in Hell, evidently her flattened teeth were viewed as unsightly. 

Ball Sack sniggered from a corner of the room. She glared in his direction.

“Fortunately,” Lilith said, “there will be no need to disguise your features during Temptation Project II. Your appearance will be handled differently during this visit to The Surface.”

Temptation Project II? Then it was actually going to take place? The sting of Lilith’s insult melted away. 

“Lucifer agreed to it?” she asked.

“Indeed,” Lilith sang, “there was never a doubt.” She began drifting about the chamber, her own graceful tail leisurely wrapping and unwrapping around the slim wrist she held extended. “Mind you, he is still agitated about the dismal outcome of your first visit to The Surface, but I assured him that under my management adolescent souls will soon be cascading into Hell.” Lilith turned toward her and tilted her head. “I never quite understood why you and Beelzebub couldn’t manage to deliver a single soul to our king. Such a simple task, really, to entice mortals, especially the younger ones. Given your reputation as an expert in all things adolescent, and his experience as the director of the Department of Temptation, I would have thought you two would have found the assignment almost too easy.”

The conversation had veered into dangerous territory. Although she was certain Lilith knew nothing of her flaw, she needed to ensure it stayed that way. 

“Well—”

“I pointed out to Lucifer what was clear to the rest of us: that Beelzebub had not taken the enterprise seriously. New leadership was what the Temptation Project needed. Someone who could handle mortals with ease. A dependable colleague with a long record of accomplishment. I was the obvious choice. And when Temptation Project II is a great success,” she said, turning to Ball Sack with a grin that displayed her perfectly tipped fangs, “I have big plans for its expansion. There are so many vulnerable teenage populations for us to exploit.”

The high demon paused directly in front of her and stared into her eyes. “Our king did have a few minor stipulations, however. You should know, he was not in favor of your participation. It took all my gifts of persuasion to convince him to release you from the Department of Lava Maintenance.” She lifted a hand to her chin. “It is worrisome to consider how many problems you caused on The Surface during your brief stay. I had to promise to watch you very carefully. At the first sign of trouble, I am to exterminate you on the spot. Then there were his usual conditions,” she waved a hand in the air, “at least two fresh souls must be brought to him within one month, no human can ever suspect our true identities, et cetera, et cetera.”

Exterminate her on the spot? That did not sound good. This wasn’t exactly the welcome back she had been hoping for.

“Temptation Project II has already been set into motion and the clock is ticking,” Lilith proclaimed. “We depart for The Surface in two hours.”

What? Had she heard Lilith correctly? Two hours? Leaping lizards, how could she possibly be ready in two hours? The last time, even with the help of Beelzebub’s assistants, it had taken over two weeks to prepare for their launch. 

“But my wings,” she cried, “I need to—”

Lilith turned away and addressed Ball Sack. “I will meet you both at the conveyor.”

Wait, what? A chill shot down her spine. She looked back and forth between Lilith and Ball Sack, who were smiling at one another. He would just be dropping her off at the conveyor, right? Because the other possibility, that nightmare scenario, could not be happening.

“W-will he be joining us for Temptation Project II?” she stammered.

Lilith trained a cool gaze on her. “Why of course, dear,” she said. “You didn’t think I was going to be your babysitter, did you?” 

With that remark, the high demon sashayed out of the room.
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