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Archdruid Owen Kennedy and his sloth, Slomo, are off to see the world when Coriander, Herald Extraordinary of the First among the Fae, interrupts to ask for the tiny favor of solving a supernatural murder. That sets the pair off on a trail that leads from Granada, Spain, to London, England and then to Austin, Texas. Owen and Slomo will have to outwit an Irish goddess of wisdom, some nasty spriggans, and streak across the Kew Gardens to find the culprit. They’re going to see the world after all - just not the way they thought.

 

This collection also includes other Iron Druid stories. “The Naughtiest Cherub” is narrated by Loki and takes place directly before the events of Scourged, Book 9. “The Waters” is narrated by Granuaile and takes place after the events of Scourged. And “Friendly Emily” is a piece of science fiction that appeared in Fireside magazine.
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This story, narrated by Loki, takes place directly before the events of Scourged, book 9 of the Iron Druid Chronicles. Originally printed in the Urban Enemies anthology.

 

The road to hell is not, as they say, paved with good intentions. Mostly it’s crumbling stone, some rank weeds, and the occasional pile of dog shit. At least the one I am following is; there are many roads to perdition, but this one is in Kansas for some reason. And I will note for the record that there is a significant difference between going to Hel and going to hell.

My daughter’s realm, for all that it is cold and dim and cheerless with a constant cover of damp clouds, is at least somewhat consistent in its conception and manifestation.

The hell of monotheists, by contrast, is a hot, shifting, poisonous plane with air so foul that it feels as bad on my skin as it smells—that is, polluted with all manner of evils. As soon as I step through a portal created by an obliging demon, my armpits begin to sweat goat cheese and my balls feel like they’re marinating in pepper sauce. I am blasted by hot dry winds and chapped by sulfurous fumes one moment, and in the next buffeted by a moist effluvium shat from some manky demon’s ass upwind.

Or perhaps the source of the miasma is not that far away at all, but rather my hellspawn escort, guiding me to a meeting with Lucifer.

“What am I looking at, here?” I ask it—and I use “it” because I am not sure that it has a gender or even a functioning set of reproductive organs. It’s a four-legged doglike thing except that its legs are designed like those of an insect, originating underneath the beast and splayed out to the side, and it is painted like an insect too, all green and teal. “Is this the hell of Milton, Dante, or Hieronymous Bosch, perhaps? Scenes out of a Doré etching?”

“You’ve done your research. It is all those and more,” it replies, in a voice that sounds like he’s chewing on rock salt yet somehow finds it sour. “There are circles of hell. There are realms of darkness. There is a lake of fire. There are dukes of hell, and imps and hellhounds and most anything collectively imagined by humans.”
My escort is decidedly from the Bosch lineup of hellions. “And the being I will be visiting shortly? How does he appear?”

“However he wishes. I have seen him take many forms.”

“Interesting.”

“Do you not take many forms? I have heard you have the power to do so.”

“I do. I do indeed. But they are forms that I imagine, rather than forms that have been imagined by others. They are not my natural manifestation, merely a suit of clothes, so to speak, that I wear for a short time.”

The landscape—or hellscape—wobbles in front of me as if I had drunk too much mead, then snaps back together with an audible pop, looking sharp and threatening as the tip of Odin’s spear.

“What just happened?” I ask the thing.

“Hell constantly readjusts itself according to the fevered imaginations of mortals.”

“Does this happen in heaven too?”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t know. Maybe the clouds move around or something. I suspect it is not so richly imagined as hell.”

When I am finally brought before Lucifer as arranged, he does not appear in any form close to popular conception. No horns on his head with a pointy mustache and soul patch. No forked tail or trident or any weapon at all. No goat hooves or ram’s head, damn it—I was rather hoping to see that one. No suave good looks, and certainly no leathery bat wings. There are wings, however, four massive ones, which take turns flapping and hiding his spherical body from view, keeping most of his bulk shielded from sight as he slowly rotates in place only five feet above ground. What’s he hiding under there? Tiny dinosaur arms? An embarrassing angelic erection? A series of mouths and other orifices? Mostly all I see are eyes. Many eyes, black and winking at me with jeweled eyelids, always three or more trained on me as he spins and flaps and waits.

The wings are not merely attractive: they are glorious. Shiny, shimmering, and rippling with a spectrum of colors, prismatic coyness that defies simple description. It is, no doubt, why humans took to describing him with more beastlike qualities. Cherubs are beautiful and difficult to imagine as an agent of evil. And Lucifer was—and remains—the most powerful and beautiful of the cherubim.

Such sublime magnificence is far more intimidating than any bestial appearance he could have taken, and as soon as I think it I know that is why he chose to appear that way.

“Lucifer, I bring Loki of the Æsir, who seeks audience,” the demon says. I am surprised and pleased that he keeps the introductions so short. We do not need a long list of titles and ego fluffing. We know who we are.

~What do you wish to ask me? Lucifer says. The words do not come from him so much as the air around my ears, a chorus of deep musical voices rather than a single one.

“Your aid, as you no doubt have surmised. The Norns are dead, killed by a lucky Druid, and I am no longer doomed to suffer defeat in Ragnarok. Fate no longer applies to me and I, along with many others, may choose my own.”

~So?

“So we who desire to play a different role than what we’ve been assigned may seize this opportunity to sweep aside the current world order and forge a better one. I have already secured the assurances of many others who will act when Ragnarok begins, and your help will ensure our collective victory.”

~Oh, yes. I know of your machinations. These eyes see much. But I am not one to indulge in collective victories. I am not what humans would call a ‘team player.’ I am the adversary.

The blanket statement disturbs me. “Surely not my adversary?”

~Not yet.

That’s not reassuring. “Does that mean you may become my adversary later?”

~It remains to be seen. As you said, a significant aspect of fate has been unchained. What will happen cannot be told.

“If I begin Ragnarok, then, what should I expect from you?”

~You may not expect my aid, Loki Firestarter. It may come should it amuse me at the time, but do not count on it.

“May I at least hope you will not interfere?”

~You may not. I may also find interference amusing. At this point I am primarily interested in amusement. The world is going to hell largely without my involvement, and that has been most entertaining to watch. The chaos increased significantly after the deaths of David Bowie and Prince in 2016.

“Who?”

~Bah! Mediocre. I am revising what I said earlier: You may not expect my aid at all. I have no interest in your dreams of power. Whether you win or lose, I shall remain as I am: Puissant. Sexy. The naughtiest cherub.

My mouth gapes at his words and something flies in, diving down my throat. It’s hot and squirming and tickles and I begin to hack desperately to get it out. Something eventually gets ejected—a many-legged winged creature with a tiny human head, teal and green and still alive. It hacks and coughs too, suffers through some high-pitched wheezing, and then it shakes itself free of phlegm and saliva and giggles. At the same time, Lucifer’s wings shudder and he wobbles slightly in the air.

~Hurr hurr. Hah, he laughs. At my expense. Because he had probably set the whole thing up. Say something shocking to make my jaw drop and a minor demon dives in to make me choke. Very well.

“Apologies for taking up so much of your time, Lucifer. I will not waste any more of it.”

~Nonsense. I was amused. But do be careful upon your exit. Some of hell’s creatures are jealous and have been known to attack those who have spoken to me personally.

I nod, not trusting myself to say anything diplomatic, and turn to exit the way I entered.

“Not that way,” the dog insect says. “That road’s closed now. You never leave the same way you came in. Follow me.”

My muscles tense but I follow, seeing little other choice. Perhaps it is an ambush he leads me to. Perhaps I will have a chance to pay someone back for the humiliation I just suffered. Once out of sight of Lucifer, I change myself to the shape of a true fire giant and set my skin aflame. I pull out two weapons I had hidden before
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