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The Temptation Project 

By L.K. White

For my family, always my safe harbor
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A Dangerous Flaw
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She knew she wasn’t going to be able to keep her problem hidden for much longer. The slightest misstep and it would be over. They’d turn her into a pile of ash. Pieces of her would drift around Hell forever.

Dragging herself into the conveyor and pushing the indicator button for Mantle II, Tarantula considered for the hundredth time how she might rid herself of the corruption growing within her. But she couldn’t think of anywhere to turn. No one would take the time to fix a defective demon; it was easier to just make a new one.

The conveyor descended rapidly, then slowed to a stop. The door slid open with a soft whoosh. Tarantula reluctantly stepped out onto a platform that jutted into the broad cavern housing the Department of Torture. Smoke swirled up from below and curled into her nasal slits. Although the smell of fear and suffering had always been comforting to her in the past, now it filled her with foreboding. She turned to the left and trudged down the winding path leading to the lava pools that glowed an orange-red in the distance. 

Skulking along the obsidian walkway, she barely noticed the shrieks and howls that used to give her such pleasure. She had come so far so fast, how could this be happening to her now? It wasn’t so long ago that she had been created by the Department of Labor to serve as a lowly worker in the Department of Torture. Now she was the director of her own lava pit and winner of the prestigious Most Creative Torturer Award. Demons all over the Department of Torture envied her. Now her existence was in jeopardy.

As she passed under the broad stone archway of Lava Pit 103, the lagoons of bubbling magma that comprised her domain spread out before her, their connecting walkways like the links in a vast jeweled necklace. Surveying this always gave her a rush of pride. The Adolescent Torture Area was hers, she had created it, and no one would take it from her. She would cut out this poison before anyone was the wiser.

Glancing around, she saw none of her co-workers. Apparently, she had arrived so late that everyone had already entered their assigned soul containers. The green glow emanating from the cylindrical objects floating on multiple pools’ surfaces confirmed that her demons were hard at work inside. Good. She didn’t feel like talking to anyone anyway.  

She climbed the steps of the stone crypt nearby that housed the daily Torture Assignment List. Once inside, she ran a claw listlessly down the names of the dead who would be attended to this session. There was a soul awaiting her in Lava Pool 39. Hmm, only one. The wiry hairs on the back of her neck bristled as she considered the list again. Had the Assignment Clerk noticed the change in quality of her torture narratives? Devil’s damnation, her work had become shoddy. With a worried shake of the head, she grabbed a fresh torture module, exited the crypt, and began weaving her way between the steaming pools.

The small metal box felt light and smooth in her palm. Its design had been the basis for all of her success. Early on, she had been placed with a team of demons tasked with developing a method for tormenting souls directly within their storage containers. The Department of Torture was eager to accomplish this because it would save time (no more moving souls in and out each session), space (torture devices could be unwieldy), and cut down on the mess. When the breakthrough came and the prototype was tested and proven effective, Tarantula began a campaign to stealthily rob the credit from her teammates. Once she convinced the administration that she was the leader behind such a brilliant discovery, it took only moderate string-pulling to get herself selected to receive the Most Creative Torturer Award that year. She had been nursing the ambition to direct a torture area of her own, so the obvious next step while her fame lasted was to pester the High Council to allow her to create a specialized adolescent unit. She targeted that age group specifically because they had so many weaknesses and insecurities that thinking up ways to persecute them was both shockingly easy and infinitely entertaining. And, to be honest, the pediatric torture experts wanted nothing to do with teenage souls; they had a reputation for being quirky and irritating. And so the High Council eventually caved and Lava Pit 103 became hers. 

A single dark container drifted aimlessly on the surface of Lava Pool 39. Tarantula squatted at the lagoon’s edge and considered her grave situation. She had to face the fact that she hadn’t created a decent torture narrative in months. After rocketing to fame, she had solidified her status by developing new intracontainer torture techniques. Simply put, Tarantula used information from souls’ pasts to create stories that would force them to repeatedly experience  their greatest fears played out in excruciating detail. Her technique was so popular that the wait list to work in the Adolescent Torture Area was remarkably long.  

Now, for some unknown reason, she couldn’t drum up torture scenarios that showcased her renowned malice. Actually, if any of her recent narratives came under departmental review, there would be no question that her reputation would collapse. And if they were to realize .... Her claws tightened around the lip of the pool. That could never happen. Today had to be the day. Right here, right now, she had to turn this thing around. Crossing her arms over her chest, lowering her chin, and winding her tail about her head, she shut her eye slits tightly. Concentrate, Tarantula. Make this soul truly suffer. After a moment she rose, cracked her neck, shook out her arms, and reached for the container. There was a satisfying snap when she fitted the module into place.

As she whirled through the interface and clicked on the green indicator light, she did a quick scan of the soul’s Surface History imprinted on the container’s inside wall (another of her excellent innovations). Ah, it appeared this soul enjoyed bullying others. Not one to waste his time studying, the soul had forced peers to do his homework and let him copy their answers during tests. Tarantula skipped down to the Demise section. One night, bored and restless, he had pressured two boys to come to his house while their parents were at a PTA meeting. Lucky for him, his father was too lazy to bother locking his gun cabinet. Earlier that day, the soul had selected a revolver and filled all six chambers with blanks. When the nervous boys showed up, he led them down to the basement, locked the door, and announced they were going to enjoy a game of Russian roulette together. As the boys sat frozen and terrified on the worn plaid sofa, he casually spun the revolver’s cylinder and explained the rules. Then he handed the gun to the smaller of the two and ordered him to play. Pleading, crying, the boy slowly put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.

Needless to say, the soul had not expected to see the kid crumple to the floor as a thin line of blood inched its way from his temple to his nostril. Who knew that shooting a blank at such close range could send the wadding from the cartridge into the idiot’s head? Dumbfounded, the soul picked up the gun, brought it close to his face to examine it, and mistakenly fired the next blank through his eye and into his brain. The young boy survived; the bully did not.

Tarantula burst out laughing. Teenagers were so reliably stupid. She rubbed her hands together in eager anticipation of spinning this torture narrative. After probing the soul’s memories, she easily recreated one of his prior classrooms and seated him between the same two boys he had lured to his basement. Then she assumed the form of his teacher, entered the narrative, and initiated the scenario with an announcement of a pop quiz. There was a flurry of paper and pencils as the students began answering the questions she had written on the blackboard. Just as the soul began craning his neck to look at his neighbor’s work, her shadow crossed his desk.  

“What exactly do you think you’re doing?” she sneered, leaning in extra close to ensure that a reasonable quantity of spittle landed on his face. Without allowing him time to make an excuse, she lashed him with, “Do you know what we do to people who cheat at this school?”  

She enjoyed his predictable response: the outbreak of sweat on the brow, a quickening of the breath and heartbeat, the satisfying dilation of his pupils. “You have no idea how much trouble you are in,” she hissed in his ear.

While dragging him by the collar down the hall to the Principal’s Office, the soul pleaded and groveled to a gratifying degree. She threw him in a chair in the outer office, warned him not to move, and stomped out of the door. Rematerializing in the inner office, she now took the form of the Principal. As she allowed a few additional moments for the soul’s panic to fester, her mind drifted to imagining what it might be like to be an actual principal on The Surface. Why, someone in that position would have the delicious ability to truly torment teenagers. What damage could be incurred by administering just the right shame at the just the right moment. As she savored this, a small voice broke into her reverie. What if, it murmured, this principal used her power to help this young man to see his own potential? To pursue a different path? Why, with a strong advocate ....

Deafening sirens blasted into Tarantula’s thoughts. She found herself sailing through air, then hitting the ground hard. Flashing red strobe lights blinded her. Slowly drawing herself up on her knees, she realized she must have somehow been ejected from the soul’s container and thrown onto the pathway next to Lava Pool 39. In the pulsing light she could vaguely make out the charred cylinder floating at an odd angle on the pool’s surface. Her right arm burned; focusing more closely, she saw that a chunk of melted module was stuck to her scales. After prying it off, she glanced around and noted more pieces of module scattered about. What had happened? She felt a sting in her left wing and winced while removing a shard of metal embedded in the delicate membrane. Just then, glaring white searchlights began crisscrossing the Adolescent Torture Area. The noise of the blaring sirens was unnerving. Great goblins, what was going on? As she tried to stand in the smoke and confusion, she felt strong talons grasp her upper arms and lift her into the air. Something huge and hairy was flying her somewhere fast. This was all very, very wrong.
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Down she was plunged in the heat and smoke, through caverns and passageways she had not known existed. The strong claws encircling Tarantula’s arms bit painfully into her scales. She couldn’t see much in the dim light as rock walls whirled past. The thunderous flapping of powerful wings above her drowned out all other sounds. Why had those sirens gone off and where was this thing carrying her? A hot wire of fear twisted inside of her.

She was flown through dark ravines and narrow tunnels, past stone valleys and lava rivers, far deeper into the earth than she had ever traveled. Her head ached and her arms were completely numb by the time her abductor landed with a thud on two huge feet and dropped her roughly on the ground. Before she could raise her head, the air whooshed around her and the unknown presence above lifted and vanished.  

As the cloud of swirling ash around her slowly dissipated, she shakily stood. In front of her was a soaring wall of craggy gray rock that reached up and out of sight. A few yards away loomed a giant iron door set into the rock face. It was covered with some sort of sinuous design. Approaching it, she saw that the door was decorated with two serpents crafted out of metal that were entwined to form an enormous letter “L.”  

There was only one thing that letter could stand for. Her legs began to shake uncontrollably.

She turned to look for an escape, any route away from this terrifying entryway, when a hard poke at her back forced her forward. In the same moment, the door shuddered, and an opening appeared. A blast of sulfurous gas from within hit her in the face and burned the edges of her nasal slits. With no choice but to move ahead, she stepped across the threshold.

A few paces in placed her at the edge of a vast canyon surrounded by jagged walls that swept sharply downward. Peering over the ledge, she saw an orange-yellow glow that pulsated far below. Faint voices drifted up on the smoky air. She felt a second painful jab at her back and turned to find a small blue demon with red eyes silently gesturing with a pitchfork for her to proceed. Where to go? She was too afraid to fly, too shaky to trust her wings. To her right she spied a stone pathway that appeared to lead downward. After another insistent nudge she began to make her way along the steep trail.

Steadying herself against boulders and stalagmites, she descended deeper into the cavern. Plumes of smoke rose out of cracks in the walls. The atmosphere was thick; everything was shrouded in a pungent yellow mist. She moved cautiously as she crossed bridges over boiling lava rivers and wound her way around geysers spewing scalding steam. Occasionally she stumbled and fell, only to feel the impatient pitchfork at her back prodding her to get up and move on. As she neared the canyon floor, the murmuring of voices grew louder and more distinct. She tried to focus her attention on taking the next step and not on what awaited her below.

As the path leveled and walking grew easier, she allowed herself a glimpse at her surroundings. The gray stone walls rising from the base of the canyon were no longer jagged, but polished to a glassy finish. Thick veins of gold cut across their smooth surfaces. Torches set high on the walls were supported by sconces decorated with shimmering gemstones. The path under her feet was widening and the rough stone gave way to lustrous red granite. Tarantula sensed that she must be nearing her destination.  

The air was smokier in the lower canyon. Squinting up ahead, she could see why. Not far off was a huge wall of flame. Drawing closer, she realized in the hazy light that the blazing barrier was actually a line of hulking guards made entirely of fire. She had never heard of beings like this in Hell. She froze in place, not daring to move closer, but then was shoved so forcefully from behind that she fell forward on her hands and knees. As she lifted her head, she saw that the fire guards had created an opening for her to pass. Shivering, cowering, she crawled between the blazing bodies, narrowing her eye slits against their glare.

On the other side of the fiery flank the smoke thinned somewhat and she could begin to make out her surroundings. As she slowly got to her feet she found herself in a vast hall of polished marble. A few yards away was the base of some sort of tall platform. Her eyes tracked its edges upward. High above the dais, seated on a towering throne carved out of luminous green crystal, was a massive demon glaring down at her. 

Huge and magnificent, Lucifer surpassed any stories she had heard of his beauty and ferocity. She saw that she herself had been crafted in his image, yet the details of his form were beyond exquisite. His body was powerfully built, with bulging muscles covered by deep red scales that glinted like cut rubies in the firelight. His elegant hands were tipped with curved, glistening black talons. Wrapped around the base of the throne was a long, tapering tail that ended in a precise barb. Although his wings were folded against his sides, given their immense height and large veining she could envision their majesty and strength once unfurled. Atop his head were two gleaming, ivory-colored horns. But by far his most arresting feature was his face; sharply sculpted and perfectly malevolent. 

“Tarantula,” he growled in a deep, resonant voice that reverberated against the surrounding walls, “what have you done?”

A violent quaking took over her body and she threw herself on the ground before him.

“How could you have allowed this to occur in Hell? In my Hell?”

She tried to bury her face in the ash.

“Stand up and face me!”

The pitchfork again, prodding as she forced herself upright.

“Answer me!” 

Tarantula tried to speak but was only successful in generating a small puff of smoke.

“l’ll tell you what happened. You, of all demons, created a torture narrative that suggested your soul receive ... oh, for Hell’s sake, I can’t say the word aloud, it’s too disgusting. Your narrative, in the pit you direct, was creating an atmosphere of ... ah, another H word that must never be uttered in my domain! What excuse could you possibly give to justify such outrageous and intolerable behavior? You, a decorated torturer!”

She struggled to think back to the moments right before the sirens and searchlights went off. What had she been doing? Let’s see, she was creating the new narrative for the soul with the ridiculous Russian roulette story. She had dumped him in the outer office while she prepared for her role as his principal, and then she .... No, no, no, not that, please not that.

Tarantula realized, in that one quiet, vulnerable moment in the principal’s office, that she had allowed her dangerous flaw, the insufferable tinge of sympathy that had begun to infiltrate her thoughts, to contaminate her torture narrative. She had infected it with hope.

“My liege,” she begged, her hands extended upward in a gesture of supplication as she scrambled to come up with something, anything to say that might delay the inevitable.

“Don’t you ‘my liege’ me,” Lucifer snapped.“ How could you allow this? You, a winner of the Most Creative Torturer Award! You, who wanted to be our ‘adolescent torture specialist.’ Didn’t I reward your work by authorizing the High Council to grant you your own lava pit? And this is how you repay me? By having a soul enjoy himself in Hell?”

“But...,” she started again. 

“There are no buts! This is Hell! What could you possibly have been thinking?”

Tarantula’s head had cleared sufficiently for her to appreciate that if she didn’t use her wits now there would be no second chance. 

“Your Diabolicalness, please allow this most humble servant a word,” she pleaded.

Lucifer sat back on his throne. His outburst had tired him. “Go ahead,” he muttered.

Think fast, think fast, Tarantula. 

“Oh, Great One, the only reason I was created was to serve you. I have faithfully worked as a torturer to make you proud.” 

Where was this going? How could she distract him from the truth? 

“You have given me many rewards,” she stalled, “and have honored me by instructing the High Council to not only consider my ideas but to implement them. I have pleased you with the success of the Adolescent Torture Area?”

“Yes, confound it,” Lucifer retorted. “That is why I am so frustrated with you! Any other demon would have been thrown into the Abyss by now.”  

Tarantula took a deep breath to steady herself and continued. “Today’s mishap was egregious, Evil One, and it will never happen again. But the reason it occurred is that I was deeply distracted by a new concept I am developing that far outshines any inventions I have created to date.”

Steady now, Tarantula, sound like you know what you’re talking about.

“And that concept is?”

“I have recently noticed a serious decline in the number of souls condemned to the Adolescent Torture Area. This is a concerning problem, but one that I believe can be remedied. With more focused temptation up on The Surface, we will be able to bring many more teenage souls to Hell.”

Lucifer uncrossed and then recrossed his finely chiseled legs. Thin wisps of smoke escaped from his nostrils.  

“More teenagers in Hell? Continue.”

This could be her means of escape. She had long been curious about The Surface, and a trip up there would give her time to evade prying eyes in Hell while she worked through this wretched problem of hers. She glanced up. Lucifer was still glaring at her. Make this good, Tarantula, your existence depends on it.

“Although there is temptation on The Surface for teenagers, there could be more. Much more. If we were to train demons to exploit the tasks of adolescence which include the development of independence, identity ....”

“Don’t dish out your adolescent claptrap to me, Tarantula,” Lucifer said in an exasperated tone while flicking a hand dismissively in her direction. “The High Council had to endure it when you pitched your specialty torture pit idea, and I heard endless grumbling from them about you as a result. Exactly what are you suggesting?”

“Send me to The Surface,” she said with conviction. “Let me mingle with the adolescents there. I have a deep knowledge of their weaknesses and understand their motivations. I can tempt them to sin and will provide you with more teenage souls than ever before. Consider this an experiment. If it works, we can train other demons to follow in my footsteps.”

Lucifer heaved an exaggerated sigh. “We already have a Department of Temptation, as you well know. It has been extremely effective to date.” He began examining the polished claws of his right hand.  

She was losing his attention. If she didn’t sell this to him now, she could kiss everything good-bye. 

“Yes, Sire, I am aware, but adolescents are at a formative time in their lives and with the correct management ....”

Lucifer irritably cut her off. “And how would you pull off this ‘mingling?’ You don’t even look human.”

Tarantula desperately groped for a response, but she had nothing. In another second Lucifer would condemn her to the Abyss. It was hopeless.

“I will assist her, Your Evilness, if you will permit me,” a strong voice called from out of the shadows.  

A tall, dignified demon with a commanding presence boldly stepped into the open space before the dais.

“Beelzebub, Prince of Demons and faithful advisor, how does this business interest you?”

“My king,” the demon bowed deeply. “As you know, I have spent a great deal of time on The Surface, and have intimate knowledge of the fallibility of humans. It is true that teenagers are a population we have not fully capitalized on. They are a weak-willed, vulnerable group that could be turned to the dark side with minimal intervention. I have followed Tarantula’s work and I believe her idea has merit. Allow me to serve as her supervisor and mentor. It may bring you more souls, and will provide me with a welcomed diversion from my usual responsibilities on The Surface. Call this the ‘Temptation Project’ if you will. Should she fail, you can demote her to the Department of Lava Maintenance. That should quell any future trouble from her.”

A quiet laugh rumbled in Lucifer’s chest. After a pause, he shrugged.

“She is under your direction, then. I grant you six months to prove to me that this ‘Temptation Project’ of yours is of any worth. But on no account may her identity as a demon ever be disclosed to any being on The Surface. Beelzebub, I am entrusting you to ensure this is so. The consequences will be severe should this mandate be compromised.”

“Yes, my lord,” Beelzebub intoned, with another sweeping bow.

In a few graceful strides, Beelzebub crossed the marble expanse and came to a stop in front of Tarantula. Looking down at her with piercing yellow
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