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Men talk of heaven –

There’s no heaven but here;

Men talk of hell –

There’s no hell but here;

Men of hereafters talk of future lives –

O, love,

There is no other live but here.

Omar Khayyam
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Chapter 1
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The jagged air slides into my throat, ripping my lungs with its small spiky tips. It tastes of mildew and soil, and stripped of the oxygen.

I feel cold, yet burning at the same time. The chatter of my teeth is an erratic tune to the wringing twists of my muscles. 

I try to open my eyes but my lids refuse to obey. I try to lift my right arm, then the left, but I don’t feel any movement in my muscles or in the air around me. 

Restrained in my movements, unable to breathe, surrounded by the darkness and fed on the air with the taste of the soil, the fear of being buried alive makes the decision for me, releasing the panic, that presses on, eroding reasoning and I begin to scream. 

But the longer I scream, the harder my panic whips at me, as I feel the vibration of my lungs and my throat, yet can’t hear a sound. I can’t hear my own scream. 

My voice bounces in my head, but produces no more than a muffled whisper, which then dissipates, absorbed by the soil, confirming my worst fears.

My eyes are burning and blind, producing the moisture, which runs down my cheeks in slow and sluggish streams. The moisture is too hot and too thick to be tears and I scream again, riding another wave of fear and agony. 

I scream, and for the first time I truly wonder if I’m dead, if that’s the way of angelic death, as my imagination draws vivid images of my dead and decomposing body, seeping the last of its blood into the greedy soil, sentenced to spend an eternity there. 

Suddenly, another thought punches at me and I choke on my scream: “Jess!”

“Uriel, Uriel”, a soft voice calls my name in a whisper, and at first I think it’s my head had finally gave up on me, when I feel a soft breath on my face, followed by another murmur into my ear: “Uriel.”

It’s me. Someone’s talking to me. Someone sees me. 

Then another thought comes with relief, “Maybe I’m not dead.”

“Yes, yes! It’s me”, I breathe out. But I don’t know if I was heard, as my voice is barely a whisper of a wind and my words are a soft rustle of leaves in a tree.

“Please don’t scream again, Uriel”, the voice whispers, “otherwise they’ll come sooner, don’t speak and don’t struggle. You won’t get free but your essence would grow weaker with your every move.”

The soft fingers brush my hair as the lips kiss my earlobe: “You have to stop struggling if you want to live.”

I begin to cry. 

“I am not dead. I am not dead” is the only thought I’m able to form in my mind, as the sweet relief and hope whirl within.

“I’m not dead”, I whisper, seeking confirmation of my hope.

The body leans closer to me and I can feel a strand of hair tickling my lip.

“What?” It rustles.

“Am I dead?” I push out of my throat, louder this time.

“What? Um, no”, the voice stumbles. “You’re not in Udhad, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I try to move again but to no avail. I try to open my eyes but my lids are refusing to lift.

“Why can’t I see?” I whimper.

“Wait.”

A few seconds later a hand lifts my chin and a damp cloth touches my face. The cloth reeks of mildew, stale water and dirt. It comes to my face three, four times, with water splashing between the touches.

“Try now, but don’t force your eyes if they don’t want to open.”

I can’t afford not to force. Forcing and pushing through pain is the only way forward, I’ve learnt this by now. I have survived by pushing through, by forcing my body and my mind. 

There’s never another way out of Hell. It’s the only way out. 

My eyelids are still heavy but the lock, the glue, that was holding the lids together is off, and after a few more minutes of struggle I feel my eyelids rising, cold air touching my eyes. 

But I can’t see any light. Mindful of the earlier warning, I swallow my panic and my screams.

“I still can’t see”, I stammer, objecting weakly.

“Give your eyes time to adjust. It’s dark in here.”

The owner of the voice is right, and after a few more minutes of straining into a dark void, I begin to make out a faint outline of a figure in front of me.

“Who are you? Where am I?” 

The body has an outline of human forms and proportions. A weak, flicking light lies on his shoulder, illuminating the left side, while keeping the face in the darkness.

The body stands on the ground and I’m level with it. 

I must be standing up.

But I don’t feel the weight of my body on my feet. I don’t feel my muscles at all.

“Where am I?” I ask again, louder this time, but what I’ve intended as a demand comes out like a plea.

“You’re in Wusuru Asar.”

“Where’s that?” 

The darkness is silent and the outline is immobile.

“Hello? Are you there? Did you hear me? Please answer me. Where am I? Where is Wuru-sulu?”  

With subsiding panic, the strength of my voice is growing, and with every new word I utter, my determination to fight returns.

“Um... In Arllu. It’s Wusuru Asar”, the voice corrects me.

Like I give a shit how to pronounce my latest lock up! 

So, I’m in Hell...

The last word is more apt than I would’ve wished.

The damp air rides its wet fingers under my tunic. The armoury corset around my waist feels light and empty.

The person was right earlier: the longer I stare at the dim outline in front of me, the more my eyes adjust and the clearer appears the body.

The body is human and slim, draped in dark rags that hang on the skinny frame in raw edges. The hair is shoulder length, although it’s impossible to tell the colour.

“Who are you? What’s your name? Who will come? Who are “they”?” I ask, but I think I can guess who “they” are as I remember Butcher’s face inches away from mine, with the hilt of his sword sticking from the middle of my chest.

“My name is Shana”, the voice answers, “I was born here and I live here, working for them.”

For the second time she doesn’t assign them a name, but I don’t press. Arllu is Baza’s playground, and with Butcher in tow, it can only be them.

“Why can’t I move?” I ask after a moment of silence.

The light footsteps slide sideways. A hand gently pushes my head upwards, holding it in place, waiting for me to see something. 

For a few moments, I can’t see anything but the darkness above, until the hand nudges my head further and a glint of a dim light slides off a shiny rope, wrapped around my wrists and my arms, which are pulled above my head.

The rope is dark, sleek with some substance, and as thick as my arms. 

I narrow my gaze on the rope, feeling rather than seeing something, when another glint of the dancing light brings the clarity of the image and the shock of realisation with it.

The rope is suspended off the dark ceiling and wrapped around my wrists. Its shiny skin ripples in rhythmic movements and, watching closer, I can see the endless amount of dark teeth, like roots on the ivy, sunk into my white skin.

I’m choking on my horror and my screams, but I can’t stop watching the skin of the “rope” rippling in waves as it sucks me, I can hear its gluttonous gulps. 

I want to scream and rip my arms at my shoulders, just so I can get away from it, I want to shake off the parasite, but I no longer have a control over my body.

I retch, needing to relieve myself, but I’m no longer human and even bile doesn’t come to my calling.

The soft whimpers come from my sore throat and I begin to cry.

“Oh no, Uriel. Not again. You have to stop.” 

The hand brings my head down.

“You can’t do this. You can’t cry or you’ll lose more blood.”

So my earlier tears are blood...

I know that I need to be shocked at another disclosure, but my quota for shock in a lifetime must have been used up.

“Help me”, I whisper. “Help me, please, Shana. Please. Help me.” 

My voice grows louder and more desperate with every word, hotter and more urgent.

“Please, help me. Please, Shana. Please, I beg you!”

I scream and cry into the silence that doesn’t answer. Shana doesn’t answer, but in all fairness, I’m not sure what I’m asking her to do. 

Of course, I want to be free, free from this paralysing hungry creature, from this cell, from this place, I want to run away, but I am happy to accept another offer of freedom. Anything would be better than the wait and the knowledge of where I am and what is coming. 

A fast and painless death would be the biggest mercy anyone could give me right now and I know I will never receive it from Baza. I’ve seen plenty of his world and his rule to know that a fast death would be the last thing he would plan for me.

“Please, Shana, please.”

“I can’t do it, Uriel”, her soft voice eventually stammers. “Stop asking me, Sar. Please, stop asking me and stop crying. I can’t do it for you, but if you continue, they’ll come and they will hurt you more. Please stop screaming. You are inviting punishment upon both of us. ” 

“Please, Shana. Help me. I beg you. Help me escape, kill me, do anything you want just don’t leave me here.” 

My bloody tears stream down my face. 

The numbness of my hanging body, of my frozen muscles, of my fuzzy head and hazy vision, the heavy lids, filled with sticky blood, which is no longer human, and the creature above that sucks me dry. If all of this is not the epitome of Hell, then I don’t know what is.

“I can’t do what you’re asking me, Sar, it is an impossible ask. No one would risk granting you your wish against Lord’s orders, and there’s never a way out of here, not the one you’re asking for.”

The damp cloth smelling of dirt comes to my face. 

“You will lose your sight if you continue to cry”, she says next to me after a moment of quiet, as the cloth travels over my eyes.

“And what? What if I lose my sight, so what? What’s the point? What difference would it make? I will die here soon enough. I will die and no one would know where I am and what has happened to me. Jess would be alone, truly alone. She’ll be waiting for me and I won’t come. This would be the end, the end of me, and the end of her. Nobody will come as nobody knows where I am, not Rafe, nor the brothers or Sam...”

I fall silent with a new sudden thought.

“Unless he knows where I am, because he is the one who sold me out”, I mutter.

I bark a coarse laugh.

“Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back”, I mimic Sam’s last words to me. 

“Don’t go anywhere, little gullible girl. Stay right here. Butcher is on his way”, I mumble low.

I cough a sad laugh.

“Very fitting, serves me bloody right. That’s exactly what I deserve. Thinking I was something special, thinking I could be loved, thinking I could take these assholes down and survive in their world, maybe even live. How sad... But look what I’ve done! Look what I’ve done to Jess! I’ve turned my beautiful sweet sister into an animal, a monster who eats lizards, and who will remain the monster forever. 

“I thought I was special. I thought I had finally found my place, thought I could be the change, thought I could make it in here. I thought I was strong to bend this world, but instead the world has bent and broken me...

“I’m just a human, a stupid human who doesn’t know shit, doesn’t know a single thing about this world, yet thought she could outrun it. Naïve, dumb, stupid... A human, who singlehandedly ruined Uriel, had achieved something that not Baza or Mik’hael have managed to accomplish in all their lives.” 

I huff.

“I wonder if I would go to Udhad when they kill me or somewhere where humans’ souls would go?” I muse. “But am I human? Or will I see real Uriel in Udhad? What she will do to me for killing her soul, her essence, her legacy? But no matter what she does, it would be the perfect punishment for everything I’ve done and ruined.”

I quieten for a moment, but the silence is too sticky, suffocating me, so I continue speaking, needing to say something, anything, just so I can hear human voice, not feeling alone and buried.

“She is not gonna be pleased... But maybe he’ll lock me here for eternity. He promised it already... Sold me out just as Rafe warned he would... Good job at least I’ve sent Rafe away, to Jess. He’d keep her safe... for a moment, before her world would collapse on top of her too...”

My thoughts skip from person to person, vocalising them as they come, as I begin talking to myself, finally losing my mind.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 

[image: ]


A key rattles in the distance, then turns, followed by a swing of blunt metal on its hinges.

Shana’s little body scatters sideways, disappearing into the shadows.

“Here is our undefeated Uriel. The conqueror of the lands she has no business to be in.”

I recognise Butcher’s voice before I hear the screech of his leather tunic, accompanying his movements.

The sizzle of hot metal dipped into cold water sounds closer, followed by another heavier this time, screeching swing of another metal door.

The sounds of prisons. They’re all the same...

A pair of heavy boots marches over pressed dirt, coming into my line of vision and stopping in front of me. They are a black lace-up military grade pair favoured by Butcher. 

The weak light has gone duller, obstructed by the large frame. 

“Don’t mind me, girl, I just came to check on you.”

The boots walk a circle around me. His incoherent mumbling travels with him, his head is drawn up. Knowing him, he is admiring the creature, maybe congratulating it on a job well done.

The boots are back in front of me, having completed the 360 degree tour.

A hand, sealed in a leather glove, comes under my chin, lifting my head. 

The Butcher’s large face is an inch away from mine and the scent of his musky sweat and the scent of his leather are added with the heavy odours of my dungeon.

I drop my gaze to his chest. Even in this darkness, his necklace of human teeth glows with the whiteness of his trophies.

My tooth will be there soon, probably in the middle, and every time he’d go to a Hell pub with his mates, he’ll show everyone the tooth he pulled from the mouth of Uriel... Maybe he’ll even get a drink on a house for that...

“Still alive? That’s good. I can’t afford you dead before the big execution.”

My head is turned side to side by his sure hand, my eyelids are pulled up.

“It won’t be long now, little Uriel.”

With it, he lets go of my head, which flops back onto my chest. 

The earlier sounds of his arrival echo in reverse within my earthy tomb with his departure, before the silence hangs over my cell again.

“Uriel...Uriel...” I mumble into the dark silence, repeating his last word to me. 

And for a moment I don’t even know what I’m trying to say, before an unexpected wave of raw and burning hate swallows me and I begin to yell. 

“God damn you, Uriel. God damn you, all of you, all of you and all of your Heavens and Hells. You, An, rot in Hell too, you old bitch; rot and die, just like I will”, I roar. 

Paralysed by the parasite around my wrists, I can’t move. 

My voice and my bloody tears is all that is left of me, but even that is absorbed by the greedy soil.

“Rot in Hell!” I roar.

I lost it and I know it. 

The guilt for what I’ve done rips at me. The guilt for what had happened to Jess, who will be left forever as an animal, stranded alone in Hell, the guilt for everyone, who stuck their necks out for me. For beautiful and loyal Domiel and Dumah, who would be dead and extinguished soon just like their useless leader, the fearless brothers, who were screwed by the Heavenly powers before but now will be done for sure, and I would be the final nail in their coffins, for Tabby, who’s already dead because of me. 

Their faces are a morbid parade in front of my eyes. 

I’ve over-played my hand. 

The girl who decided to play the heavenly games she knew nothing about and, absolutely logically, had lost. 

But I can’t blame just myself. I need to share the weight of this guilt before it breaks me.

“What sort of mother are you, An?” I scream at the soil under my toes, but I can no longer see it as my eyes are covered with dark red film. “Letting one child of yours kill the other? Aren’t you embarrassed at how you’ve raised them? Aren’t you ashamed? Another shit mother has screwed up her children.”

I laugh. I laugh and I can’t stop. 

But soon the hysterical laugh turns into the howl, and the howl turn into sobs and cries, but eventually, even those are gone. The answering silence weighs heavier than the screaming condemnation ever could. 

“All that I wanted was to protect myself, my sister”, I say, explaining myself to an invisible accuser and to my guilt. “I wanted to protect her home, her life for her. I wanted to protect the children of my neighbours, the children on our streets, my friends who would sell their souls to Scouser just to survive, survive in a world that hates them, amongst parents who never wanted them.”

“The way to Hell is paved with good intentions”, auntie’s Pat favourite saying comes to mind.

If only she knew...

I weep. I sob, listening to the sound of the fat bloody drops of my tears hitting the ground.


The light footsteps rush over the pressed soil floor.


“You need stop crying, Sar. It will start hurting soon.”

Shana’s soft hand lifts my face and the cloth glides, cleaning the blood, which has already begun to crust over.

“Thank you, Shana.”

Even if she can’t free me, I understand that she showed me as much kindness as her fear allowed her.

“You’re welcome, beyelai Sar. Would you like a drink of water? I was told you were human once.”

“That would be great, thank you.”

She gently lays my head onto my chest and disappears into the shadows. 

A few minutes later, her soft hand lifts my chin up and the rough metal edge of a bowl touches my lips.

The water sliding into my throat tastes and smells of a stale puddle, which sat stagnant for a few months, before becoming a home to tadpoles and algae. But it’s nice to feel the cool of water in my raw and burning throat, nice to feel something human, including Shana’s touch.

“Thank you”, I say after the empty bowl is taken away from my lips. “Why are you doing this?”

“What, beyelai Sar?”

“Why are you being nice? Haven’t you heard the Butcher? I will be executed soon, and your niceness is wasted on the dying person.”

Shana holds my chin with one hand, while the other is sliding over my face with a cloth, cleaning up the remnants of blood.

The outline of her slim shoulders rises as she shrugs.

“Butcher? Oh, you mean Asmodeus”, she says. “But even if so, it is virtuous to show kindness to someone in their last moments of life. It’s hard and lonely to die, no matter where you are, probably just as hard and lonely as to live in here.”

“You live here? Where?”

“There.” I feel the movement of air, as she waves her arm sideways. 

“The corridors in Wusuru Asar go for a while. We live in them. Istana babá lives in Wusuru and lived for as long as our Elder can remember. I was born in Wusuru.”

Istana babá... 

There’s something familiar about it, about that name, somewhere I’ve heard it before, but I can’t put my finger on it.

“What is this place? Wusuru...”

She quietens for a moment before answering.

“This level of Arllu, Wusuru Asar, is for the traitors of the Lord.”

“Which Lord?” I ask in a whisper, knowing only one “Lord”, thanks to my mother.

“Lord of Arllu.”

“Ah, him... okay.” 

I have to say, it’s a relief.

“So, I’m a traitor of the Lord Baza?” I ask, but I don’t need her answer. “Sounds about right. Are there many “traitors” in here?”

“In this corridor you’re the only one. But there are many traitors in many other corridors.”

“So, I’ve got a private wing of the prison all to myself? Nice.”

I quieten and so does Shana. 

But I don’t like the silence of this earthy tomb. The silence here doesn’t ring like a silence of an open space. This silence suffocates.

“So what are you doing here? I mean working...”

I want Shana to talk. I want to feel her touch; I want to hear her voice. I don’t want to be left alone in the darkness of this cave, paralysed, with my own thoughts and guilt. I’m grateful to her for her time and kindness.

“I serve five corridors”, Shana answers, “this one and four more. I look after the traitors of the Lord, making sure their essence or bodies don’t escape, before the Lord had bestowed his rightful punishment upon them.”

“Sure, sure”, I say. I want to nod my head but my muscles are not controlled by me. “The rightful punishment and bestowing are very important.”

“Um”, I say, thinking what else to ask or say to keep the conversation going. “Do you like it in here?”

I inwardly cringe at my question. Typically British, I’m asking how she likes her working conditions and feeling a question about the weather is ready to slide off my tongue next. 

“I don’t know”, she answers and I feel another shrug of her shoulders. “As my father once said: “The slaves have no voice, therefore shouldn’t have an opinion.”

“Slaves? Are you a slave?”

“Yes”, she says, calmly and matter of fact. 

“For our disobedience we were dishonoured and cast down by the Goddess of Ama -Arhus, who had declared that we should beseech our new Lord and master for his forgiveness, and we could achieve it only by submitting ourselves to him, our lives and our freedom, submitting the lives and the freedom of our children to him too”, she recites someone else’s words, the words which were drummed into her head over time. 

Slaves... Another empire, which was built on the lives and bones of slaves.

But Shana’s mentioning of the Goddess had finally flicked the proverbial switch, lightening the light bulb above my head, bringing with it the memory of the moment when I heard the word “istana” first time.

The glamorous event of gold, glitter, crystal and champagne at Baza’s, the ball given in my honour, gorgeous Sam, sealed in impeccable tux, the tables, filled with food from gazillion courses and Sam, leaning into me, his bright blue eyes on me, his breath stroking my ear, moving my hair, sending happy and excited tingles over my body, and following my gaping gaze to the waiters with rice paper-thin, butterfly wings behind their backs, telling me that they were left behind in Arllu as a collateral by a Sumerian Goddess.

“Your goddess sounds like a gigantic bitch”, I state.

The gasping and then the silence scream pretty clear of Shana’s shock and the obvious conclusion that she has never heard such heresy, and I’m about to apologise, when her soft voice begins to ring with a quiet laughter.

The key scrapes the keyhole in the distance and the metal door cries on its hinges.

Shana lets go of my face and my head flops onto my chest. 

The dirty and bloodied cloth drops to the ground with a wet splosh, as Shana scatters into the shadows.

The sizzling of the metal comes next before the heavy steps strut over the pressed ground, each one supported with a squeak of the leather.

The dark boots come and stand in front of me. 

Their owner doesn’t say a word, but he smells different to Butcher. The body bends over and for a fleeting second, I see a bare arm and shoulder, covered with black leather tunic, the face of the Butcher’s minion, before he scoops the bloodied cloth off the ground and straightens.

I can’t see, but I think he inspects the cloth for a few moments, before he turns, marching towards the direction Shana had run to.

It doesn’t take long to find out his intentions, as after a few long minutes of silence, the corridor erupts with Shana’s screams.

They’re long and agonising, ringing in the depth of the earthy cocoon, and although most of the sound and intensity of the screams are lost, swollen by the soil, the pain and torture in them is obvious and clear.

“No!” I scream at the soil at my feet. 

“No! You, bastard! Don’t! Don’t touch her! Don’t you dare touch her!” I roar at the ground.

But I am ignored, and Shana’s screams keep on ringing.

“Leave her alone! It’s my fault, all my fault. Take it out on me!” I roar.

How much do I want to rip the parasite above me apart, finding the freedom to repay this bastard for every one of his deeds, coin for his coin, blow for his blow and punch for his punch. How much I regret not sinking my knife into him earlier, how much I wish I had my powers in me to make it better and right again, to fight one more day, even for one person.

“Don’t touch her!” I scream with her and she screams with me, but eventually, her crying ceases. Not a whimper comes to me.

Oh god, he killed her. He killed her.

I can’t believe it and I struggle to accept it. The punishment for the “offence” of a damp cloth is beyond disproportional.  The brutality of it is utterly savage.

The heavy steps of the minion press the ground. 

His smell is next to me again.

“Pig. Dirty fat pig”, I hiss at the soil, “I hope you will rot in Hell one day. I hope the lakes of Hinnom will toast you like a marshmallow, before Udhad comes calling next, and I will be there, waiting for you, and your master won’t help you there.”

“Stupid wardum”, the boots answer. “This is Hell and I’m not the one who is rotting in here”.

The right boot disappears from my line of vision, and the next moment, my stomach ruptures with the excruciating pain, as the force of his enraged kick swings me on my “rope”.

“Say hi to Udhad and Uriel from me. By the time I get there, you’ll be long gone.” 

Laughing, he walks out of the cell, locking the door behind.
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It takes me a while to learn how to breathe again and to gulp a splinter of stuffy air, bringing it into my lungs, to stop myself swinging, and to settle the pain, shredding at my insides. 

When my breathing settles enough to talk, I call into the silence: “Shana. Shana. Sha-a-a-na-a.”

But there’s no answer.

Oh, no! No, no.

“Shana, please answer me”, I call again. “Please. If you don’t want to talk to me, it’s fine. But please say something, just so I know that you’re alive. I need to know that you’re alive.”

“Please. Oh, god, please be alive”, I mutter. “Please, please.”

I’ve killed another one. Another one is dead because of me. 

But before I dive into another bottomless pit of the familiar self-loathing, the slow, tripping footsteps sound down the corridor, trudging closer, taking long and exhausted breaks in between.

“Shana”, I breathe out. 

I hope it’s her. It must be her, as there’s no one else is left here but us. 

“Thank god, you’re alive. I’m so happy you’re okay.”

As her tripping footsteps shuffle closer, I whisper: “Please, Shana, don’t come near me. No! Don’t. I don’t want him doing it to you again. Stay away.”

But soon, I can feel her body next to mine and I can hear her laborious wheezing next to me.  

“Even if I stayed away, it won’t change the disciplining ordinance, Beyelai Sar”, she says. “He will come and beat me later. I’m scheduled for another appointed beating in two bêru.”

“What? What do you mean “scheduled for another beating”? In what perverted place are there “scheduling” of beatings?”

The notion of booked in to a diary, regular beatings doesn’t fit into my head. 

“Is it him who’s doing it?” I ask. The cruelty of one monster minion seems more plausible. “Then you need to tell someone! I don’t know, your elder or Baza, whoever. What the hell!”

Shana’s soft hand comes over my chin, raising it up. The cloth comes next.

“You’ve bled again”, she tuts at me. “I’ve told you, you’re losing the life source.”

I didn’t know I was bleeding through my eyes again, but I can’t afford to risk the Baza’s minion returning and beating the crap out of her, because of me.

“Shana, don’t. Get your hands off me. Don’t touch me.”

But she ignores me, as she’s wiping my face.

“My grandmother told me that we shouldn’t fear death. She said that our life is what we should fear. She told me that Ishtar is waiting for her children beyond the veil, to grant wings to everyone who had suffered through this life and this master, to grant wings to everyone, who accepted their fate without objection. She said that those wings would be the most beautiful wings the world would have ever seen, that the wings would rise every istana out of the dark corridors and into the light, into the wide blue skies where Ishtar would meet us and we’d join her in her throne room. That’s what she had told me and it’s what our elder tells us too.”

She stops speaking, gathering her breathing.

“But sometimes, when my ikstaya would get really sad or angry after her appointed beating, she would tell me another story, a story she called “Dakha-las”: the prophecy that was told before her time but is forbidden to tell now, the story of another Goddess coming to free us, of the Goddess who will take us to the surface and into her heavens, the Goddess who will teach us how to fly again.”

“Um”, I utter. I don’t know what should be an appropriate response to this trip down the memory lane or what supportive words I should say after she has shared the story of their forbidden prophecy. 

“That’s sound like a good plan, to grow wings, beyond the veil... The freeing Goddess sounds nice too.”

During one of my history classes I read a quote that stuck with me, the quote that had angered me then as it had reminded me of my mother, of her obsession and hate: “Religion is the opium for the masses, but it eases their suffering.”

Back then, I couldn’t see past the word “opium”. I couldn’t understand how the hateful lies can help or ease anyone’s suffering. I didn’t understand the meaning of the quote. I saw it as another justification and validation of my mother’s favourite obsession.

But now, looking at Shana’s dark face, listening to her laborious breathing and feeling her sympathetic hands on me, for the first time I really understand what this saying means, what the author was trying to say with it. 

Believing in these stories helps slaves to survive. 

These stories are the heavenly “fuel” that gets them through, powers their lives forward, giving them hope, a hope for fairness in another world, when they can find none in the present, a hope for a better life somewhere, “past the veil”. 

The promise of peaceful and lush afterlife is what helps them endure the horrors of their everyday lives. 

To appease the rebellious ones, these bullshit prophecies are invented. The prophecies of a “freedom bringing Goddess”, the one who’ll free them, of the one who will change their lives on this plane; the one who will stand up for them, delivering the vengeance, equality, fairness and justice. The generations are born and die, waiting for the fulfilment of these prophecies, living in hope.

But this hope and these stories are all that they have. I understand this now.

“You have to stop losing blood. The panta-ku is already feeding off your essence, bounding and paralysing you”, Shana says. “You couldn’t afford to lose any more of it.”

After a few minutes of silence her voice rustles again.

“May I ask you a question, Beyelai Sar?” 

“Sure.”

“What are you doing in here? Why are you in Arllu?”

I keep quiet for a moment, thinking how to answer.

I’m in Arllu because I needed an army, but I’m in this cell because someone has sold me out. The search for allies has led me here, forcing me to trust random strangers, strangers, one of whom has betrayed me, sold me to Baza. But it might not have been a stranger...

I knew that I could trust only a few, but the mistrust runs deeper now. However, how can the honesty hurt me when I’m already betrayed?  

“I came here to convince some angels to join me and come with me to Uras.”

“And they have refused your offer, binding you to these tunnels instead?”

She sounds perplexed by my journey and I understand where she’s coming from, but I know exactly what has happened to me. I know I was betrayed, the only thing that remains a mystery is as to by whom. 

It could’ve been anyone in the room. I didn’t know any of them, was meeting them all for the first time. 

But if I am to be honest with myself, and I must, I can’t exclude Sam or Rafe. Either one could’ve been the one who betrayed me. My latest predicament is the glaring evidence of my inability to play celestial games and navigate this world’s murky waters. 

There’s a lot more I don’t know. Some of the politics of these worlds still elude me.

“Someone did. But I don’t know who”, I answer eventually.

“If I can ask another question, Sar?”

“Sure”, I answer. It’s not like I have anywhere else to be.

“I don’t want to offend you with my ignorance, Beyelai Sar, but who are you? I’ve heard them calling you “Uriel” when you were brought, so that’s what I’ve called you, but I have never seen an angel like you in these tunnels. You have four wings and they are so large. Never have I seen wings as large as yours, Sar, let alone the four. What sort of angel are you, Beyelai? You’ve said you don’t reside in Arllu, but where did you come from?”

“You don’t know who Uriel is?” I ask in turn.

It’s not me being big-headed, but so far, in this angelic world, everywhere I went, I didn’t need to introduce myself, or who I have become.

“No”, she mumbles. “Please forgive me, Beyelai Sar. We were cast down with our beliefs, which are different to our current master’s. I know nothing of the world outside of Arllu. Now and again, I’d see different banished angels bound in here, but nobody I’ve seen is quite like you. On your arrival, Asmodeus Sar himself had visited Wusuru Asar. He had instructed our Elder to provide you with a vacant tunnel, away from other “bound”, and we were issued with a large list of instructions directly from him. Our Elder was spoken to, so you must be jeruuno-sur, the big deal...”

“That’s who I am. I’m always the big deal, it seems.”

I don’t know how much is safe to share with her. How much I can tell her about Uras or Sarukh. The on-going trend clearly demonstrates that I have shit judgement of people or angels, and need to keep my mouth shut as I’m betrayed too often. But what I’m about to share is not a secret, although her presence and our conversation might provide an answer.

“I’m Uriel, a daughter of An, sister of Mik’hael and the ruler of Uras. I’m The Harbinger of Doom, The Keeper of the Gates”, I begin, but I slam my mouth shut, stopping myself. 

How pretentious. 

These titles sound hollow in this dark cave, while their bearer is swinging off the ceiling by the feeding parasite and is about to be executed.

“Uriel lives in Uras, a castle suspended high up in the skies of Sarukh”, I start again.

“Uras”, Shana repeats, mulling on the word. “That sounds nice. What does Uras look like?”

“It’s a white castle, surrounded by the open blue sky. The rooms and corridors there have no ceilings, so angels fly wherever and whenever they please.”

“Oh.” 

A little breath of wonder escapes her throat.

“Is the sky really blue?” she whispers.

“Yes.”

“What about the sun? How does it feel? How does it look? Is it really as warm as they say? I’ve heard it’s so warm that animals lay beneath its rays.”

“Yes, the sun is bright and yellow. It’s very warm, almost hot in summers. It rises every day and set every night, and when it rises and sets, the sky turns the most beautiful colours: orange, red, purple, blue...”

“Have you seen a sunrise or sunset?” she whispers in awe.

“Of course, many times.”

“I haven’t, ever. No istana ever saw it”, she says, falling quiet for a moment. 

“And no istana ever will.”

I feel like I ought to say something inspirational to her, something like “the sky is the limit” or “if you dream it, you can make it”, or some other nonsense, but not only it would sound empty, coming out of my mouth, but locked up in this cell, I am the last one to preach affirmative willingness and positivity. 

“Are there many prisoners in these tunnels?” I ask her, changing the subject.

Shana releases my chin and my head flops.

“Many. Although I don’t know for sure, but why would you need to know?”

“I suppose you’re right. Not like I can do anything about it.”
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The key scratches the lock again, followed by another swing of the metal door.

I have another visitor. 

This place is getting busier with every passing hour. Butcher is probably making a quick buck by selling tickets to a willing audience to have a glimpse at the last Uriel, imprisoned by the Great Baza, before she is extinguished for good. 

The gliding footsteps, which could only belong to a woman and pretty one for that, the one who’s aware of her beauty and impact it has on people, so she had perfected that slow and sensual walk over the years, sound next. 

The noise of a hot metal in cold water sizzles later. 

The dim light fills the cell, lighting the floor of the pressed dirt under my gaze.

Following the noises, Shana performs her rehearsed drill and scuttles into the shadows.

I swing on my rope, my toes barely touching the pressed ground, when the light and slow stride reaches me, and my nose invaded by a sensual smell of the familiar sweet perfume.

The sensual scent is unmistakable. I know it too well. I’ve smelt it before and now I want to kick myself for not trusting my gut earlier, for giving people second chances, for allowing others to sway me, and as a result, getting me screwed because of it.

The elegant black flat shoes, bare of any decorations, come into my vision. 

“I should’ve thought it was you”, I say, looking at her polished shoes. The weak light glimmers on their patent leather. “Once a bitch, always a bitch or as my nan used to say: “The snake never changes its skin. It regrows the same bitchy skin back”.

The crystal musical laugh twinkles in my tomb, before it dissolves, swollen by earth. Her good mood doesn’t vanish easily.

“I love your little human sayings. They’re highly amusing. I’ll try to remember this one.”

I’m weak and dry from blood loss, but courtesy of Shana’s earlier drink, I gulp a few times and a small spit flies out of my mouth, landing perfectly on a toe of a Lis’ shiny shoe.

“Pagru di mursu sadhu”, she hisses. “Dirty animal! Zu ku Damu!”

I laugh and then tut at her: “Are you kissing your mother with that mouth?”

I laugh some more. The little pleasures in life, they’re the sweetest.

I expect Lis to hit or slap me. I expect her to storm off, but she doesn’t do either. She doesn’t leave, her shoes remain under my gaze and her hands, and shoes, don’t connect with my body.

I sigh. She is here to chat. Ignoring her would only prolong our tet-a-tet.

“Now, as you have demonstrated that it was you, I guess you want me to ask “why”? Why such a kind and lovely person like you, has committed such a dirty and treacherous act. Is that what you’re here for? For the final hair braiding and girls’ heart to heart?”

“You’re not that dumb for an animal.”

“Oh, thank you, Your Royal Highness. Sorry, can’t bow at the moment, neck kinda doesn’t move.”

She laughs and takes half a step closer. Her hand reaches to my chin, lifting up my head, and her strong perfume invades me, engulfing my nose and my head.

“You know, with the amount of trouble it causes you to lift my head, you could’ve unstrapped me so we could have our conversation”, I say, rolling my barely moving eyes above me at the dark parasite-snake. “And it would’ve saved me from smelling your perfume. Seriously, girl, where did you find that cheap crap? It stinks of a prostitute.”

She doesn’t answer me, doesn’t say a word but her harrowed eyes and shallow breathing betrays her rage, making me happy for a fleeting second. 

Her golden wings shimmer in a dim light behind her.

“So? What do you want?” I ask her as she says nothing, still holding my chin.

“To see you, watch you being reduced to the animal that you’re, and yes, make you aware of the one who betrayed you. I’m already a hero in Arllu, a legend in a making amidst my kind. Once you’re executed, I will be written into the Celestial history as the one, who brought down the Infinite Uriel. “Onoskelis – the angel, who had achieved the impossible”, she recites as if reading a newspaper headline.

“The angel who achieved something that neither Mik’hael or Baza could do”, she adds.

“Um... Congratulations? What do you want from me? A parade in your honour? Or for me to throw you a party? If you haven’t noticed, I’m a bit tied up at the moment with other engagements.” 

If I could shrug my shoulders, I would. But ignoring me, Lis continues.

“When Sam came to me, asking me all these questions about my fall, mumbling something about the redemption, the second chances, chances to return into Sarukh, I knew it had something to do with you.”

The breath catches in my throat at the mentioning of his name.

No! 

My tongue refuses to obey me. My voice is not mine to control.

I swallow. 

I try again, and eventually, I manage to push out: “Sam... Is he in on it too?”

I’ve succeeded keeping my voice even, pushing down the rising metallic taste of hate with the bitter tinge of betrayal, which both taste so familiar. 

My head swims, as my mind is busy blocking the thoughts from forming and the feelings from coming forefront. The embarrassment, guilt, shame, sorrow are mixed with a deeper layer of despair and mourning. They press at a thin barrier, nudging and pushing. They scream at me, mocking me, demanding to be acknowledged. 

I don’t manage to ignore them for long, with the guilt breaking through first, as it turns out, it was never far away.

Rafe had told me not to come here. He warned me to stay away from Sam. He was right all along: these angels are fallen for a reason. I should’ve stayed in Uras, with my sister and tried my chances against Mik’hael on my own. 

But as much as the rational part of my brain understands and accepts that this wishful thinking plans would’ve never worked out, my guilt refuses to let it through.

The worse still is that I’ve ruined Jess’ life too. With my arrogance and ignorance, I dragged her into this celestial mess. I’ve turned my beautiful, sweet little sister into a bloodthirsty animal. I’ve brought her to Hell and abandoned her here, leaving her in the care of the angel who had turned her into the monster.

I was pressing my advantage, was pushing for reckless decisions which I thought would lead to a win, even when I was told time and time again, about the dangers of the world which I wanted to change and bend to my will. 

Lis is quiet. I feel her studious gaze on me, as her fingers hold my chin. I want to see her face better too, yet the shadows of my underground cave hide her eyes and her features. 

“Sam is going to die and it all will be because of you”, she says.

“What?”

“He is going to die”, she repeats slower. “Baza had sentenced him to obliteration through beheading, following dissolution in Hinnom for conspiring against the Lord of Arllu.”

For a second these words spin on a loop in my head, without registering. 

Their meaning is faint and elusive. But when they do sink in, relief, followed by happiness, lift me, bringing with it only one thought and it’s a selfish one: “It wasn’t him”. 

This thought goes on a loop in my head. It takes me a while to swim through happy waves of relief, towards Lis’ voice, and when I do, I wish I was still in the depth of my happy denial.

“...His sentence will be carried out soon”, she continues, “more than likely after your execution. Baza’s Council have unanimously found him guilty of treason against Arllu, but even that vote was just a pro-forma: Baza doesn’t need anyone’s opinion on handling issues within his domain. Nobody would be allowed to tell him what to do. Yours and his executions are purely for show...”

“I thought you liked him”, I interrupt her, and judging by the silence following my question, she knows who I am talking about. 

“I do. I did, but he made his choice. He chose the weak, pathetic human over his kind”, she starts and I hear hysteria, hate and sorrow in her voice. “He turned his back on his kind and Arllu. His path in Arllu was clear. He was destined to be Baza’s lieutenant, Baza’s confidant, and I would’ve been if not for you.”

The longer she speaks, the louder and angrier she grows. Her hate towards me is palpable, eclipsing her emotions. 

“We would have made a brilliant couple, a power couple. We would have been feared and revered. Many doors would have opened for us. We both could have had future. But you... You! You’ve ruined it all”, she screeches the last sentence, her hate vibrating her throat.

She stops and I can hear her shallow breathing as she gathers herself.

“I would never have missed that kind of opportunity, little pet. If I didn’t take it, someone else would have.”

She calls me a “pet” as my old neighbour used to, but coming out of Lis’ mouth, this word doesn’t carry any adoration, but is full of repugnance.

“An opportunity like this will make a name for me. I will get a seat at Baza’s Council. The perks from what I have done will be coming my way for many GA. I will be written into history of Arllu and Dingir-Ki. The generations after me would know my name above Baza’s. Long after I’m gone, angels would be asking one another: “How had she succeeded in capturing the Great Uriel?” and “How canny and smart she must’ve been?” But what they won’t know, is how easy it was to capture Uriel. How easily played the Great Uriel was, how dumb she was to understand what she had done”, she huffs.

She falls quiet for a moment before she continues again.

“Sam has made his choice. He was careless and fell for a human. He disobeyed and failed his Lord, and if that wasn’t enough, he took the enemy’s side in the longest running dispute of Dingir–Ki. He co-conspired to free the fallen, by that act alone, betraying and weakening Arllu. He had invited the Sarukh sadhu into Apkallu. The amount of his treachery is truly great. No way in Arllu, his deeds would have been forgiven or excused. He and everyone else, who swore the oath of An to you, are going to die.”

I swallow.

It is one thing to prepare for death, knowing that your mistake had cost you your life and it’s another to know that your mistake had cost them theirs. Indirectly, I’ve killed them all. By inviting them into the fold and playing the leader I couldn’t be, I’ve signed their death warrant.

“But what’s about you?” I ask and my voice is no longer even. It’s shaky and coarse. “You have sworn the oath of An to me. You have pledged your Qal to me. You have pledged to stand with me in the name of An. I know what it means to swear this oath, these oaths are sacred...” I press. I need to expose her. She is either going to die with us or she will show me the way out.

I see the dark outline of her head shake, followed by a soft chuckle and a tut. 

I don’t like it at all. I am about to be told that I was swindled.

“Poor, simple human”, she says and softly laughs.

That’s it. I was duped.

“Was it a crossing of the fingers behind the back jobbie?” I ask.

“No”, she says. “I didn’t need to do any of that. I was honest in my oath and I’ve kept it. I am standing next to you, am I not? Look.” 

She waves her hand at herself and me and laughs again. 

“Here’s the “standing next to you” part.”

“There were more parts to that oath, more than this one. What about your Qal? It’s mine. You’ve pledged it to me”, I whisper with dry lips.

“Yeah”, she stretches, “that one is not very straight forward, but if you die tonight or tomorrow, extinguished into Udhad, then technically speaking, there will be no Uriel for me to uphold my oath to.”

My breath leaves me in a puff. I feel defeated.

“You, nasty little piece of work”, I hiss. But my hiss and my bounded state are not threatening and Lis laughs again, her laugh is gloating and pleased.

“I guess your promiscuous friends are in on it too?” I ask, resigned. I want to know how deep the cut her knife has left in my back is.

“Ah,” she answers and dismissively waves her free hand. “They couldn’t care less. They are not the kind to pay attention to small print. They came because I promised them a great show and they got it. They wanted an evening of entertainment and they received one. More than that, they’ll get a great boost to their social standing, a boost by association. Can you imagine the stories they’d be able to tell at dinner parties? They were there when the history was made. They have witnessed the last minutes of Uriel.”

Her laugh rings with soft crystal bells and I want to punch her. I want to shove her laugh into her throat until she chokes on it.

“I would have imagined their social calendars are exploding right now, but I have to say, I haven’t seen them since that meeting”, she adds, musing. “Oh, well, wherever they are, I’m sure they are enjoying it as much as I am.”

“You would subject your friends to the oath you never planned to fulfil yourself?” I hiss.

“They’re not my friends”, she cuts me off. “And what is there to “fulfil”? Soon you will be another page in the ancient history.”

“You forgot about Rafael, you stupid bitch”, I say, laughing too, although I can hear the desperation in my broken voice. “You swore your Qal to him too, and he’s not here. He is not imprisoned. He owns your sorry arse now, with your pathetic life, your essence and the essences of your “not so much friends”. He owns you with all of your backstabbing crap.”

I feel the soft movement of air, as she nods her head.

“I understand how you would see it as an issue, but trust me, pet, it’s a miniscule issue indeed, which won’t be an issue for long. Any and all loose ends will be tied, one way or another. Seeing his big wet cow eyes, with which he was glaring at you, I’d bet he is not far from the tower”, she says, contemplating. “I don’t think he would have left his “Lazarus project” behind, and now, as Baza has sent the search party for him already, it would be only a matter of time before he is found, and once it has happened, he and everyone with him will follow your journey through Wusuru Asar, then swiftly executed.”

“For Arllu sake, sadhu”, she suddenly screams. “You honestly should’ve learnt the world in which you’ve decided to play. You only have a few immu before you will be no more. There will be no you, no oath. If you ask me, it was an extremely jejune move on your part. You can’t even begin to contemplate the essence you’ve extinguished with your move and the worlds you’ve brought to their knees.”

She quietens again and when she speaks a moment later, her voice is soft and dreamy.

“You can’t even imagine how big your execution is going to be. Baza had sent for every malakhim into Apkallu, suspending the harvesting. So, I suppose, if you look at it from this angle, your death would allow humanity to survive... for another day or so. But then, Hell will break loose over Apkallu.”

“I can’t claim the credit for it”, she adds. “It was Baza’s pun. He had shared it at the Council. Clever, is it not?”

Lis’ mood swings like a pendulum. She is chattier now.

“We’ll move full trot to conquer Apkallu, Baza had said. Mik’hael doesn’t care what happens to it and with Uriel gone, Apkallu is ours. We can take it and do with it as we please. Baza seems to think that even the formality of contractual agreement over the soul proprietary would not be required any longer. “Harvest away”, he said.” Lis’ voice deepens, as she swings her arm, imitating Baza. 

“By the way, the invitation to your execution was sent to Mik’hael too, and if rumours are true, he is coming. Can you imagine? The Lord of Sarukh, The son of An, the ruler of Daanom is coming here. Because we have something that he doesn’t have, and I made it possible. I did it! The little ol’ fallen me”, she giggles again. “I might even get my pardon, although I doubt I’d take it. Life in Arllu is far too much to my liking...”

Lis goes on and on, rambling about the preparations for my execution, as if they are preparations for a coronation or a jubilee, but I don’t listen anymore.

I’m lost in this bad dream. 

The surreal reality of it raises its ugly head against my memories of my old home, the street I grew up on, my neighbours, auntie Pat, my human memories with a human normality of it all, while bound by the bloodsucking parasite, in the underbelly of Hell, I am about to be executed by the Lord of Hell himself, as the “Lord of Sarukh” comes to watch my last moments. 

When these moments descend, I feel disjoined from reality, disconnected, in disbelief at the life I’m living. It feels like a dream, a cartoon or a joke. The craziness of it is truly unbelievable, and the realisation of my new life versus my life before takes me by surprise.

My arrival into Arllu and my capture had spelt death to more people than I would have thought. It’s not just me and Rafe, but Jess, both brothers and everyone who pledged their loyalty to me. Everyone. But even that is not all.

Not once have I thought or contemplated that my life, Uriel’s life, is the only shield that stands between humans and Baza. 

My head spins, probably from the blood loss or maybe from Lis’ cheerful proclamations and unbelievable world updates, the world which is shoved into my face yet again, and its undeniable connection with the world of normal people, who are going about their nine-to-five lives, not realising the existence of this world. 

I knew of the dangers of my death, but I didn’t think it would be an “open season” on Earth. I don’t know why I didn’t think of this, and that makes me angry, angry with myself, with the snake wrapped around my wrists and the snake standing in front of me.

Baza is there, hunting Rafe, Domiel, Dumah and Jess and it wouldn’t take him long to find them.

Maybe Jess is already dead. She doesn’t hold titles and there’s no need for her public execution. 

As this realisation punches at my head, my bloody tears begin to roll again.

“Oi”, Rage hisses at me, furious and hateful, “are you going to roll over and cry? Bitch about unfairness of life? Since when any of that has helped you? Since when was submitting yourself to people or circumstances an option? Since when was crying about things a solution?”

The hate that I feel, the pain, the anger... They burn inside me, hurting more than the parasite or Lis. They scorch my lungs and my heart, and I need to release them before they char me out.

“Lis, come here”, I whisper, “I have a secret for you, but you have to promise not to tell it anyone. It’s about Sam.” 

I say the only name she would care about.

The bloody tears have finally stolen my sight. I’m blind again.

“What?” she bristles.

“You need to know this, Lis. It’s my last secret, the secret I haven’t told anyone.”

She shuffles closer.

“Come closer. It’s about Sam. Come. I’ll whisper it to you.”

She pinches my chin, bringing her face closer to mine.

“Closer”, I whisper.

She turns her head. The wispy hair around her ear tickles my nose. The warmth of her body brushes my face. Her perfume is overwhelming this close. 

I say the word I know she would want to hear, one name that would bring her closer. 

“Sam...” I whisper and I cry. I’m weeping now, “Sam...”

“What? What?!”

She brings her head closer. The soft skin of her ear is under my lips and I feel its soft velvet as I brush it. I can taste her skin, but it’s buried under the taste of my own blood, my lips are covered in it.

“Sam...”

I say it and my lips kiss her ear, moving over it, wetting it with my blood. I feel the pulse of her heart, drumming at the thin skin on her neck.

“Sam...” I sob.

I take another breath and my chest jumps with two babyish sobs, short like hiccups.

I open my mouth and, pushing my body forward with my toes, I close my teeth over her soft neck.
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My teeth sink deeper and, suddenly, I break her skin and begin to taste the copper of her blood.

She screams, pushing at me, but I don’t let go, my jaw is locked. I swing my leg, hooking it around her hip, anchoring her close. 

My teeth are the only weapon left to me. 

Bound and blind, I have nothing else at my disposal to do the reprisal I need to do, and she’s the only one I can do it to. She’s not the greatest of evils, but she’ll have to do.

Her blood runs into my mouth. 

It’s thick and rich. Its smell and flavour are retch-producing and overwhelming. I want it out of my mouth. I want it gone. I want to spit it out, but I’m afraid to open my mouth and to lose my prey. So instead, I lock my jaw tighter, feeling her straining tendons under my tongue.

Her screams ring bright, but they toll in vain. Nobody comes to her rescue: not Shana, nor Butcher or his minions, and nobody will. Nobody is going to save her, just as nobody is going to save me. We’re both going to die in here.

Her blood fills my mouth to the brim.

It begins to spill, running down her white neck and down my chin. The blood stains her pastel blue blouse. The fat bloody drops fall to the ground, staining her polished shoes.  

But not all of it escapes my mouth. 

It begins to trickle into my throat, and against my will, the muscles on my neck tighten, pushing the blood down and I swallow, once, twice.

Repulsed by the blood’s warm thickness, I want to vomit, but I push the reflex and blood down, swallowing both, keeping my teeth in her soft flesh.

She struggles next to me. She screams and flays her arms, pushing at my shoulders, wrestling against my hold, so I nudge harder, throwing my other leg around her and locking my knees at her waist, and my teeth around her throat. 

I’m drinking her blood now and I force myself not to think about it. 

I don’t concern myself with what I am reduced to, what monster I’ve become. I close my blind eyes to it, refusing to care about any of it. My mind, like my jaw, is locked on the one, single, animal need to finish it, to balance the scales even a little bit, to take one of them with me to Hell.

In this world, I’m surrounded by monsters. I’ve turned my sister into a one, so what if I became one? What is another monster in this Hell?

My throat muscles move, pushing Lis’ blood down my throat and into my stomach. I gulp her blood, while she’s screaming, thrashing next to me.

What does this blood drinking matter if I’m already dead?

Suddenly, through her thrashing, through her screams and my retching gulps, the darkness surrounding us bursts with a startling light. 

Through the red veil and closed eyelids, I feel, I see the light – the white, iridescent, blinding light that fills the cave and the air around. The light is blinding and it hurting me.

I don’t know what the origin of this light is or what it might mean, but like a wild animal who is afraid to lose its last bone in the cold of starving winter, I pull Lis’ body closer, sinking my teeth deeper, refusing to let go or surrender my prey to anyone, no matter who or what it might be.

With every urgent gulp, the light grows brighter, reducing Lis’ screams to the weak whimpers. 

I gulp faster and hungrier. 

Something’s happening. Someone must be coming.

A busy chatter of many voices rattles inside my head. 

Relaxed, they talk and laugh like a pleasant crowd at a dinner party. But suddenly, the hum of their voices rush forward, encasing me as if I have opened a door to that party hall, and then shoved into that crowd.

I slow my manic gulps, straining my ears. But although I hear the voices in my head, I can’t hear anything with my ears. The earthy tomb is as silent as usual.

The voices continue their conversations. 

I begin to separate the conversations within the busy chatter of a train station. Five, ten, maybe more, conversations go on simultaneously, and judging by the background noises, the conversations take place in different locations.

It’s no longer feels like train station chatter. It feels as if I was connected into a telephone network, listening to every ongoing conversation.

The female voices laugh and cry, complain and gossip. The male voices mumble and yell, negotiate and demand, and suddenly through this busy veil, I decipher a familiar voice, Butcher’s, which clips short and barking instructions at someone.

An unexpected warm ball ignites in the pit of my stomach with the bursting heat of a shot of vodka. The heat is growing, spreading up my torso and down my legs.

The liquid fire heats my legs and my feet, engulfing my arms and my bound hands. The fire rises up my throat, and I lift my head up, in a desperate attempt to avoid it touching my head, but I fail and the fire engulfs the whole of me.

I open my jaw and I scream.

I no longer hold Lis’ body with my legs and my teeth. Her body falls to the pressed ground with a thud. 

But I don’t care about her. I don’t listen to her fall. I don’t care if she’s alive or dead. The heat inside my body grows, pushing at my skin, whispering something to the white light around me, as if the heat and the light need to join, to immerse in one another, and my skin is in their way, obstructing


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ONE KEY 10 OPEN HEAVENGAND HELL

OLGA GIBBS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





