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      Amon Zoth

      

      Death is grievous no matter who you are. Human, angel, or demon.

      Around me, the throne room buzzed with preparation for the Rite of Murmur, a dissolution of the veil meant to send my father’s soul beyond this lower plane to the land of the dead. But the chancellor had no intentions of letting me mourn. He stood beside me, his silver hair pulled back, his white horns gleaming in the firelight. “My Prince, I know this is a solemn day for all of us, but we must schedule your coronation.”

      I stared straight ahead, my arms crossed over my chest, looking out over the bustle of demons below, setting up the braziers and candles, and scribing the appropriate seals and incantations within the circle on the floor. To the left, upon a pedestal, lay my father’s corpse. Demons were hard to kill, and yet my brother, Ahriman, and his following of demonic magi, had somehow managed it. My estranged brother, a twisted creature full of bile and hate, had his eyes set on the throne for himself, and he’d do anything to get it, which meant I was the only barrier standing between my younger brother and his lofty goals.

      “Sire?” The chancellor’s silver eyes bore straight into the side of my skull. I could feel them.

      “The throne is not safe until Ahriman is imprisoned and his followers put down.” I turned my head slowly toward the ancient demon and glared at him. There, let him challenge that, I thought.

      “Prince Amon Zoth,” he started. But then he paused, as if stopping himself from saying something he’d soon regret. Finally, he said, “You have the armies of Hell at your disposal.”

      “Yes. And few mages among them,” I said. “My brother’s followers are comprised of all of Hell’s most adept sorcerers, leaving the armies of Hell defenseless against them.”

      “You have magic,” the Chancellor said, clearly forgetting his place.

      I snorted. “Indeed. I could take on my brother, most certainly. However, I doubt my victory against his sorcerous army.”

      “He knows your ascension to the throne is imminent?” the chancellor asked. It was a stupid question. Of course, Ahriman knew. He had spies in the palace. I could sense them as surly as I could sense the chancellor’s irritation at me.

      “Once we schedule the coronation, we can be assured that my brother will attack. He won’t allow the coronation to happen.” I drew in a deep breath, the sulfur and smoke reassuring my existence. “Call the seers and have them meet me in the council chamber in one hour. We must mount a defense, and attempt to capture my brother before we take any steps to further my ascent to the throne.”

      “But Sire, Hell without a king is chaos,” he said.

      “Hell without a sane and rational king will be worse chaos,” I countered. Then I turned from him and made my way down the steps of gray slate, past the bustle of ritual preparation and my father’s prone corpse, into the king’s chamber. I shut the door behind me, thankful to be alone so I could think without interruption.

      I found myself pacing. My brother had been off a bit when we were young. He knew that as the elder brother I was first in line to take over should my father step down, or die, the latter something not considered since demons were robust in health and, therefore, long-lived. Yet, even back then, my brother’s ambition and ego got the best of him, and he often boasted to the court and to the troops how he was the more worthy to take over. He always knew I was within earshot. In retrospect, I probably should have put him in his place then, but instead I laughed at him. Boastful, prideful little brothers aren’t unheard of in Hell, after all. Ahriman, however, never changed. Some demons grow up and gain some semblance of common sense and decorum, bound by the strict rules of hierarchy and sense of loyalty that governed the vast trenches of Hell. Others, like Ahriman, went rogue with dreams of domination fueling their every thought and action. While Hell was naturally chaotic, it was the job of Hell’s King and the armies he commanded, to keep these power struggles and petty wars within the confines of our own plane of existence. Without a king, those rivalries and rebellions threatened to spill over onto other spheres, like the physical earth plane, and potentially Heaven itself.

      A female entered the room, head bowed, her smaller horns tipped toward me. “My Prince, shall I bring you food or drink?”

      I waved her off. “No. I have no appetite and my only thirst is one to avenge the death of my father,” I told her. She looked to be the runt of her litter. Small and fine boned, and curiously submissive. While demon females often relented to the males, many were scheming and occasionally insolent. Both qualities I found somewhat attractive. Picking wives was something I hadn’t yet considered as part of my duty when I became the king. Up until now I classified females into two categories. Those I bedded, and those I did not. The one standing before me was in the not category.  I waved her away again. “Off with you then. Go.”

      She hurried from the room, gently closing the door behind her.

      I pushed the agony of having to choose wives from my head. There were more pressing matters. I’d called the meeting with the seers for one reason only. To find the path of least resistance in overthrowing my brother and his erroneous claim to the throne and finding the perfect punishment for him - to avenge the death of our father. My mind wandered to all the possible sentences. Banished to an island on the Lakes of Fire. Or perhaps locked in a cage and lowered into the murky and brackish Caverns of Despair. Both seemed too good for him, but I didn’t simply want to kill him. Death alone was too quick a punishment. Perhaps I’d simply imprison him in a cell, one that kept his magic at bay, and hang him from the ceiling in the throne room to watch me rule and live, while he perished in captivity as a decoration of my conquests. A slow smile spread onto my lips. “Humiliating,” I said under my breath. Of course, there was always a third option. I could banish him to the pits where no one ever escaped.

      There was a knock on the door and the door opened. “The seers are all assembled in the council chamber, My Prince.”

      “Very well.” I followed him from the room, down the corridor, and into another room where the four seers stood in waiting. Every last one of them wore black cowled robes to cover their black eyes, their straight horns emerging from the fabric like talons. Eerily enough, they were all the same approximate height, and it would be difficult to tell them apart. But then I didn’t need to know their names, I just needed them to do their jobs. “Sit.”

      They did as I told them. To many of the denizens of Hell, I was already their king, even without the ceremonious exchange of power.

      “Shall I?” The chancellor motioned toward the chair.

      He was beginning to annoy me, and I was starting to think my first order of business would be to retire him and find someone less irritating for the job. “Sit.”

      He did.

      I addressed the seers then. “You have one job and one job only. To tell me our best strategy to win this war, stop the mage armies, and bring Ahriman into our custody.”

      “You want him alive?” one of the seers asked, as if this revelation astounded him.

      “If possible, yes. He will pay dearly for killing my father, and he can’t atone for his actions if he’s dead.” I had no doubt my tone was sarcastic.

      “There is only one way,” another seer said. The others nodded.

      “A consensus then?”

      The one who’d spoken nodded. “You must find the human sorceress they call Shelby Mithras, who lives on the Earth sphere, in a land called Kentucky. She is the only path to your victory and rise to the throne.”

      My face fell. “A human?” The room fell silent, like a crypt. I found that strangely comforting.

      “A human with angelic blood,” another seer added, as if that information made it better.

      “An angelic hybrid?” Now I was disgusted. Angels were horribly self-righteous and easily irritated. Except for the fallen ones, who were far more pragmatic.

      “Her mother fell in love with a Nephilim,” the seer went on. “A fallen Nephilim who chooses to live on the physical plane.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Great. How do we go about finding this Shelby Mithras in Kentucky and bringing her here to fight?”

      “It won’t be easy,” the seer said.

      Of course, it wouldn’t, I thought. This plan was starting to sound like a huge pain in the ass.

      “We’ll have to employ the remaining magi loyal to the Crown of Hell to create a portal. Once the portal is created we can get it in close proximity. But then someone will have to go though, or lure her through it,” he said.

      “And you’re saying she has enough magic to defeat Ahriman and his armies?” I wanted to be clear as there was no room for mistakes when it came to Ahriman.

      “Not alone, but paired with your magic, and the magic of the remaining mages, you can easily defeat your brother and take your rightful place as King of Hell,” the seer said. I imagined he was probably smiling or smirking beneath the hood.

      “Very well,” I said. “Have the magi prepare for this ritual. It will commence after my father’s passage.” Then I turned to the chancellor. “Order the commanders of the armies to fortify the palace. I want to know immediately if my brother is about, but be discreet. My brother still has eyes and ears in this castle. Including my mother, who is the most likely suspect,” I told him.

      “Yes, Sire.”

      I left, retreating to my private quarters. There were too many things to worry about, but then I knew this was likely how my life was destined to be from here on out. There would always be a war, or someone trying to take the throne. My father had made it look easy, and I only hoped I could navigate the office with as much ease.

      There was a knock on my door. I shook my head. “An end to my privacy,” I said aloud, then shouted, “Enter.”

      The sensuous, lithe Lorat slipped into the room wearing little more than a sheer skirt and a bra. Her sharp teeth bit seductively down on her lower lip. “Prince Amon,” she said. “I thought you might need a release from the tensions of leadership.”

      I could tell she was scheming, and I gave her a lascivious smile. “What do you want, Lorat?” She was also on my list of suspected spies working for my brother.

      “I want nothing except to please you, My Lord.” She breezed across the room to the bed and sat on the end of it. “Is that such an offense?”

      Under any normal circumstances, I would have fucked her and sent her away without any conversation as her frustration at the lack of the latter would have amused me, but I wasn’t in the mood. “Perhaps tomorrow, Lorat,” I said. “I should be preparing for my father’s crossing, as should you.”

      Her face fell and her tone turned somber. “I apologize, My Prince. I won’t bother you any longer, though I should tell you that your mother was looking for you.”

      “I’m sure she was.” My voice sounded colder than I intended. “Send her here if she wishes to talk. I have no intention of seeking her out myself.”

      Lorat stood, gave me an obedient nod, and left the room disappointed.

      My mother arrived a mere five minutes later, her features grief stricken. She had been my father’s favorite, likely for her deviousness. She didn’t waste time with formality. “What do you intend to do about your brother?”

      “Thwart his plans to kill me and take the throne.”

      “How?” Her crystal blue eyes held fast my own.

      “That is no concern of yours, but I don’t intend to kill him. Merely capture him. You may have a word about his punishment if you wish.” I pulled my eyes away from hers and began pacing the room.

      “And your coronation?” Her voice was like a whip cracking in the air.

      “Will happen after my brother is safely in custody and his army disbanded.”

      “That could take weeks. Months even. Hell will fall apart, and others will step forward to challenge you for the crown.” She sat down in one of the onyx chairs, her eyes still fixed on me. The hard part about talking to the woman who birthed and raised you was it was hard to keep your true feelings secret.

      “Can we first send my father off to the land of the dead and then deal with the rest of this?” I let out what seemed like my fiftieth heavy sigh for the day.

      “Fine, but this conversation isn’t over. We’ll discuss it more after the funerary rite.” She stood, collected her skirts, and left, leaving the door ajar behind her.

      “Shelby Mithras,” I said aloud to no one, the name coming from my mouth like a hiss.
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      Shelby Mithras

      

      “Shelby, get up. It’s starting again.”  Max’s voice sounded in my left ear.

      My eyes popped open, and I rolled over, realizing my bedside lamp was on and my roommate, Max Danvers, pale as a ghost, was standing beside my bed. “What?”

      “The ghost. It’s back. It started with the scratching in the walls and then I heard someone say hello.” He sat down on the edge of my bed, his brown eyes wide as saucers. Max stood about six foot, which made his fear even more confounding.

      Being a witch, you’d think Max wouldn’t have been terrified of the supernatural, but the truth was, that unless it involved buffets, the moon, dancing, and performance rituals, Max wasn’t a very good witch. Which is also why he wasn’t in the inner circle of our local coven. He was what the high priestess called a fair-weather member. He showed up for sabbats and esbats, attended study group and social functions, but that was about it. I, on the other hand, was on the coven council and invited to the more secret, inner workings of our group. Our inner circle consisted of the only members who seemed to realize that there were more than just goddesses, that ancient pagans weren’t vegan, and that it was okay to curse someone in self-defense. With a groan, I threw back the blanket and nudged Max off the bed with my knee. “Grab my robe from the chair please.”

      He reached over and grabbed it, handing it to me. “Shouldn’t we get weapons or something?”

      “Against a ghost?” I put my robe and slippers on. “It’s probably mice. Whiskers isn’t doing her job.”

      “Because we feed her too well,” Max whispered.

      “We don’t have to whisper, Max. If it’s a ghost, it could literally be standing right beside me and still hear everything you say,” I said with a tired smile. This was the third time this week he’d woken me up in the middle of the night with stories of ghosts. It was hard to believe he was thirty-two. Even though I was only three years older than him, I sometimes felt like his mother, not his best friend.

      “Fair point,” he said, then looked toward the bright hallway. He’d turned on the overhead lights throughout the whole house.

      I started toward his room, the second door on the left. Just like the previous two incidents, I sat down at his desk chair and he sat on the edge of his bed, and we’d listened for fifteen minutes or more before I’d gotten bored and went back to bed. Whiskers, our gray striped cat, padded into the room, looked at Max, then me, and sat down as if she was listening, too. The house was dead silent except for the hum of electricity running through the walls. I lifted an eyebrow at Max.

      “I swear, I heard it. You think I’m crazy!”

      Then I heard it. “Shh!”

      He got quiet. There was a scratching sound. Then men’s voice from below us. I froze, my skin growing cold and Max’s face paling again.

      “Send someone through,” a voice said.

      “Perhaps you should go yourself, Sire,” another voice said.

      Even Whiskers perked up and turned her head toward the sound of the voices. Whoever it was, they were breaking into the basement.

      I scanned Max’s room for a weapon. He had a sword and baseball bat next to his desk.

      He must have been watching my gaze because he immediately jumped up. “I get the sword,” he whispered.

      Shaking my head, I took up the bat, handing over the sword. “Since you have the sword, you go first,” I told him.

      “Damn straight I will. Who’s so fucking stupid they’d break into our house after I turned on all the lights? They know we’re awake.” He started out the bedroom door. Max wasn’t a small guy. Aside from being six foot, he was also built. He’d been into body building for years. He also played baseball on his accounting firm’s league. He was every girl’s dream come true. Dark hair and eyes. Perfect five-o-clock shadow. Well chiseled. But any woman who went after him was sure to be disappointed. Max batted for the other team and had a steady boyfriend going on four years now. Why Dave hadn’t moved in or Max hadn’t moved out was still a mystery to me. But I didn’t pry.

      I followed Max to kitchen, to the door leading to the basement. Whiskers followed, but only to a point. She jumped on the kitchen table and sat there, watching from a safe distance. Pulling out my phone, I was ready to dial nine-one-one in a flash if necessary.

      Max gave me a sideways glance and put one finger to his lips, then carefully opened the basement door. The voices were louder.

      “There is nothing here, Sire.” We heard someone rummaging through our plastic bins.

      “Where are you?”

      “It appears to be a room with a stone floor and wooden framing,” the louder voice said. “Lots of strange boxes filled with odds and ends. I think it must be a storeroom of some sort.”

      “Look further.”

      “There is a staircase, and light from above.”

      “Then go up the stairs. Find Shelby Mithras!”

      Max turned to me, his jaw dropping. He poised his sword. Someone was in our basement looking for me? I could scarcely believe my ears. As dumb as it sounds, I wanted to see who it was before I called the police. This was a small town. I knew all the police officers by their first names, and a false emergency call was something I wouldn’t live down for months.

      A dark figure approached the stairs and started up them, and when it hit the light, I felt the air leave my lungs. The humanoid creature had dark skin, black eyes, and sharp teeth; I know because it grinned at us. It also had two horns that jutted straight up from the top of its head.

      “Which of you is Shelby Mithras?” it asked.

      “She’s not here right now,” Max said in a tiny voice. “I’m Max and this is Adeline. What are you and why are you in our basement?”

      Max’s cool thinking under pressure was impressive considering that what was coming up the stairs towards us appeared to be a creature not from this world.

      “I must bring Shelby Mithras back to my master,” it said.

      “Who’s your master?” Max asked, still holding the sword in a defensive posture.

      “Prince Amon Zoth.”

      “That explains everything,” I murmured.

      “Do you know an Amon Zoth?” Max asked me. He was dead serious.

      Despite the fact that we were standing face to face with some kind of demonic looking creature, I actually laughed. “Never heard of him.”

      Max looked at the creature. “Well, Shelby isn’t here, and we don’t know any Amon Zoth.”

      Then a voice from somewhere else in the dark basement called, “Shax, leave us.”

      The creature on the stairs turned around and started back down them.

      “Amusing,” I said.

      A look of disbelief washed over Max’s face. “What? The fact that we have alien creatures in our basement? Or the fact that they want to talk to you?”

      “That you’re Max and that thing was called Shax,” I whispered back, slipping my phone back into my pocket so I could have both hands on the bat.

      He groaned.

      Another figure, this one much larger, moved to the bottom of the stairs. Also humanoid, this one was so tall it had to hunch over to clear the ceiling. It started up the stairs.

      My heart pounded in my chest and Max and I took a few steps back from the doorway. “Don’t come any closer,” Max threatened.

      But the creature didn’t comply and emerged into the kitchen, able to stand full height thanks to our eight-foot ceilings. This one looked human, except for what looked like a crown of black horns jutting from his skull. The horns were mere inches from the ceiling. He had sharp features, a cleft chin, elf-like ears, long unnatural black hair, and dark, intelligent eyes. He wore some type of hard black leather armor and gauntlets. A whiff of leather and sulfur came off of him. “I am Amon Zoth, Prince of Hell,” he said as if announcing himself, and as if we should have been impressed.

      Good for you, I thought. But I didn’t actually say anything.

      His eyes settled on me. “Shelby Mithras.” It wasn’t a question. He knew it was me, I could tell. Just a feeling.

      I pressed my mouth closed even though I wanted to acknowledge him.

      “Your assistance is required in the realms
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