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        Zos

      

      

      

      I took the gun out of my mouth.

      The taste of metal and oil lay in a rancid pool on my tongue. On the highway in front of me, two dozen Arizona State Troopers stood with shotguns and pistols aimed at me. Red and blue lights flashed on their SUVs. Waves of heat shimmered off the blacktop. The late afternoon sun beat on me, making me even wearier than I already was.

      And that was damned weary.

      My dirty T-shirt was sticky with sweat. My knees stung from the scrapes I'd gotten below my ripped and stained cargo shorts.

      It had been one helluva day.

      I thought it would never end. I thought it had to end.

      I had left my house a normal guy. Out the door of my modest suburban home. Getting into my modest, middle-class sedan. On my way to my normal, boring job to put in my hours in exchange for a paycheck.

      I’d had my lunch in a little cooler beside me. Nothing fancy. Turkey and cheddar on whole wheat, no mayo. I had a bag of carrot slices and another little bag of almonds. The twenty pounds I’d put on a few years ago were gone and I didn’t want them to come back.

      A few hours later, eating healthy would be the least of my problems.

      I never thought that a person’s life could turn completely upside down in such a short time. In just an instant, really. One minute I was just an office schlub. Crunching numbers on the spreadsheet on my computer, and talking to my office mate, Larry, about the football game the night before.

      The next…

      Well, that’s what all this was about, wasn’t it?

      How I ended up crawling out of a wrecked semi truck with a pistol in my hand. Trying not to think about what was in the half-crushed cab of that rig. Or the cargo in the long, crumpled trailer behind it. All while a couple dozen state trooper vehicles screeched to a stop all around me. With big, hard-eyed troopers piling out, racking shotguns and drawing pistols as they drew down on me.

      How I ended up with that gun in my mouth. Ready to end this day once and for all.

      The troopers were screaming at me to put the gun down and plant my face on the sizzling pavement.

      That’s where I came up against my next choice.

      I acted like wanted to die. Two dozen men with guns were more than ready to help me.

      Especially after the day I’d put them and their brothers and sisters in law enforcement through.

      The blades of a helicopter beat the air. It thumped right overhead. Pivoting, wheeling around to face me.

      At first, I thought it was a news copter. Or one of the state trooper's copters. But as it hovered behind the troopers I realized it was too skinny to be one of those. It had stubby little wings with bulky attachments.

      It took only another split second to realize it was an Apache gunship. Hardcore military hardware. Loaded with missiles and Gatling guns. Aimed right my way.

      People were really pissed at me.

      Not that I could blame them.

      I wanted to scream at them that none of this was my fault.

      Though…

      That wasn’t quite accurate.

      I had said Yes when I should have screamed No. But I’m not really sure I was given a choice. It all happened so fast…
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        Tharia

      

      

      

      The creature that emerged from the Bottomless Swamp in the Realm of Sorrow did not resemble a heroic figure.

      And no heroic thoughts bounced around the creature’s misshapen skull.

      An eternity’s worth of stinking muck dripped from the creature as it dragged itself toward the spongey shore. The swamp sucked at the creature’s limbs, trying to pull it back. Whispering to the creature that things were better down beneath the fetid waters. Come back…there is nothing for you above…come sleep in the warm decay of the abyss.

      But the creature shrugged off the swamp’s whispers. It tore at the tendrils that the swamp wrapped around its limbs. Tore at them with a violence and a fiery rage that crisped the tendrils and made the swamp’s waters hiss with steam.

      The swamp would not hold him any longer.

      He reached the soft shore and stood to his full height. He turned his unfinished face to the dark purple twilight sky. Opened his mouth and took in air for the first time in millennia. Air that tasted of rancid death.

      He was an unfinished figure. Standing tall and broad-shouldered in the rough shape of a man. But he was like a sculpture that had been abandoned by the artist before being completed. As if the sculptor had dropped his hammer and chisels and walked away from the rough stone of his creation.

      All the more reason for the rage coursing through him.

      Once, he had stood at the feet of the gods. Been admired for his beauty and his courage.

      Now he was ruin.

      The gods had thought they had destroyed him. As they had destroyed his brothers.

      How long had it taken him to pull the pieces of himself together and rise from the grim depths of the swamp?

      Long enough for the rage to eat away at his soul like acid. To erase any trace of nobility that might have lingered within his bones.

      Long enough to form a thousand thousand plans for vengeance. Then throw all those plans away.

      He no longer craved revenge. He craved something else.

      And in the tortured confines of his mind, he had finally found the plan that would bring him what he desired.

      Rising from the depths of the swamp, fighting the persistent tendrils that tried to hold him down in the decaying muck, he had turned the plan over and over in his mind. There were many blank pieces. Pieces that would have to be filled in after he escaped the swamp’s embrace.

      But he was confident. The plan was elegantly simple.

      Though it hinged on the assumption that his brothers, like he, had survived the gods’ final treachery.

      They were out there. He was sure of it.

      And when he found them…when he found Akyva…and the sword…

      They would bring oblivion upon the universe.
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        The Council of the Nine Grandmothers

      

      

      

      Agatha peered down at the small, spiral bound at the top, notepad in her wrinkled hand.

      “Ah, last item for the day,” she said.

      The eight other grandmothers arrayed around the big, circular table in the back corner of Jack’s Cafe gave her their full attention. They knew she had been holding something back.

      The scents of coffee and bacon and fried eggs still hung in the air. Even though the morning rush had long since departed for their offices and construction sites and whatnot. The clink and clatter of dishes and silverware were still there, sporadically, as the kitchen crew bussed the tables on the far side of the large dining area.

      “It seems the end of the universe is coming soon,” Agatha said.

      There were no gasps. No exclamations of disbelief.

      The Grandmothers were professionals, after all.

      Agatha lifted her head and glanced at each of the women in turn. To her left was Christine. Tall and thin–almost to the point of emancipation, Christine was still elegant, with thick, lustrous white hair pulled back in a gentle ponytail. She was dressed in a deceptively simple black designer dress that accentuated her figure in a way that complimented.

      Next to Christine were Isabella and Valentina. Isabella just a little on the plump side in her cream-colored pantsuit, and Valentina looking sharp in her dark gray business jacket and skirt.

      Moving down the line, around the great round, oaken table, Agatha’s eyes found the three fates. Molly, Polly, and Dolly. Identical triplets. They wore matching purple and red blouses and pants. Plus white straw hats with a riot of fake flowers around the brims.

      Past the fates was Beatrice. Dark and brooding, her eyes constantly watching and measuring through the glasses perched at the end of her nose. Her hair was tight, gray curls holding close to her skull. She wore her usual blue checked gingham dress and the ever-present scowl on her face.

      Finally, there was Clementine. Still wearing her riding leathers, though she had left her helmet hanging from her souped-up Harley outside. Clementine kept a pleasant smile on her lips to go with the twinkle in her eye. Her gray-white hair was cropped short, standing up in little spikes all over her skull. She was the most relaxed of all the grandmothers. Leaning back in her seat, one arm slung over the wooden back.

      “End of the world, you say?” Clementine said, “Guess I’ll be busy then.”

      “That’s not funny,” Christine said.

      Clementine shrugged and grinned.

      Agatha looked to Molly, Polly, and Dolly. The fates. Though they really didn't have anything to do with fate. But together they could read the coming patterns of the weave better than any of them.

      The fates were staring down at the cold remains of their Belgian waffles. Each sister ate at most half of the waffle before giving up. Not that Agatha could blame them. Now in her eighth decade, her appetite had diminished to the point where a cup of oolong tea and a slice of toast were as much as she could handle.

      “Ladies?” Agatha said, “What do you see?”

      As always the triplets spoke in sequence. Like they had but one brain and three mouths.

      Molly spoke first, of course. “The weave continues…”

      Polly went next. “But we cannot see it.”

      Dolly finished the sisters’ thought. “There is only darkness beyond a certain point.”

      For a few moments, there was only silence as the grandmothers absorbed this. Most stared down at the table, contemplating their own cold and congealing plates.

      Agatha watched them. And the others around the big, round table.

      Christine twisted the paper napkin in her hands, tearing off tiny bits in a miniature snowfall onto her plate.

      Isabella and Valentina leaned against each other, their hands held discreetly under the table.

      The fates sat still as statues, eyes fixed on their half-empty plates.

      Beatrice’s frown had only deepened. The fingers of her right hand softly drummed the table. Her left hand was on the table. Clenched into a fist.

      Clementine was still putting on a relaxed pose, arm hanging over the back of the chair. But her face lacked its usual animation. Her gaze was on the table, but her eyes unfocused. Her sight was elsewhere.

      “The Unseen Realms,” Beatrice said at last.

      Isabella and Valentina each sucked in a sharp breath.

      “We don’t deal with the…Unseen Realms,” Valentina said. The last two words were spat out like they were covered in excrement.

      Which, perhaps they were.

      “Everything is part of the Weave,” Agatha said.

      “Even the parts we don’t acknowledge,” Christine said.

      “Always knew it would blow up someday,” Beatrice said, “Terrible idea to begin with, if you ask me.”

      Maybe it was. But, again, they didn’t get to choose.

      “We work with the material we are given,” Agatha said, “Our duty does not change.”

      More glum silence from around the table.

      “Clementine?” Agatha said, “What do you see?”

      A rueful smile twitched up one side of Clementine’s mouth. Her eyes were still unfocused. Gazing into other spaces.

      “A whole lot of nothing,” she said, “Like I’ve never experienced. There’s no harvest. No journey. Just…nothing. Like there’s a wall.”

      The fates raised their heads.

      “The Weave does not end,” Molly said.

      “It continues to exist,” Polly said.

      “Though we do not know its form or pattern,” Dolly said.

      Isabella threw up her hands.

      “Then what are we supposed to do?” she said, “Is the weave being taken from us?”

      The question sent a jolt of shock through Agatha. Could that really happen? It seemed as unlikely as…well, the universe suddenly ending.

      She felt eight sets of eyes on her. It took all of her will to keep from squirming with discomfort. She looked up at the grandmothers. Forced a smile upon her lips.

      “We have decisions to make, ladies,” she said.

      “Is it possible to intervene?” Valentina said.

      “Do we want to bother?” Beatrice said, “The world seems to be falling down into shit lately. Despite us.”

      It was true. The world had become more chaotic. More ugly and…vulgar. Though they were responsible for the weaving, the nine grandmothers could only make small changes to the overall pattern.

      The Grand Pattern came from…somewhere else.

      “This is too big,” Clementine said, “It’s beyond our ability to stop.”

      “Of course it is,” Agatha said, “However, that doesn’t mean we cannot make meaningful contributions.”

      The grandmothers straightened up, their eyes locking on her.

      “What do you mean?” Christine said.

      Agatha looked down at the little notebook in her hand. Slowly, deliberately, she turned the page. Pretended to read what was there–though her brain was already focused on her next words.

      She looked back up at her compatriots. Her sisters in arms.

      “There is darkness coming,” she said, “But I believe there will be something better on the other side of it. There are key threads in the weave that come together before the darkness. Our concern is what becomes of the weave on the other side of the darkness. Well, ladies…should we do something?”

      And as the grandmothers exchanged glances, she could feel something spark around the table. A tremor of excitement…and determination.

      Often, the grandmothers would do no more than note the path of a particular thread. Taking action often did more damage than letting a thread play out its natural course.

      She glanced down at the list of names on her little notepad.

      These threads, however…
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        Hilario

      

      

      

      Oh dear.

      The man who pulled out the chair and sat across the small, plastic table from Hilario was neither short nor tall. Other than the man's broad shoulders and luxuriously thick brown hair (which was trimmed in a conservative, office worker kind of haircut) the man was unremarkable. He was dressed in khaki-colored cargo shorts and a black polo shirt with the top two buttons undone.

      Three things told Hilario the man was trouble, though.

      First of all, there was the tinge of sulfur and a slight scent of ash that hung in a miasma around the man. An invisible cloud that touched Hilario’s sensitive nostrils a moment after the man seated himself–without invitation–at Hilario’s lonely little table beneath the ancient oak tree in the Miller’s backyard.

      The air was thankfully cool that afternoon. A gentle breeze brushed Hilario's greasepainted face, taking away a small amount of the heat that threatened to melt his makeup off.

      He was in full uniform. White and orange striped, one-piece suit that billowed around his five hundred pound frame. Giant, fluffy purple wig. Bulbous red nose–that, yes, honked when squeezed. White face paint, with a big, red happy face mouth, exaggerated eyebrows and eyes. Big, floppy red shoes. And, of course, and most importantly, white gloves. Avoiding skin contact was extremely important.

      His uniform was as much armor as it was a costume.

      Technically he was still on duty. Though the kid's party was in the process of winding down. The Miller's little Frankie–a frenetically energetic, freshly minted six-year-old–was still playing with his friends on the other side of the yard. Tearing into presents and stuffing themselves full of cake and soda pop.

      Hilario had done his routine earlier, taking the kids on a fantastic mental journey, and delighting them with his gravity-defying antics.

      Giving the parents more than their money’s worth.

      Though he did these parties for more than money.

      But, for the moment anyway, he was on a small break. Sitting on a special, extra, extra strong, extra reinforced stool he’d carried out from his elderly, white, 1966 Ford Econoline Van, and over to the small, plastic table under the tree. Where he was currently contemplating a delicious looking piece of white cake with fluffy white frosting. A rich, vanilla aroma rose from the beautiful cake. The Millers appeared to have excellent taste in baked products.

      Something he was prepared to thoroughly enjoy. Until the nondescript man with the luxurious thick hair, and the scent of Hades about him, sat down across from him.

      The second thing that told Hilario this man was nothing but trouble was the goatee that sprouted around the man’s mouth like a conference of brown caterpillars. Goatees weren’t necessarily a sign a man was evil. But in combination with the first thing that was off about him, and then the third thing…well, it pretty much sealed the deal, didn’t it?

      The third thing was the man’s eyes.

      They were an icy blue. Cold. Hard. Unforgiving.

      The eyes of a man used to doing terrible things.

      The man smiled. A simple curving of the lips into a position that commonly implied friendliness. But it was simply an empty gesture. No warmth or friendliness touched the man’s glacial eyes.

      “Hilario the Clown, I presume,” the man said.

      Hilario, who was indeed a clown–and many other things–gently set his fork down on the paper plate in front of him. For a moment, sadness washed over him. Whoever–whatever–this man was, and whatever he intended, there was little doubt Hilario would not get to enjoy the generous slice of cake Mrs. Miller had carved out for him.

      Such a waste. It looked like excellent cake. It smelled like excellent cake. A rarity at children’s birthday parties, to be perfectly honest.

      “What do the Unseen Realms want from me today?” Hilario asked.

      The man’s fake smile turned into a genuine smirk.

      There was zero doubt the man had come from the Unseen Realms. Even which part of the Unseen Realms was not a question. The scent of the Hades Realm was distinctive. Having spent enough time there for various reasons, Hilario could even tell which region of Hades the man had recently come from.

      “And what does South Hades, in particular, want from me today?” Hilario said.

      The man’s smirk faded. His glacial eyes narrowed. Hilario opened up his passive energy senses just enough to get a read on the anger radiating from the man.

      And he was a man. A human. Or had been at one point. He was a recruit. A human brought into the Unseen Realms to serve some particular function. It wasn’t common, but it also wasn’t unheard of. Humans were more reliable, more dedicated, and more creatively ruthless, than nearly all denizens of the Unseen Realms.

      The man straightened up a little. His thick brows came down in a frown.

      “You’ve got quite the reputation,” the man said, “Which, I suppose, is why I’m here.”

      Hilario’s fat encrusted heart pounded in barely restrained terror. Though he didn’t let his sudden fear show on his face. The makeup helped, of course. But he’d had thousands of years to practice his poker face. Living in constant danger was an excellent teacher for survival techniques.

      Unfortunately, this was a terrible situation. Hilario might be able to muster a defense against whatever this man was planning, but with a yard full of children just a few feet away…

      If he could convince the man to move this discussion somewhere else…

      Of course, that’s why the man was confronting him here, at this very moment. Threatening innocent lives just by being here.

      “What are you more afraid of?” The man said, “The Coven? Or the Dark Places?”

      Neither, if the man wanted an honest answer. There were much scarier things than either of those.

      Hilario kept his white-gloved hands on top of the table. He was careful to not move his fingers, lest the man think he was trying to crook them into positions of casting.

      “What may I help you with today, Mr…?”

      “MacBean,” the man said, “Aldus MacBean. Though people have always called me Mac. I’m the Duke of South Hades.”

      The name meant nothing to Hilario. Neither did the title. He didn’t keep up on the gossip from the Unseen Realms anymore. Though there seemed to be more visitors from the Unseen Realms in New Bedlam these days. The barriers between the Unseen Realms and the Normal World were quite thin in the city. Something no doubt exacerbated by the terrible battle that did and didn’t happen the previous year.

      “Well, it is pleasant to meet you Mr. MacBean,” Hilario said, “I hope you aren’t offended if I don’t offer a handshake.”

      MacBean's icy eyes flicked down at Hilario's white-gloved hands.

      “Probably wouldn’t be a good idea for either of us, now would it?” MacBean said.

      Hilario let his passive senses gather information. Threads of dark energy wove around the man in patterns of power and bondage. He wasn’t a slave, however. Whatever had become of him, the man had gone willingly.

      Not a good sign, if the man had come from Hades. Well, South Hades.

      “Again, Mr. MacBean,” Hilario said, “What brings you here today?”

      Something flickered across MacBean’s face. Something like doubt. And worry. Overlain by the molten anger that burbled underneath the surface of the man’s bland facade.

      “I’m here to take bring you to my new Master,” MacBean said.

      There was a bitter tone to the man’s voice. MacBean looked away. His hands lay folded in front of him. The knuckles on his fingers were white.

      Chills rippled over Hilario’s skin. Oh dear.

      “The Morning Star wishes to see me?” Hilario said.

      The man’s head snapped back up. Fury blazed in the man’s eyes. The ice was gone from them. Now there was fire. White hot.

      “The Morning Star is no longer the master of Hades,” MacBean said.

      Oh booger poop. This was bad. So much bad.

      Hilario did his best to keep a calm expression. Despite a wildly beating heart that would probably attack if pressed much harder.

      “Really?” Hilario said, “Sorry to hear that. The Morning Star was quite a pleasant fellow. Worked for him quite a while back. I would have stuck around, but, as you know, a lot of politics around that Realm. Not really my thing.”

      MacBean’s eyes narrowed. The man’s fingers dug into the plastic table. A stink of burning plastic rose. MacBean’s fingers were actually burning through the table.

      Oh dear. The Millers weren’t going to be happy about that. He’d have them take the cost of the table out of his check. He really needed to get MacBean to take this discussion elsewhere.

      “There’s been a change of management,” MacBean said, “Things are being done…differently.”

      “Yes, of course,” Hilario said, “That often happens when management changes. The new owners always want to clear things out, don’t they? I don’t suppose we–”

      “The new management is doing more than changing things,” MacBean said, “For now, I’m still the Duke of South Hades. Not that it really matters. Or won’t. I’m just the errand boy here. This isn’t my choice. If the Morning Star were still in charge, this wouldn’t be happening. Do you understand me, Mr. Hilario the Clown?”

      Hilario swallowed hard. This was so bad. There were questions he ached to ask. No, not really. He didn’t want to ask a single question. He wanted to flee. Unlock the Light Energy reserves he held and fly out of this backyard like a rocket.

      He could do it, too.

      But there would be consequences. Mac, the Duke of South Hades, was here for a purpose. And if that purpose wasn’t achieved…well, retributions would be made, wouldn’t they?

      It was a perfect trap. Whomever sent Aldus MacBean knew Hilario would never do anything to endanger the children or the adult humans.

      Hilario, his voice hoarse and barely more than a whisper, asked: “Who is your new employer, Mr. MacBean?”

      Waves of heat radiated from MacBean. If the man got any more irritated, he'd burst into flames. The Millers would be even more upset if the ancient oak tree in their backyard suddenly became a torch. Which, given the proximity of other trees and homes in the neighborhood, could turn the entire suburban block into an enormous conflagration.

      “Will you come along quietly, Mr. Hilario?” MacBean said through clenched teeth, “Or does this become an even bigger mess than it already is?”

      Hilario, his white-gloved hands still held flat on the table, quickly said, "I will go peacefully. As long as you promise not to bring harm to the children–or anyone else here."

      MacBean shot a sidelong glance at the house where the children were still bouncing and laughing around the long folding table Mr. and Mrs. Miller had set up. The children laughed and shouted, plates full of cake in their hands, frosting smeared on their hands and faces.

      Sigh. It really did look like very good cake.

      MacBean’s icy eyes returned to Hilario. “I wouldn’t hurt the children,” he said, “But if you chose not to come without a fight, it might not be my choice. Understand?”

      “Very much so, Mr. MacBean,” Hilario said, “I assure you, I won’t put up a fight.”

      MacBean seemed to relax just a bit. His broad shoulders lowered slightly and he exhaled a long breath.

      “Good,” he said. The Duke of South Hades stood. “Let’s go then.”

      Hilario gave one longing look at the slice of cake on the table. It was quite lovely. Thick and beautiful, the richly scented vanilla frosting so fluffy and generously spread over the top.

      Some days he just couldn’t catch a break.

      He stood up, his knees crackling and complaining under the load of his enormous belly. He told them to shut up. With any luck, whoever MacBean’s boss was would kill him quickly instead of torturing him for hundreds or thousands of years.

      That sort of thing got old quickly.

      “Mr. MacBean,” Hilario said.

      “Just call me Mac,” the Duke of South Hades said, “Never been much of a Mister sort.”

      “Ah, yes. Mac,” Hilario said, “Might I inquire who commanded my presence in…wherever we’re going?”

      Mac stared at him for a long moment. Hilario got the feeling the man was measuring him. Trying to gauge him.

      Finally, Mac sighed. He lifted his hand. Stared down at his clenched fist.

      “Tharia,” Mac said, “The last Titan. He’s returned from his grave.”

      Oh dear.
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      The Unseen Realms…

      Seven demons perched on a rocky ledge overlooking the river Phlegethon. The river’s flames were at a low ebb this close to the border of the Ice Realm. Instead of the roar and sizzle of fire and the cheery bright red flames, the river was instead a dull, barely glowing blood red.

      In the distance, at the borderlands, the river was swallowed in clouds of mist as it met the ever flowing glaciers that covered the Ice Realm.

      Well beyond the mist, the towers of UnderNorth glittered along the horizon. The perpetual twilight of the realm colored them icy shades of blue and silver.

      In different times, before the changes, the sky over the Ice Realm would shine with sheets of light. Brilliant greens, golds, and reds would shimmer and waver across the sky. It was said that being in the ice towers of UnderNorth was a magical experience when the lights played across the sky.

      Though, being in the Unseen Realms, magical wasn’t all that special. Everyone and their five-eyed-parrot-dog had some kind of magic.

      They didn’t call it magic. Unless they were being sarcastic. The humans in the normal world didn’t call their technology magic. They didn’t call it magic when their toaster toasted their bread, or their refrigerators kept their beer cold.

      It was just…normal stuff.

      So for a resident (or prisoner) of the Unseen Realms, magic was energy. Mostly dark energy. Because that’s what was in abundance in the Unseen Realms There were gradations of dark energy. From blacker-than-night to shades of gray.

      A lot of mages said they used gray magic, because that was a more acceptable gradation to the higher-level beings of the Unseen Realms. Beings who were more or less human-shaped. But weren't quite human inside.

      But, honestly, it was all dark energy.

      There were other forms of energy. Green energy, which few remembered. And even fewer had ever glimpsed. Since the disappearance of the Green Realm, there hadn’t been anyone around who could call on green energy.

      At least, not officially.

      Another type of energy was golden energy. Which was used exclusively by the reclusive elven folk.

      And, the counterpart was silver energy. At least, in theory. There were rumors about it, but no one could recall seeing it used. If the rumors were true, no one wanted to see it used. Everyone preferred the Gods to stay at the dark and cold far edges of the Unseen Realms, where they supposedly brooded and watched the Unseen Universe from their icy thrones.

      There was another type of energy that wasn’t just a rumor. It was inaccessible to pretty much everyone in the Unseen Realms. If there was any of it in the Unseen Realms, no one knew where to find it.

      But it was abundant in the Normal World.

      Which was hilariously ironic, since the Normal World was about as magical as the rocks under the butts of those seven demons watching the river.

      Light Energy.

      An energy pure and incredibly powerful.

      In all of the Unseen Realms, the only being who could contain Light Energy and actually use it was some stupid clown.

      A literal clown.

      “They’re late,” Yebbit said.

      “How do you know?” Horgert asked, “You have a watch?”

      “What’s a watch?” Keyayak said.

      None of the other four demons bothered to say anything. They were more likely bored or just embarrassed to be on this ridiculous mission.

      Yebbit, nominally in charge, though not really (demons didn’t really do the chain-of-command thing.) rolled his glowing red eyes. He was a medium-sized demon. Which made him a bit smaller than an average human male.

      Demons came in all shapes and sizes. Yebbit was a kangaroo-bulldog demon. He had a thick body with huge, powerful legs and a long, spiked tail. His face, at the end of a long, tapering neck, was flat and wrinkled. Black, spiked teeth overlapped his thin lips. A dozen or so short horns stuck out randomly from his head. More short spikes ran down his spine, while others emerged from his knuckles.

      Horgert was smaller and squatter. He looked like the love child of a barrel and a mutant cactus. His kind were commonly called prickly-ball demons. Because…well, that’s what he kinda-sorta looked like.

      Keyayak was a six-armed dong demon. He looked more or less like a large, ambulatory penis with six arms.

      Things in the Unseen Realms were usually fairly literal. Life was too harsh in most places there to cultivate an active imagination or any forms of poetry.

      All the demons were covered in the usual scaled, darkish red to black skin that was typical no matter what their shape was. Their eyes were a deep red, lit from within by a dull glow. They sported sharp, jagged, black teeth.

      Also, they smelled terrible. Like sulfur and rotten cabbage with maybe a measure of asparagus tainted piss thrown in just for added insult to the nostrils.

      They probably thought they smelled fine. But what did they know? They were just demons. They were the lazy, disobedient, and unreliable temp workers of the Unseen Realms. Everyone hired a demon or two at some point. And always regretted it.

      A Lord, or a Duke, or a Boss would eventually get so pissed off at their demon that they'd lop the rotten little beast's head off. Or run it through with a pointed object. (Of which there were many in the Unseen Realms.)

      The demon would die in various states of agony.

      But, this was the Unseen Realms. True, final Death didn't happen very often. A being had to seriously pursue Death to be granted eternal oblivion. Usually, when someone died in the Unseen Realms, their spirit when back to one of the Lower Realms to start over again.

      Demons were different.

      Sure, they died. Their spirits left their stinky bodies. Bodies which turned to dust within a few hours of being vacated.

      The spirits went back to the Realm of The Great Demon Mother. There she reclothed their spirits in new (still stinky) flesh and sent them on their way to cause trouble for someone else.

      Everyone hated demons.

      It was just a degree of how much.

      At the moment, Spiro DeGenetté hated them with a fiery passion. As fiery as the River Phlegethon at its hottest.

      Unfortunately, bound as he was with a variety of ropes and chains, he wasn’t in any position to do anything about it.

      His charm offensive wasn’t getting any results, either.

      “Say, come on guys. These chains are really tight. And totally unnecessary,” he said, “I told you I’d come along quietly.”

      The sort-of-in-charge Yebbit gave him a glare with his dull, red eyes. The demon probably was still miffed about the circumstances that led to all of them being out on the ledge overlooking the Phlegethon. Waiting for the Riverman's barge to show up.

      “Shut up meat-bag,” Yebbit said.

      “Oh, come on, Yebbit,” Spiro said, “We’re all friends here, aren’t we?”

      Horgert leaned over him. A wave of rancid sulfur-cabbage stench washed over Spiro.

      After spending so much time in the Unseen Realms he should have been used to the stench by now. The places he hung out at didn’t smell like flowers and spice like the nice Realms did.

      “We’re not your friends, mate,” Horgert said, “So shut up. Otherwise, I might start getting hungry.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that, Horgert,” Spiro said, “Don’t you remember the good times down in Binderjond’s Realm? Good times, right?”

      Horgert sneered, his demon face contorting in disgust. Which was pretty impressive since he looked like a warped wine barrel that had screwed a cactus.

      “I remember I got killed three times,” Horgert said, “Mom was getting kind of pissed seeing me so often.”

      Okay, so maybe he and Horgert weren’t going to bond. Maybe Keyayak…

      “Hey, friend Keyayak,” Spiro said, “Can’t you talk some sense into these guys? This whole tying me up thing is just so unnecessary.”

      “Who said that?” Keyayak said, twisting around back and forth, his six arms flopping about his body.

      “It’s me. Your buddy, Spiro, remember?”

      Keyayak leaned over the side of the ledge. “Hello?”

      Yebbit’s giant kangaroo leg flashed out. Slammed Keyayak in the back and sent the demon hurtling off the ledge. The demon’s six arms flailed comically as it arced out over the chasm.

      Keyayak let out a high-pitched scream that faded away. Until it abruptly ended.

      Back to The Great Demon Mother then.

      Yebbit glared at Spiro.

      “That was your fault,” the demon said, “Now shut up.”

      Spiro lay his head back. So much for that idea. Six-armed dong demons were pretty useless anyway.

      “I see the boat,” Horgert said

      “About damned time,” Yebbit said.

      Spiro raised his head again. Squinted down at the blood-red river. Yep. There was a barge coming up the river. It was long and wide and flat. The barge tapered to a point at each end. It was too far away to see if it carried any passengers or cargo.

      Unfortunately, if it didn’t, it would soon.

      Yebbit got up from his crouch. He snapped his scaled fingers at the other four demons.

      “Pick that piece of trash up,” he said.

      When they didn't move on command. Yebbit kicked and cursed at them until they did. The other four were common grunt demons. They looked like miniature bodybuilders. Only covered in dark red scales. With stunted legs and misshapen heads with jutting jaws filled with rows of jagged black teeth. If anything, they were dumber than six-armed dong demons. But more useful.

      The grunt demons finally got up, tossing away their cigarettes. A filthy habit they picked up from the Normal World. Though, it would have been better if they had actual Normal World cigarettes. Due to a lack of tobacco in the Unseen Realms, most cigarettes were made from skunk-rat scales mixed with nitro-snail mucus.

      Which, when burned, exuded an eye-watering stench that rivaled the Demon’s natural gag-worthy odor.

      Being in the Unseen Realms wasn’t for the faint of heart.

      The demons grabbed Spiro by the legs and shoulders and hefted him up. None too gently. They started the trek along the rocky, narrow path down to the river with Yebbit leading the way and Horgert bringing up the rear.

      This really wasn’t turning out to be one of his better days.

      And if he didn’t figure out how to turn things around soon, billions of people in the normal world were going to die a horrible death.

      No pressure or anything.
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      Before I became the center of a gigantic mess, standing on a hot Arizona highway with a gun in my hand and a wrecked semi-truck behind me, I was just a guy with a weird name.

      Zosimos DeGenetté.

      I usually shorten it to Zos. Which most people think is some sort of college fratboy name. For a brief period in my life, I was indeed a frat boy. Not a very dedicated one. I was more of a bookworm, not a beer chugging party machine.

      Still, a guy with the name Zos (sorta rhymes with host) sounds like a party douchebag. It’s still better than telling everyone to call me Zosimos.

      A question I often get is: What were your parents, thinking, dude?

      Well…Mom was Greek. Dad was French. Since we all got Dad's French surname, Mom gave me and my brother and sister Greek first names.

      See? Nice, boring explanation.

      Story of my life.

      I had a name that sounded like either party animal or mysterious sophisticate.

      Nope. I have a bachelor’s degree in accounting. I worked for a big accounting company cooking the numbers for other big companies. It was interesting work, but hardly anything anyone is dying to hear about…

      Zos, dude! Tell us that story again about auditing the Mayweather account!

      No. Never happened. Never will happen.

      I’m on the old side of twenty. Dreading my thirties because mom and dad have already started hinting that they’d like to have some grandchildren to spoil before they die. (They’re in their early fifties and the healthiest people I know. They’ll probably live to a hundred and ten. There’s time, really.)

      Yes, I’m single. I date a little bit, but so far no woman and I have sparked hard enough to make a commitment to each other. Maybe it’s me. I just haven’t felt like settling down and becoming the suburban stereotype.

      It's not like women don't find me attractive. I'm around six foot, with a darker, Mediterranean complexion. I've got curly, dark hair and deep brown eyes. Like I said earlier, I'd taken off the twenty pounds I'd acquired in college and was a fit one-seventy.

      But, I’m kind of a nerd, too.

      I like Star Trek and science fiction novels (C.J. Cherryh is the best!). I got straight A’s in school and won a bronze medal in the local Mathalympics. Yes, that is a thing.

      In my youth, I was an amateur geologist. I was torn between going to college to be a geologist or an accountant.

      Yeah, really. That’s how big a nerd I was.

      I only went into accounting when I found out how poor most geologists are. I loved rocks, but I wanted to be able to eat, too.

      And afford to move out of my parent’s house.

      Don't get me wrong, Mom and Dad are great. Totally raised me and my siblings right, with an abundance of love and kindness and wisdom. Which didn't work for my brother, but that's a different story.

      The problem was, Mom and Dad loved to bicker. There was nothing better for them than a good argument. Didn’t matter what subject. It could have been about how many salt and pepper shakers to put out on the table. Or which direction the TV should face in the living room.

      Give them a subject and they could raise the roof about it.

      Now, they never, ever came to blows over any argument. Though, occasionally, plates and cups would get thrown against the wall. To the point where Mom and Dad put all the good dishes away and went out and bought a lovely, yet sturdy, set of plastic dishes.

      Which, of course, they had to argue over which ones to get.

      Strangely enough, no one ever called the cops on them, no matter how loud they got. It probably helped that our house was out in the middle of a forest, and not too far from the rocky ocean shore north of New Bedlam.

      For me, their never-ending arguments were the background noise of my childhood. At least until I became old enough to go over to friends' houses. I was mystified at the lack of arguments between their parents. After a while, I learned that not arguing (frequently, loudly, and in public) was not normal.

      So I asked Mom and Dad about it. They were mystified by the question. Life is an argument, Dad said. Life is only fully lived out loud, Mom said.

      French and Greek.

      It wasn’t until a few years after I moved out and was home for a holiday meal that I sat back and observed how they argued.

      They didn’t yell obscenities at each other. They didn’t call each other names or belittle each other. They didn’t take cheap shots or try to cut each other off.

      No, they weren’t really arguing. They were debating. Respectfully. Thoughtfully. With succinct reasoning and logic.

      But at ear-hurting volume.

      But, my tween and teenage self had just been embarrassed by them. At some point I'd asked for, and received, noise-canceling headphones for Christmas. After that, I did my best to ignore them.

      These days, I wish I'd listened more to those debates. I might have learned something.

      Maybe I might have learned earlier to live life out loud.

      Then it wouldn’t have all come out at once, like the cork popping on a shook up champagne bottle.
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      Larry and I were shooting the breeze–wasting valuable company time–across the aisle between our cubicles when the woman appeared at my “door”.

      At the time, it was a perfectly rational assumption.

      Assuming that she was a human woman.

      My cube at Baker, Signet, and Thymes, CPA was the standard beigish-gray (or grayish-beige) cage that office workers across the world were voluntarily trapped in. The walls were about five feet tall, made of metal and fabric. I had a desk taking up one corner, with some cabinets above it. I also had a metal two-drawer filing cabinet and two office chairs. One for my butt, and another for whatever manager or other visitor needed to come in for a sit-down consult. Though, usually, I was pulled into an actual office or a conference room when sensitive numbers needed to be discussed.

      The exciting life of an accountant.

      Though I wasn’t a coffee drinker, the entire cube farm smelled like an EspressoMart during the morning rush. I could poke my head up and count coffee cups at every one of my office mates.

      My office buddy, Larry, had a big, steaming mug of it in his hand as he told me about the football game last night.

      But the words died in his mouth as the woman appeared.

      His eyes went so wide, they should have fallen out of his head. His mouth dropped open. The coffee cup stopped midway to his coffee hole.

      An instant later she stepped up to the gap between the fabric-covered walls that was my doorway.

      “Zosimos DeGenetté,” she said.

      It wasn’t a question, but I took it as one anyway. I put on my pleasant and charming smile reserved for beautiful women I didn’t know, but might like to know better.

      “Yes, that’s me,” I said.

      The woman wasn’t knock-out supermodel gorgeous. But she was definitely beautiful. More than that, she had a presence.

      She was about a head taller than the cubicle wall, which put her around five-ten or so. Fairly tall. Her skin had a golden complexion, like she had a nice tan. Her long hair was pale, almost white. There seemed to be very faint streaks of color through it. Pink and blue. Though it seemed to keep shifting in the light.

      She wore a charcoal gray business-type skirt and coat over a simple white blouse. The way they fit her body, they had to be pretty expensive. The clothes accentuated a figure that left no doubt about her gender. She didn't seem skinny or plump. Just that pleasant in-between state that said: normal, healthy human being.

      So far as I knew.

      The only strange thing about her was the deep pink, circular glasses she wore. They seemed totally opaque. I couldn't even get a hint of her eyes behind them. The glasses were trimmed with delicate silver frames. But where the usual gap between glasses and face was, were more panes of deep pink glass. These were also framed in silver and hugged the contours of her face.

      A little strange, but hey, maybe she had some sort of eye condition.

      That would have been a reasonable explanation.

      “You may call me Honey Topaz,” the woman said, “You must come with me right now.”

      I glanced at Larry. He raised his eyebrows. Mouthed: You lucky dog. Then gave me a thumbs-up.

      “Sure,” I said, “Are you new here? Did one of the partners send for me?”

      I was already standing up, pulling my suit jacket off the back of my chair. It was fairly relaxed around Basty, as we called it. But, again, we were accountants. Relaxed was nice slacks with a button-up shirt, tie, and a tasteful sports jacket. Tasteful being dark blue or dark gray. No plaids or Burgundy corduroy, please.

      Ms. Honey Topaz looked me up and down. Like she was assessing. By the slight downturn of her mouth, her assessment found me wanting.

      “We will speak on the way,” she said, “Follow me.”

      She spun on her heel and walked off toward the elevator. Being a healthy, young male, my eyes naturally gravitated to where male eyeballs naturally go in such situations. While they were in the general area, my eyeballs noticed her shoes.

      Well, her boots.

      The woman had on a pair of serious looking black leather boots that came up to her knees. They had short heels and squared-off toes. The tops were folded down, otherwise they might have gone halfway up her thighs.

      For some reason, I immediately pictured them as pirate boots.

      I shook my head and the image went away. I hurried after her, struggling into my jacket.

      “Wait!” I said, “What files do I need to bring?”

      No one ever called a meeting without requesting files. Files being copies of spreadsheets, reports, or graphs. Numbers were our language around here. We sat across tables or desks from each other and discussed charge codes and line items and timelines. Numbers, numbers, and more numbers.

      Honey Topaz stopped in front of the elevator. We were on the seventh floor of an older office building in north downtown New Bedlam. I hoped to someday to work my way high enough in the company to get an office with a window.

      The cube farms didn’t get any daylight. In the last five years, my naturally dark olive complexion had paled a bit.

      She turned to me. The deep pink lenses on her glasses didn’t reflect anything. Actually, they almost seemed like they were lit from within. Which was crazy.

      Seemed so. At the time.

      “Do you have any weapons?” She asked.

      That brought me up short.

      “Uh…weapons?”

      "Swords? Daggers? A spear, perhaps?" She said, "Firearms would also be helpful. Pistols and automatic rifles preferred. Pump action shotguns would also be acceptable."

      Now, this should have been the point where I turned and ran, while also calling for the police.

      This woman was obviously crazy. Somehow a crazy person had sauntered past security (which admittedly wasn’t that great here) and wandered up to the seventh floor. She’d gotten my name from somewhere, and now…

      No, that didn’t work. Maybe she’d been an ex-girlfriend…

      No…definitely would have remembered her. Besides, I didn’t have so many ex-girlfriends that I would have forgotten any of them. I was still on friendly terms with most of them.

      “I don’t have any guns,” I said.

      Her frown deepened. "Disappointing, but no matter," she said, "You have been trained in hand-to-hand combat, both armed and unarmed, correct?"

      “Uh…”

      I looked up and down the corridor. Heads were popping out the sides and over the tops of the cube farm walls. Oooo, something exciting is happening. Something other than numbers! Human drama!

      “Ma’am–”

      “You may call me Honey Topaz,” Honey Topaz said.

      I shuffled a half step back. My heart raced. Cold sweat prickled the back of my neck. It was just finally getting through to me that there was something very off about this situation.

      “I think you may have the wrong person,” I said, “I’m an accountant.”

      “You are Zosimos DeGenetté,” she said, “Brother of Spiro DeGenetté.”

      At the mention of Spiro, I relaxed somewhat.

      That asshat.

      I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair.

      “Listen, whatever Spiro put you up to, I’m not interested,” I said, “In fact, you can tell him to go to hell.”

      Honey Topaz’s frown went even deeper. Her lovely eyebrows were practically sitting on top of her nifty sliver and pink eyeglasses.

      “He is already on his way to South Hades,” she said, “Where he shall be tortured for an eternity. That is why I am here. You must take up his mission. There is no time to waste.”

      Before I could do more than open my mouth, the elevator dinged and the doors slid open.

      Honey Topaz grabbed my arm with an iron grip and pulled me into the elevator like I was a bag of Styrofoam peanuts instead of a hundred and seventy-pound man. She slammed me against the back of the elevator.

      In the corner, a pale, balding guy in a blue suit stood with his eyes bugged out. I didn't know his name, but I recognized him from the payroll department.

      Honey Topaz turned her pink shades to him.

      “Get out,” she said.

      There was a steely note of authority in her voice. Balding payroll guy jumped out of the elevator like he’d been scalded. Briefly, I worried about office gossip. Things had a way of getting blown out of proportion in Cubesville. I didn’t want to get called on the carpet about inappropriate behavior in the building’s elevator system.

      Really, I tried to mostly obey the rules. I didn't make sexist jokes. I never said anything good or bad about female officemates' appearance. I never attempted to date any coworkers. I was a nice guy.

      Was.

      “What the hell!” I said.

      Honey Topaz released my arm. I rubbed the suddenly sore spot where she had death gripped me.

      “Hades is not our destination,” she said, “It is already too late for your brother. And it is South Hades he is being taken to.”

      I straightened up. I didn’t get mad easily, but this was getting to be too much.

      “I don’t care where he is,” I said, “And whatever joke he’s pulling here, I’m not interested in playing. Now I have work to do, lady.”

      I started to step out of the elevator. Before I could get more than one step toward the door, they slammed shut with a terrible clang. I’d never seen elevator doors slam shut before.

      Behind me, Honey Topaz spoke, her voice a little softer now: “Today is the beginning of your Destiny, Zosimos DeGenetté.”
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      I didn’t realize I was being kidnapped until Honey Topaz threw me into the back of the elderly white van.

      We had descended in the elevator in awkward silence.

      Well, she had been silent. I’d been peppering her with questions like: Who the hell are you? What the hell did you mean by destiny? How much did my idiot brother pay you for this prank?

      I realized I was using hell a lot. Normally I’m not a profanity kind of guy. Swearing doesn’t fit in with that whole nice guy thing.

      So I apologized to Honey Topaz for swearing. And she continued to ignore me.

      I shut up, too. Once the elevator stopped, I was going to run.

      To heck with her and her creepy pink sunglasses.

      She also had a scent to her. Slightly woodsy, with a hint of nutmeg. Kind of like fresh pumpkin pie in the middle of a grove of cedar trees. It was pleasant.

      There was also a fair amount of heat coming off her. Even standing on the other side of the elevator car, I could feel waves of warmth radiating off her like she was a furnace.

      At that point, I was still thinking she was human.

      Because why wouldn’t I think she was a human being? She was shaped like a human being. She moved and spoke like a human being.

      I had no frame of reference to tell me that she could be…something else.

      And really, I wasn’t worried. Much. With the mention of my stupid, jerkwad brother, Spiro, I knew this had to be one of his elaborate jokes. His jokes were never funny. But no matter how much I told him to piss off and leave me alone, he seemed to show up every few months with some new prank. And to bum money off me.

      He was something of an amateur magician. So he was always trying out new tricks on me. Trying to fool me into believing his stupid crap. As far as I could tell, he didn’t have a real job. How he was supporting himself was something I didn’t want to think about. Other than begging me for a few bucks once in a while.

      This had to be one of his more elaborate pranks if he'd conned an attractive woman into helping him. Poor girl. Spiro could be charming when he wanted to be. Ever since he hit puberty he seemed to have a never-ending string of short-term relationships. He could charm the ladies for a little while, but they got tired of his crap before long.

      And no, I wasn’t jealous of him in any way.

      The elevator dinged.

      We’d arrived at the garage level. Definitely not going to meet any of the partners. We would have been heading for the top floor, not the basement.

      I prepared to run.

      The doors slid open.

      I had braced myself for Spiro to be there with a confetti cannon or something equally juvenile and stupid. Or maybe he’d set up something so that it looked like the elevator door was a portal into another world.

      He'd done that one before. I almost fell for it, too. He'd taken me to this creepy abandoned mansion out on the southwest point of Korbahn Bay. Had opened this doorway that looked out over some strange, rocky place with rivers of lava flowing through it. People were screaming and a stench of sulfur and rotten meat drifted through it.

      Like I said, he went to great lengths for his pranks.

      But this time, there wasn’t any portal. Just the acres of gray concrete under flickering fluorescents. Along with the stale stink of car exhaust and rubber under the earthy odor of damp concrete.

      So I ran.

      I sprinted out of the elevator like a gazelle with a lion on its ass.

      I would have run for my car, but…

      Even after five years at Baker Signet and Thymes, I still didn’t have enough seniority to rate a spot in the building’s garage. I had to park my car in the pay garage two blocks away.

      It was still an improvement over taking the bus. Which had been the first three years of my tenure here.

      A problem quickly presented itself, though.

      I had no idea where the exit was.

      Heck, I didn’t even know how many levels the building’s underground garage had.

      But I kept running until the elevator was well out of sight.

      I skidded to a stop and pressed my back against a thick, concrete pillar. My lungs burned as my chest heaved and my heart slammed against my ribs. I probably needed to hit the gym more often if I got winded that easily.

      I peeked around the column. There was nothing but a line of weak lights along the ceiling over the central lane, and rows of boring sedans in sedate colors. (Again, accountants.)

      I took a deep breath and turned back around.

      “You are wasting time,” Honey Topaz said, “We must be on our way.”

      There she was. Right in my face. Heat came off her like a runaway nuclear reactor.

      I bit off a scream. How the hell…?

      Behind her was an old, white van. The side door was open. The inside was dark. Almost completely black, like the entrance to a mine shaft.

      That wasn’t what really spooked me, though.

      It was the fact that the pink lenses of her glasses were glowing.

      Even her golden skin had a faint glow to it. Like she was lit from within.

      “What the–”

      Hell. I started to say hell.

      But before I could get it out, she grabbed me and tossed me in the van.

      Just put her hands on my shoulders. Picked me up. Pivoted and threw me.

      Like I weighed no more than a bag of pillows.

      I landed in the van and skidded against the metal floor. My back slammed against the wall, making the van boom like a drum.

      “Hey!” A male voice shouted out, “Take it easy on the van!”

      I didn’t get a chance to reply. The wind was knocked out of me, and stars danced in front of my eyes.

      The side door slammed shut. The passenger side door opened and Honey Topaz stepped in and sat. That door slammed shut, too.

      “You need to be nicer to the van,” the male said.

      The inside of the van was cold. It also smelled like cotton candy and cheap cologne. It was what I imagined a pervert’s van would smell like.

      And now I was inside it.

      “We do not have time for such nonsense,” Honey Topaz said, “Drive the vehicle, Detective Marco.”

      Detective?

      I struggled to sit up.

      “Hey! What the hell is going on here?” I said.

      The van jerked forward. I fell over, banging my head on the floor. More sparks flashed behind my eyes. My head wasn’t used to this kind of treatment. Now that Spiro and I didn’t see each other every day, my head was practically being coddled these days.

      “Damn, how does he drive this thing with everything set up this way?” The man, Detective Marco, said.

      “I will assist,” Honey Topaz said.

      “Wait,” Detective Marco said.

      The van zoomed forward. I went tumbling, head over teakettle, and slammed against the back of the van. I blinked stupidly
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