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Conversations with Satan 

A clarion bell rang in the distance, signaling the end of the morning work shift. Eager to 

leave the dank hall, Talia stood quickly and her wooden bench squeaked angrily as it rubbed the 

coarse stone floor. Talia scurried past the other Readers as she rushed toward freedom, earning a 

few peevish looks from her colleagues, and made her way to the large wooden doors at the end 

of the hall. 

Outside was not much better than indoors. Crisp, moist air clung to Talia’s skin and she 

clutched her robes tightly around her, although they did nothing to keep her from shivering. In 

the courtyard, members of the House of Lore were milling about, leisurely strolling to the dining 

hall a few blocks up the cobblestone street. Vibrant trees shed leaves into the swirling wind and 

Talia daydreamed that it was magic that ruffled her hair and tangled her robes, not ordinary air. 

“Talia!” Talia whirled around and searched the crowd for the source of the voice. As she 

spun, her long brown braid smacked her cheek and Talia rubbed the skin with her palm in 

annoyance. Everybody in the House of Lore sported overly lengthy hair, and Talia absolutely 

detested it. She found it inconvenient to tame her locks every morning before work, using only a 

ratty old brush and the broken mirror in her tiny bathroom.  

Talia was about to abandon her search and turn back to her voyage for lunch when Aelia 

fell in step beside her. “I can’t believe you were just going to leave without me,” Aelia scowled 

and nudged Talia’s shoulder playfully. 

Talia grinned and rolled her eyes at her friend. Aelia was a prodigy Reader who worked 

across the courtyard from Talia’s dreadful building. Her superiority was made clear by the 

intricate robes she wore, which were decorated with ancient runes and mythological scenes that 
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sometimes proved not so fantastical. Aelia held the coveted position of Reader of Fate, a job 

every Reader in the House of Lore strived for. Talia had long ago given up any goal she had of 

achieving this office. She had enough trouble deciphering simple ancient texts. She would never 

be able to comprehend the elaborate language of the future. 

Talia had grown up in Balbina, the town where the House of Lore was located, and had 

been trained to be a Reader her whole life. An unpromising orphan, Talia was easily the least 

qualified Reader in the House and rarely fulfilled her duties punctually and accurately. Due to 

her general ineptitude, Talia made only enough to afford a dilapidated apartment situated over 

the robe outfitters’ store in Balbina, a block away from the central dining hall. Her role was 

straightforward, by the other readers’ standards, but immensely complex to Talia, who spent 

hours pondering over passages in history tomes and writing reports that should have taken her 

minutes. She was so incompetent that the head Readers would not even let her read the more 

interesting volumes of magic and myth that advanced members used. 

Aelia looped her arm through the crook of Talia’s elbow and the girls continued their 

walk toward the grand dining hall, brushing past other Readers as they went. The uneven 

cobblestone ground was lost in a sea of swooshing evergreen robes and autumn foliage. 

“How was it today?” Aelia asked optimistically, but her face signaled that she already 

knew the answer. 

Talia groaned and shook her head as if trying to jolt the boring memories from her brain. 

“Terrible,” she said finally after racking her mind for a harsher criticism but finding nothing. “If 

I’m stuck in that room reading for the rest of my life, my time on this planet will be extremely 

short.” 



3 

Aelia laughed and squeezed Talia’s arm sympathetically, her perfectly proportionate face 

growing more cheerful with amusement. Aelia’s physical flawlessness was just one more thing 

Talia was jealous of, something she would never tell her friend. 

“Please don’t die,” Aelia pleaded jokingly. “I’ll have no one interesting to talk to.” 

“At least you wouldn’t be able to torture me with how slow you walk.” 

Aelia punched Talia lightly and darted ahead to showcase her newfound speed. About to 

follow, Talia jogged a few steps before a loud voice made everything stand still. 

In the square behind her, a regal black carriage driven by dark horses was parked amid 

curious Readers. On the carriage door, the crest of the House of Mortem was painted in 

blood-red and a sharply dressed man stood on an intricate footstool in front of it. He faced the 

crowd with arrogant certainty and Talia immediately noted, with envy, that the middle-aged 

man’s silver hair was cropped much shorter than the average style in Balbina.  

But that piece of information was clouded by the fact that he had said her name. Shouted 

it, in fact, to the entire society of Readers. 

One by one, heads turned in Talia’s direction, seeking her out, and Talia felt the full 

weight of the stares from every member of the House of Lore. As if in a choreographed dance, 

the Readers parted and cleared a path that would lead Talia to the center of the square and the 

carriage that seemed to be waiting for her. But Talia didn’t move. Her mouth hung open, gaping, 

her hazel eyes frozen wide in shock, and rosiness crept from her neck to her cheeks in response 

to all the attention. She felt Aelia return to her side, but Talia could not muster the resolve to turn 

and face her or internalize the words Aelia whispered. 
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The man at the carriage cleared his throat, a deafening sound against the sudden 

background of silence. Even the wind stopped whistling to listen to the strange visitor. 

“Talia Harlen,” said the formidable man, “The High Priest of the Mortal Realm requires 

your presence at Inferos by tomorrow evening. You will now be escorted to the Court of Diablo 

where you will receive further instructions.” 

The crowd murmured uncomfortably, casting wary glances from Talia to the man, then 

back again. Talia clasped her clammy hands and shuddered from cold and fear. As far as Talia 

knew, no Reader had ever been called to the Court of Diablo in Inferos, the capital where the 

House of Mortem ruled over the Mortal Realm, dictating tasks to societies such as the House of 

Lore and the House of Magus, which dealt with sorcery. Representatives of the House of Magus 

frequented the capital, but few Readers entered its towering walls, having been deemed too 

“unimportant” by the House of Mortem to experience the majesty of Inferos. 

“Talia,” Aelia’s panicked tone broke her trance. “What are you going to do?” 

Swallowing the bile that was accumulating at the base of her throat, Talia set her 

shoulders back and forced a display of courage onto her features. “I don’t think I have much of a 

choice,” she replied. 

 

The carriage bumped over the unpaved road, tossing Talia’s breakfast like a salad in her 

stomach. She had pressed herself into a corner of a carriage and now gripped the velvet seat to 

steady herself with each jolt. Every time the cabin rocked, Talia’s cloaked knees brushed the legs 

of the man sitting across from her. He was closer to Talia’s age than Ignatius, the older man who 

had made the announcement in Balbina, and had stayed in the carriage during the proceedings.  
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Like Ignatius, Julius, as she had been instructed to call him, constantly wore a cocky 

expression, even as he surveyed her with mild disgust. Their frigid demeanors caused Talia to 

avoid meeting their gazes and instead to turn her attention to the surrounding landscape. 

Outside, tall trees bordered the road on both sides and swayed in the breeze. The sky was 

the same gloomy gray as it usually was, but nothing was normal about Talia’s current 

predicament. They were miles from Balbina, miles from the only place Talia had ever known. 

She had no idea how far they were from Inferos, but Talia’s heart sunk further with every mile 

they traveled. 

Answering her unspoken question, Julius said, “It will be a while until we get there. 

Might as well get comfortable.” 

Talia snuck a glance at him and instantly regretted it. His mouth was twisted in an 

unnerving smirk, his unruly dark hair the same color as his eyes: pitch black with a hint of 

recklessness. 

Ignatius’s stubbled face contorted into an even more painful glower as he regarded his 

companion. “What Julius means to say is that the trip will be quite extensive and you should be 

prepared to settle in for another few hours.” 

Talia nodded but did not say anything. Ignatius and Julius wore similar outfits, black suits 

with gold embroidery and crimson lapels, but an insignia on the breast pocket of Ignatius’s jacket 

symbolized his higher status within the House of Mortem. Silently, she remarked on Ignatius’s 

odd behavior toward her. It was almost as if he were… afraid of her presence.  

But that couldn’t be true, Talia thought to herself. The House of Mortem bridged the 

Mortal Realm with the After World. They were the practitioners of dark magic, the summoners 
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of the Devil, the rejectors of Heaven, and the worshippers of Hell. If anyone had reason to fear, it 

was most certainly Talia. 

“We’re not afraid of you,” Julius snapped, and this time, Talia knew his words were not a 

coincidence. 

“How did you--,” she began but halted as soon as she noticed Julius’s smug smile. 

Ignatius sighed and flicked a gray strand from his eyes. “Julius is a Mind Reader; that is 

his purpose in the House of Mortem. Much like your Readers in your House of… Lore.” He said 

the words with such contempt that Talia had to clench down on her lip to keep from offering a 

fiery remark in return. 

Julius chuckled, aware of the anger in her mind, but Talia ignored him. “And what would 

you know about my House?” Talia retorted. “You are the first people from the House of Mortem 

to visit Balbina in my lifetime. Surely you can’t so quickly judge what you have barely seen.” 

Julius sucked in a small breath almost inaudibly, but Ignatius only appeared entertained. 

“The House of Lore is perhaps the most disappointing establishment in the Mortal Realm,” 

Ignatius explained in an inflection that was so obnoxiously intelligent it made Talia want to jump 

from the vehicle. “Again and again they disappoint us. It has been a long time since the Readers 

have made a useful discovery. One wrong step and their existence will be in jeopardy.” 

Redness flamed between Talia’s ears as she searched for a rebuttal. “If the Readers are so 

worthless, then why am I, the most ineffective Reader, being kidnapped to Inferos?” 

“You’re right,” said Julius, leaning forward and destroying his previously relaxed, 

lounging position on the seat. “You should be completely irrelevant to the Mortal Realm. I wish 

you were as unimportant as you say. Sadly, Satan himself, through the High Priest, of course, 
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commands you to be his connection to the Mortal Realm. You are the connection between life 

and death.” Seeing her astonishment, he added, “It’s an extremely coveted role, which you do 

not deserve to have.” 

Talia cast her most withering glare at him and cursed his name in her mind, knowing he 

could hear her insults. “Is this true?” Talia turned her attention back to Ignatius, anything to 

avoid Julius’s sly face. “Am I supposed to meet Satan?” 

Ignatius nodded slowly, the creases around his eyes crinkling with worry, and a pit 

opened in Talia’s stomach. “Tomorrow you will enter the Netherworld, the small space between 

the Mortal Realm and Hell, and be accepted by Satan.” 

“And what if Satan doesn’t accept me?” 

Ignatius sighed, suddenly uncomfortable with the speech he was required to deliver. “For 

everyone’s sake, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” 

Talia sat back with her heart pounding in her ears. Never had she imagined her life to 

look like this. As much as she despised Ignatius and Julius for stealing her from her home, she 

couldn’t help but feel attached to them now. It seemed as if they were the only people standing 

between her and certain doom. 

Across from her, Julius’s expression softened, no doubt his reaction to listening to her 

horrifying thoughts, but Talia did not want his pity. Training her gaze out the window, she rode 

the rest of the trip in silence and studied the dark spires that rose out of the trees in the distance, 

marking the outskirts of Inferos, the Devil’s city. 
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The next evening, Talia stood in the Court of Diablo before the High Priest of the Mortal 

Realm dressed in a flowing ebony dress with a ruby-encrusted bodice and a long train covered in 

diamonds that shimmered like stars. Her hair was swept into an impeccable updo and tall gloves 

that matched her gown covered her arms past her elbows. She felt more beautiful than she ever 

had before, but her excitement at her appearance was overwhelmed by the sinking feeling in her 

gut. 

The past twenty-four hours were a blur. After arriving at the gothic palace surrounding 

the Court, Talia had been whisked to a plush room in the eastern tower to sleep. Julius, who was 

evidently her chaperone, whether she liked it or not, had stayed just outside her door all night. 

When she peeped into the hall the next morning, he was still there. 

Now Julius and Ignatius stood a few steps back on either side of her ornate skirt as she 

faced the High Priest. All day, Talia had been trapped in a room with frantic maids and stylists in 

an attempt to make her more presentable and Talia’s feet were beginning to cramp from standing 

in teetering high heels. Her apparel was so heavy that Talia was already sweating from the 

exertion of simply standing. 

The High Priest was dressed similarly to Talia, though his garb was a little more 

understated. His power was made clear by the tall bejeweled Mitre hat perched atop his balding 

head with a scene of the Devil meeting his followers illustrated on it in rhinestones. 

Talia had zoned out of the entire ceremony, overcome with anxiety, but she snapped back 

to reality when the High Priest murmured some alarmingly esoteric words and began reaching 

toward her. Talia resisted the urge to pull away and bit the inside of her lip to distract herself 

from what was to come. 
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As if in slow motion, the High Priest’s bony, pale hand stretched toward her forehead, his 

thin lips stretched in nervous anticipation. She could feel the presence of Ignatius and Julius 

behind her and she felt the sudden desire to run and hide behind their impregnable bodies. 

But before she could open her mouth to blurt the word “stop,” the High Priest placed his 

skeletal finger between her eyes and the room faded into darkness. 

 

Talia stood in the cathedral alone. When the High Priest had performed his rite, the 

people around her had disappeared, but Talia remained in the intimidating church with its 

towering obsidian pillars and blood-red accents.  

Her gown had changed as well. Instead of the floor-length fabric and ostentatious train, 

the dress ended just below her knees, and the hem was on fire. At first, Talia had panicked, but 

she quickly realized that the flames were not going to envelope her and were merely lapping at 

her skirt playfully. 

She hadn’t seen Satan yet, but she didn’t dare call out into the dim cathedral. Waiting for 

his arrival, Talia stood with her arms stretched out in a “T” shape, scared of allowing her fingers 

to accidentally brush the blaze on her clothing. It was that position in which Satan found her 

when he strode with carefree arrogance into the room. 

“What are you doing?” Julius grinned as he came to stand in front of her. 

Panic flared through Talia’s body, creating an unpleasant prickling sensation. Why is he 

here? she shouted in her head. Too late, she remembered his mind-reading abilities. 

Chuckling Julius said, “I’m Satan. I appear as a human in the House of Mortem to keep 

track of their… policies. Honestly, I’m surprised you didn’t find out my true identity sooner.” 
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Talia’s mind reeled, baffled. How could Julius be Satan? He was too… normal. An 

average, immature, conceited teenager, just like herself. But there was one thing different about 

him, Talia noted. His eyes had changed color from inky black to deadly scarlet and they flashed 

dangerously as he absorbed her new appearance. 

“If you’re in the Mortal Realm already,” Talia said slowly, begging her voice not to 

crack, “then why do you need me to ‘link’ your world and mine? It seems like you’re already 

doing a pretty good job yourself.” Talia hastily shut her mouth after giving her statement and 

stumbled embarrassingly as she attempted to inch away from Julius--no--Satan. 

As she moved away, Satan moved closer, all while sweeping his unruly locks from his 

temple in one swift motion. “You’re right. Why would I need a worthless human like yourself to 

communicate my personal agenda?” Seeing her bristle, he closed the remaining space between 

them and brushed her cheek with a threatening hand. Talia stiffened and tried not to vomit. “It’s 

tiring crossing between realms,” Satan said and finally glided away from Talia, relocating 

himself to lean against a magnificent column. “Once our connection is formed,--once I accept 

you as my second-in-command--you will carry out my plans for all eternity. And in return, you 

will rule with me in the After World.” 

Talia gulped. “Why me?” she demanded.  

“Because,” he pushed away from the pillar and stood before her again, “you don’t belong 

in this world. You don’t fit anywhere. I’m as unhappy about it as you are,” he grinned and waved 

a hand lazily at her, “but you’re the chosen one.” 

Talia had no idea why she, of all people, was the “chosen one,” but she gave up 

questioning Satan. Sure, she had never truly belonged in the House of Lore, that much was 
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obvious. But Talia had always assumed that teendom had created these feelings and that they 

would fade with age. Her mind reeling, Talia abandoned logic. Everything Satan tried to explain 

only made the situation more complicated. 

But Talia was not evil. How could she work for the Devil, inflicting damage and pain on 

everyone she cared about? And she would never understand why it was her who had to give her 

soul away for a cause she did not believe in. The House of Mortem hated the House of Lore, her 

people. She could not give herself to a group that despised her very existence. 

But Talia was not sure if she belonged in the House of Lore. If she was honest, she never 

had been certain. Maybe she was somehow connected to the House of Mortem through her 

deceased parents or some forgotten magical oath.  

As much as her heart told her to refuse, her head was positive that Satan was her only 

way out of the life that was not hers. She wasn’t a Reader or some random girl from Balbina. She 

was chosen, whatever that meant, and she had an opportunity to change the world, build it the 

way she had always dreamed of with magic and harmony. They were silly fantasies, but Talia 

could bring them to light. If she carried out Satan’s bidding, she would gain unimaginable power. 

She could do anything. 

“I assume you’re saying yes,” Satan chuckled coyly.  

Talia set her shoulders and nodded. The last thing she saw was Satan’s triumphant smile. 

 

One hundred years later, Talia, having left her mortal life behind to become a 

fully-fledged demon known as Satana, faced off against a young magician from the House of 

Magus in the same cathedral at the Court of Diablo where she had met Satan. The magician 
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cowered before Talia and Talia grimaced at the weak pose. Talia hoped she hadn’t entered the 

same fetal position when she had had her own conversation with Satan. 

“Satana,” the magician addressed Talia. The magician’s turquoise eyes were wide with 

suspicion and awe as she gazed up at Talia in her short dress that dripped with liquid magma. 

The magician intently studied Talia’s glowing red eyes and Talia couldn’t help but grin at her 

own obvious importance.  

But Talia’s excitement soon faded as she listened to the girl’s inner thoughts, watching as 

the magician’s innocent face altered with the thought of unspeakable power. 

I can save the House of Magus from the House of Mortem. I will be a hero to my people. 

Satana will provide everything I need, as long as I fulfill her ambitions. 

Talia frowned but attempted to hide the expression by glancing at the High Priest’s altar. 

Carved into the shrine was an image of Satan and Satana commanding a sea of bowing people. 

Her heart lurched into her throat. She had become everything she had sworn to avoid. Power 

made anyone forget their pure intentions and turn instead to ulterior motives. Sourly, she 

admitted she was living proof of that.  

And so, as the magician got down on her hands and knees and pledged her servitude to 

Satana with altruistic goals still playing in her head, Talia wished she could warn her. 

Once she tasted power, there was no turning back. 


