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CHAPTER 1

A Good Start

“Philip.”

Startled, Philip sat up straight in his chair at the sound of the whispered voice, accidentally knocking the math book from his desk. It fell to the floor with a loud thump. Mr. Johnson, their math teacher, glanced at him. Philip mumbled an apology and quickly picked up his book.

Satina? he thought, noticing how his heart started racing. Satina, is that you?

No response. But once again he heard the same whisper: “Philip!”

Then he realized the voice wasn’t inside his head at all. Someone behind him was calling his name. He turned and saw Sabrina trying to catch his attention. She pointed at Nick, who sat in the back of the classroom. Philip couldn’t help but feel a sting of disappointment. For a moment he’d thought… It had really sounded like her…

Nick waved his eraser and gestured at Philip to catch it. A second later, the eraser landed in Philip’s right hand. During the past six months, Philip had become better at many things. Strangely enough, catching was one of them.

“What was that?” Mr. Johnson looked at Philip.

“Nothing,” he said, showing the math teacher what was in his hand. “I just needed to borrow an eraser.”

“Hmm,” Mr. Johnson grunted, irritated. “Next time ask your neighbor instead of disturbing the entire class. But now that you’ve got our attention, why don’t you tell us the answer to the next problem.”

Philip tried to smile innocently. “I’m sorry, but I didn’t do my homework.”

Mr. Johnson raised an eyebrow. “Again, Philip? That’s the second time this month. That’s twice more than all last year and the year before that combined. Not a good start to eighth grade, I would say. What’s the excuse this time?”

“I forgot.” It was a lie, and that was another one of the things that Philip had become better at—lying. He knew that he had math homework last night, but Vernon had stopped by to ask if he wanted to hang out. Philip’s mother was in bed with a migraine and she told him it was okay if he had done his homework. Of course he had, Philip replied.

Mr. Johnson gave another “hmm” and continued on to the next student. When Philip was certain that Mr. Johnson wasn’t looking, he unrolled the small, crumpled-up note jammed in the hole of the eraser. He read:

Stealing pears after school—you in?

One of the other things that had changed. Just six months ago Philip never would have considered saying yes to such a suggestion. He wouldn’t even have been asked. Back then if a note landed on his desk it would have read something like: “Did the teacher’s pet remember to bring an apple today?” or “What’s it like kissing Mr. Johnson’s butt?”

But six months ago was a long time ago. Before Philip’s little trip to Hell. There, Lucifer—the Devil himself—had tried to teach him how to be evil. A lot had changed since then, and the formerly well-behaved Philip Engel had, during summer, slowly begun to make friends.

Philip brought a hand up to his forehead and rubbed the two small bumps that had once been—in another time, and another life—horns. That was all that remained of the devil Lucifer had managed to bring out in him.

He took a pencil from his case. Then he hesitated as he listened for directions from a familiar voice in his head, but it didn’t speak up. Philip was on his own.

I’m in, he wrote on the slip of paper. He shoved it into the hole and threw the eraser back to Nick when Mr. Johnson was looking the other way.

* * *

“What? You asked Philip?” The voice, thick with indignation, came from inside the classroom. It was lunch break, and Philip—who was on his way back from the bathroom—stopped behind the door. Listened.

Martin was talking. He had once been Philip’s only friend in class, but their friendship ended abruptly one day in fifth grade when they played soccer at Philip’s house. Martin accidentally kicked the leather ball through the kitchen window and begged Philip to make up a story about some older boys having done it. But Philip didn’t lie, he would never do that, and Martin had hated his guts ever since. His resentment toward Philip wasn’t lessened by the fact that others in the class had begun asking Philip to partner with them, or if he wanted to hang out after school.

“Yes,” Nick replied. “What of it?”

“What of it? It’s Philip, for God’s sake! Mommy’s little angel! Why would you want him tagging along?!”

“C’mon, Martin.” Vernon’s voice. “Philip has changed. He’s not that… that—” for a moment he struggled to find the right word, “nauseating anymore. And besides, he’s really good at climbing trees.”

“He’s a little snitch, that’s what he is!”

Nick laughed. “Are you still mad about that kitchen window? Wasn’t that like in fifth grade?”

“It doesn’t matter when it was. He tattled, Nick. He tattled!”

That wasn’t quite right. Philip didn’t tattle. He just told the truth when his mother asked.

“And he’s gonna tattle again,” Martin went on. “That’s probably why he agreed to go. So he can walk up to the door and knock when you’re all standing there with your hands full of pears!”

A shiver ran down Philip’s spine as he recalled how he’d actually done something similar in Hell. He had interrupted two devil-boys in the middle of an apple heist. Aziel and Flux. It was a rough start to his time in the darkness, nearly costing him his afterlife when Aziel exacted his revenge by chaining him to some of the condemned.

“No, he won’t,” Vernon said, obviously tired of listening to Martin’s objections. “Why would he do that?”

“You’re not even listening, are you? Because he’s still mommy’s little angel! And if the little angel is coming, I’m not.”

“Okay, fine. That’s up to you,” Nick said.

Philip could almost picture Martin’s stunned face. “What?”

“I said it’s up to you. We’ve invited Philip, and he said yes, so he’s coming. Whether you come or not.”

“Fine!” Martin snarled. “But don’t tell me I didn’t warn you!”

Out in the hallway Philip struggled to restrain his laughter. Mr. Johnson might think it was a bad start to the eighth grade, but for Philip, it couldn’t have been better.


CHAPTER 2

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly

When school was over, the four boys left the classroom and strolled to the bike shed. Martin was silent, but several times Philip caught him glancing in his direction. Was it just his imagination, or was Martin smiling?

Yes and no. There was most definitely a smile, but it wasn’t on Martin’s lips; it was in his eyes. A small dark glint, invisible to the untrained eye. But Philip was trained by the Devil himself, and he had seen that glint many times before. Including in his own eyes near the end of his apprenticeship, when they had been black as ink. Martin was smiling to himself, and it was a poisonous smile.

But why?

The answer was found in the bike shed.

Philip’s tires were flat.

“Son of a—” Nick glanced around at the other bikes to see if any of them had been tampered with. They hadn’t. “And both tires, too.”

Martin said nothing, but Philip saw the smile in his eyes slowly migrate to his lips as he unlocked his bike.

“Man,” Vernon said, shaking his head. “Who could have done it?”

“Yeah, who?” Philip repeated, turning toward Martin.

“What?” Martin clenched his teeth. “Why are you looking at me?”

“Why do you think?”

“Why do you think?” Martin aped. He set his bike aside. “What are you trying to say, Philip? That I did it? Do you think I was the one who let the air out of your tires?”

“No, I don’t think so. I know so.”

Martin’s face hardened, and his foul temper flashed. But so did something else. A feeling Philip knew all too well: fear. Martin was afraid. Not of Philip but that Philip had proof. “How?”

“Is it true, Martin?” Nick asked, and Philip could tell that he was already half-convinced. “Did you do it?”

“Are you serious? No, it wasn’t me! It’s just something he says to make you…”

“Show us your hands, then,” Philip interrupted.

“What?” Martin glowered at him, confused, and immediately lowered his arms, hiding his hands behind his back. “Why?”

“Show us your hands. I think you forgot to wash them.” This wasn’t just something Philip suspected. It was something he knew—though he had no idea how he knew. His smile widened as Martin’s face paled. “I think they’re dirty from messing with my tires.”

“Do as he says, Martin,” Vernon said. “Show us your hands.”

“I’m not going to show you my hands! I’m telling you I didn’t do it!”

“You didn’t go to the bathroom last class,” Philip said. “You came here to let the air out of my tires. Why? Because you’re mad that I was asked to come along. Did you know that anger is one of the seven deadly sins?”

“What are you talking about—deadly sins? Is that supposed to be a threat? Are you threatening me, Philip? Are you? Are you?” Martin threw down his backpack and stomped closer to Philip. His hands were clenched.

Philip shook his head. “Nope, I’m just telling you that anger is a deadly sin, and that sinners are punished in Hell.”

Martin blinked at the harsh words, and his clenched hands relaxed slightly.

“But maybe you’ll get off easier if you confess,” Philip continued.

“I’m not confessing anything.” Martin stepped right up to Philip and shoved his chest. It wasn’t a hard shove, just a provocation. “And don’t you threaten me!”

Nick and Vernon asked him to stop, but Martin ignored them. His eyes gleamed with anger. “Are you listening to me, you little snitch? Don’t you threaten me!” He shoved Philip again, a little harder this time.

Philip did nothing.

“C’mon! C’mon, you wimp! You think I let the air out of your tires. What are you gonna do about it? Huh? What’re you gonna do?” Another shove. And another. And another. Still Philip did nothing. “Oh, yeah, that’s right. I know what you’ll do. You’ll hurry home and tell mommy. No, wait, sorry, I forgot. The teacher’s little pet can’t hurry home, ’cause his tires are flat.”

Martin kept shoving Philip, provoking him to push back and start the fight that Martin wanted. But Philip restrained himself. He wasn’t a fighter. Even though, deep down, he felt the urge to punch Martin in his big, fat, ugly face. All it would take was a word. Just a single word.

Where are you, Satina? he thought.

Suddenly a familiar figure appeared behind Martin. Like a ghost it approached soundlessly from the shadows of the bike shed, and out of the corner of his eye Philip saw Nick and Vernon’s faces turn pale. They backed up and bumped into a row of parked bikes.

Martin didn’t notice. He just kept on shoving Philip’s chest.

“I would stop now if I were you,” Philip said softly.

“Or what?” Martin gave him another shove. “Or I’ll go to Hell?”

“Exactly,” said the figure behind him.

Martin wheeled around and stared into Devil Sam’s smiling face. The older boy from tenth grade grabbed Martin’s collar and pulled him so close that their noses nearly touched. “Well, hello there!”

Martin couldn’t hold back a frightened whimper, and he tried to twist free of Sam’s grasp. But it was pointless, and everyone knew it. In Devil Sam’s claws you were nothing but a worm on a hook.

The curly-haired boy in the black leather jacket looked at Philip. “You okay?”

He nodded. “I’m okay.”

“Of c-course h-he is,” Martin stammered, his pale skin glistening with sweat. “I d-didn’t do anything…”

“Shut your pie hole!” Sam said. “I saw what you did, my little condemned. No one messes with my good friend Philip and gets away with it. Understand? No one!”

My good friend Philip. Even to Philip the words sounded wrong. He still hadn’t grown accustomed to Devil Sam calling him his friend. But that’s what Sam had called him ever since that spring day when he’d been responsible for Philip being hit by a car. After that, the big bully was transformed. At least toward “his good friend Philip,” whom he’d taken under his protective wings. On the playground and in the school hallways, the demon from tenth grade still continued to provoke fear and terror in students, as well as the teachers.

“Don’t hurt me,” Martin begged, clasping his hands as if in prayer. “Please let go of me.”

“Let go of you?” Sam repeated in a cheerful voice that made him sound extra scary. “Of course, I’ll let go of you. But first we have to go to the creek. Then I’ll let go of you. A few times even. Unless you can’t swim, of course. Then it’ll just be once.”

“But it was just a joke!” Martin squirmed again. “I wasn’t serious! Philip, tell him that it was just a joke. C’mon. Tell him!”

Maybe he should have. It could have saved Martin from several dunkings in the creek, and worse. But on the other hand… According to Martin, Philip was a little angel. And little angels didn’t lie, did they?

Martin’s woeful begging became a shrill echo as Sam hauled him out of the bike shed and toward his punishment.


CHAPTER 3

Near Death

“You were right, Philip,” Nick said when the three boys left the school, dragging their bikes. “I saw his hands when Sam hauled him off. They were dirty.”

“I can’t believe he let the air out of your tires.” Vernon shook his head. “I know you two aren’t best friends, but still… That’s low.”

Nick agreed. “I never thought I’d say this, but you were lucky Sam showed up when he did. Even though I almost crapped my pants.”

“Almost?” Vernon waved a hand in front of his nose. “Give it a rest. We can smell it.”

Nick laughed and gave him a punch. “What about yourself? I saw you jump a mil— Hey, Philip, watch out!”

Philip felt a hand grab his shoulder, and he was yanked back, hard. There was a loud honk, and a car roared past so close that a gust of wind ruffled his hair. The side mirror grazed the zipper of his jacket, and it clacked loudly.

Philip glimpsed the driver’s clenched fist through the rear window, right before the car vanished down the street.

“Jeez, that was close! Are you okay?” Vernon asked, worried.

A moment passed before Philip could respond. His heart was in his throat, blocking his speech. One more step… Just one more step, and he would’ve walked right in front of that car.

“I’m okay,” he sighed. “Nothing happened.”

“Well, watch where you’re going next time,” Nick said. “We don’t want to carry you home to your mother in a coffin.”

“A coffin?” Grinning, Vernon shook his head. “If that car had hit you, you would’ve fit in a jam jar. You would’ve been squashed.”

“This is how you do it, Philip. It’s not so hard.” Nick glanced from side to side down the street. “First you look to the right. Then to the left. And if no cars are coming, then you cross. Didn’t you learn that at Boy Scouts?”

“Shut up.” Philip smiled.

They crossed the street, and Nick and Vernon revived their conversation about Martin, wondering if Sam had tossed him into the creek by now. Just like before, Philip was only half listening. His thoughts had already circled back to what he was thinking about before he’d nearly been hit by the car.

Satina.

He hadn’t heard from her for a long time. Or rather—heard her voice. Satina wasn’t a human, she was a tempter—a devil who enticed people to commit evil acts. She and Philip couldn’t talk face to face. Whenever Satina visited him, she was no more than a thought in his head. An alluring thought that tried to bait him into doing things he wasn’t supposed to do. Today she’d had several obvious opportunities. If she’d gotten involved in the bike shed incident, Philip was certain that he would have given in and bonked Martin on the head. But Satina hadn’t made a peep all day. Not even when the note about stealing pears had landed on his desk. But for that he hadn’t needed her, of course—Philip had agreed to come anyway.

In the beginning, after he’d returned from Hell, Satina had been around a lot, and sometimes Philip had succumbed to her tempting words. Like that time when Martin had been really annoying, and she’d convinced Philip to put the big spider from the classroom terrarium in Martin’s pencil case. When Martin reached in to get a pencil and the spider crawled onto his hand, he screamed like a baby.

But Philip didn’t do everything Satina urged him to do. Far from it. He didn’t really have it in him to act like that. Maybe that’s why she hadn’t contacted him for so long. Because he rarely listened to her.

A clip-clopping noise interrupted Philip’s thinking, and he glanced up. Something was standing farther down the street, and Philip stopped dead in his tracks. His throat constricted in a gasp.

There, right in front of them, less than a 100 feet away, was something out of a nightmare. Most of all it resembled a deformed horse. It had only three legs and was thin as an old cadaver. The creature’s pale-yellow hide was stretched so tautly over its bony body that it was nearly translucent, and its gray mane fluttered like a tattered spiderweb in the late-summer breeze. The monster stared directly at Philip. Then it began to approach.

Too frightened to speak, Philip grabbed Nick, who was walking beside him.

“Ouch! Let go, Philip! That hurts! What are you doing?”

Philip pointed at the snorting three-legged horse-monster that was drawing closer. Even at a distance he could see its eyes deep in its misshapen skull. They were red as blood.

“Look!” Philip whispered in a trembling voice.

“Look at what?” Vernon asked, glancing in the direction Philip was pointing. “What’s wrong?”

Philip stared in alarm at Vernon and Nick. “Don’t you see it?”

“What are you talking about? The horse?”

“Yes!”

Nick frowned. “What about it?”

“What do you mean? Can’t you see that it’s…” Philip turned toward the terrifying beast again, and his voice fell apart.

The monstrosity was gone. Before them stood an ordinary brown horse with a black mane. A little girl wearing a riding helmet and boots sat on its back. She gave the reins a jerk, trying to make the animal obey her command. The horse snorted once, and then did as the girl wished and turned right, disappearing down the narrow path that led behind the big houses.

“What’s going on, Philip? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Nick laughed. “I’ve never heard of anyone being afraid of horses.”

“I… I’m not. I just thought… It looked as if…” He shook his head, uncomprehending. Was his mind playing tricks on him? But it had seemed so real. “I… It surprised me, that’s all. I’m just not used to seeing horses around town, that’s all.”

“We’re not exactly in town anymore,” said Vernon, nodding in the direction the horse and the girl had gone. “The riding school’s right behind those houses. Didn’t you know?”

Philip opened his mouth to respond, but didn’t get that far. Something streaked past his head, and a loud crash made his heart skip a beat.

Glancing down, he discovered that the sidewalk in front of him had vanished beneath a pile of dirt, flowers, and shards of pottery.

“Holy crap!” Vernon whispered. A single shard poked up from the pile of dirt like a coarsely carved headstone. Speaking extra slowly as if to emphasize every word, he said, “That. Was. Freakin’. Lucky.”

“If that had hit you, Philip…”

Philip looked up. They were standing in front of the last apartment building, where the suburbs began. In one of the fourth-floor windows, a gray cat sat watching them. It must have knocked over the potted plant. Just another twenty inches, and it would’ve landed right on Philip’s head.

Vernon leaned forward and picked up one of the shards. The one that looked like a headstone.

“Stupid cat!” he shouted, throwing the shard at it. The shard hit the window frame, and the cat disappeared.

“Well, we better get going before it returns with the TV and throws it at us,” Nick said. “I’m hungry for pears.”

“I don’t know if I want to walk with you anymore, Philip,” Vernon said. “First the car, now this. It’s like there’s a black cloud hanging over you.”

“Didn’t you just say I was lucky?” Philip said.

“Exactly. Which means next time it’ll be one of us taking the hit.”

They went on talking about what had happened, a conversation that developed into a rather vivid description of what might have happened to Philip if the potted plant had hit him. Vernon was certain that Philip’s head would’ve been flattened between his shoulders, while Nick was absolutely convinced that his brains would’ve sprayed out of his ears.

Soon the boys reached the first house. Just above the finely trimmed hedge were juicy green pears among the tree leaves.

“Some of the best in the city,” Nick said as they parked their bikes. “But they’re high up, and the man who lives here is as angry as an old goat, so you’ve got to keep an eye out. We can get through the hedge over there. One to climb, two to stand guard.” He held out a bag. “Who wants to go for the tree?”

You would’ve been proud of me, Satina, Philip thought, snatching the bag. “I’ll do it.”

There was a small gap in the hedge where it met the neighbor’s picket fence, and the three boys snuck into the yard. Nick and Vernon stayed near the gap, while Philip tiptoed over to the pear tree. It was a long way up to the first branch, but after a few attempts he finally got hold of it. He hoisted himself up and braced his legs against the trunk to get the rest of the way up. Then he was set.

Nick was right; they weren’t easy to reach, those pears, high up and far out on the branches. Philip kept climbing and then moved cautiously onto one of the branches. Thick and solid, the branch could easily support his weight. He plucked the pears close by and filled the bag. But there was room for more. He crawled a little farther and reached for the outermost pears, could almost reach them. Just a little farther.

A brisk wind blew. It parted the leaves around him; the sky appeared and…

… and there above the rooftops he saw the horse. It was riding on air, riding straight toward him, galloping on its three slender legs, yellow and hideous as a disease. The monster neighed, and it was a terrible sound. Like a scream of both horror and pain. The creature’s red eyes glowed and Philip, who was filled with a corrosive terror, opened his mouth to screa—

At that very moment his foot slipped. He lost his balance and tumbled sideways over the branch. His bag of pears slipped from his hand and fell through the air. He waved his arms and at the last instant grabbed the branch, clinging to it. Below him was a loud crash.

He looked up at the sky again, expecting to see the horrible creature racing toward him. But there was nothing. Only a vast cloud that, with a little imagination, might resemble a three-legged animal.

But he had seen it so clearly! He’d even heard it neigh. Or had he imagined that, too?

Philip looked down. The branch he’d crawled onto extended over the top of a greenhouse. The bag of pears had gone right through the roof, shattering the glass into thousands of pieces.

I could have died, he thought, staring down at the shards and the pears, splattered across the flagstone floor. The car and the potted plant flashed through his mind. Again. What’s going on?

This was the third time he’d felt death’s cold breath on his neck. Maybe he should just forget all this and go home before… before something else happened.

Up in the sky the cloud gently floated away. It only looked like a cloud now.

A cry of warning interrupted his thoughts. “Philip! Philip, get down! He’s coming! He’s coming!”


CHAPTER 4

A Rabbit’s Foot and a Raging Headache

Philip let himself into the apartment and collapsed against the door. What a day! Two strange optical illusions and three near-death experiences in less than an hour. Four if you counted running from the man whose greenhouse he’d smashed. It was almost as though someone was out to get him.

After they got away from the man, who’d chased them through most of the neighborhood, Philip called it a day. Vernon might say Philip was lucky, but Philip wouldn’t call it lucky being so close to dying three times in a single afternoon, and he had no desire to challenge fate one more time. So he made a long detour around the train tracks as he walked his bike home; he didn’t want to get stuck in the tracks at the very instant a train came roaring toward him. Also, he only crossed the streets when the light was green, and he made sure to look carefully each way before crossing. He kept an eye out for the strange horse creature that he’d now seen twice, but the beast didn’t reappear.

Putting down his backpack, he discovered his mother’s purse leaning against the cabinet in the entryway. Was she already home?

“Mom?” He peered in to the kitchen and the living room. Both rooms were empty. “Mom?”

This time, a half-strangled croak responded with a single word, “Hi.”

Philip went down the hall and opened the bedroom door. His mother lay in bed. She was under the blanket, but her arm was sticking out as if she didn’t have the strength to lift it.

“Is it bad?” he asked, sitting down on the bed.

She nodded, and he saw the pain in her face. She had always suffered from migraines, but lately the bouts had been more frequent. Philip hated to see her like this.

“Where have you been?” she asked, stroking his hair.

“Hanging out with some guys from class.”

His answer made her smile. She knew Philip had never had it easy in school, and she was glad he was finally making friends. “What did you boys do?”

“Nothing special,” he said.

“You’ve cut yourself.”

“Have I?” He touched his cheek. She was right. He shrugged. “I must have done that at recess. We were playing tag.” He didn’t tell her that he’d nearly fallen from the pear tree. Or that he was nearly conked on the head by a potted plant. Or that he was nearly hit by a car. His mother worried enough about him as it was. Three months before Philip was born, his father was hit by a car on his way to the bakery early one Sunday morning. Although they’d never talked about it, Philip knew how much his mother feared that he would one day vanish like his father. She never sent Philip to the bakery.

What would she say if she knew, that he had actually been run over and died just before last year’s summer break? Even though he’d spent a few weeks in Hell before he was sent back to life, only two brief seconds had passed on earth, and his mother never even realized he’d been gone.

“Give me a hug before I fall asleep,” she said. Her eyes were misty; she was in so much pain that she couldn’t look at him properly.

He gave her a hug.

“Do you still have that ugly rabbit thingy around your neck?” she asked when he pulled away. She wrinkled her nose.

Glancing down, he saw the lump under his T-shirt, where the rabbit’s foot rested against his chest. He nodded. “It’s a good luck charm,” he said, wondering whether that was what had saved him three times today.

“It’s creepy,” she said. “I think you should throw it away. I gave you another necklace. It’s a good luck charm, too.” Philip’s birthday was a little less than a month ago. His mother had given him a silver chain with a cross. She’d hoped he would get rid of the rabbit’s foot.

“I’m wearing that, too,” he said. “But I’m keeping the rabbit’s foot.”

“But it reeks, Philip. Can’t you smell it? It smells charred.”

“I think it smells good.”

She shook her head. But just barely. The pain was too strong. “Where did you say you got it?”

“I got it from a…” He fell silent a moment as the memories brought a smile to his lips. “… a good friend.”

“A good friend?” she repeated. “I would call him a bad friend if he gives you such a nasty gift.”

Philip couldn’t help but laugh. The Devil himself had given him the rabbit’s foot. “You’re right, Mom. I guess you could call him that.”

She yawned, and her eyes slid half closed. “I’m tired, Philip.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

She shook her head, and her eyes closed all the way. “I just want to sleep a few hours. Hopefully it’ll pass.”

“I’ll do my homework. Call if you need me.”

She didn’t respond.

Philip watched her for a while; it pained him to see her like this. Just as he was about to stand up, his eyes landed on the small photograph on the nightstand. He picked it up and ran his fingers across the heart-shaped frame. The photo had been taken more than fourteen years ago, a few days before his father’s death. It showed his parents, hugging and smiling at the camera, at Philip. In the picture, his mother was clearly pregnant.

The start of a little family that never came to be.

What if his dad hadn’t gone to the bakery that morning? What if he’d left just ten seconds earlier? Or ten seconds later? Then everything would be different now. They would be together, all three of them, and Philip would have a real father instead of an imaginary one who only visited him when the world became too sad, and who could do nothing more than listen.

But life—or was it death?—had willed it otherwise. There was nothing that could be done about it. Some things couldn’t be changed.

Philip put the photograph back on the nightstand and headed for the door. Just as he was about to leave the bedroom, he heard his mother mumble something that made him freeze in his tracks. He whirled around and reached the bed in three quick steps.

“What did you say, Mom? What did you say?”

But she said nothing. She was asleep. Her breath was heavy and deep. She must have been talking in her sleep.

It took all of his self-control not to wake her up and ask what she’d said. What she’d meant. But she probably wouldn’t know. Probably wouldn’t even remember it.

But Philip had heard. He’d heard it as clearly as he now heard his own pounding heart.

The three-legged horse, she’d said, her voice quivering as though she was freezing. Or was afraid. The three-legged horse is coming.


CHAPTER 5

A Cry for Help

Something is out to get him. He doesn’t know what or who it is. All he knows is that it’s trying to kill him.

He runs—no, he flees down an empty street. There’s no one around, he’s all alone. But this assumption couldn’t be more wrong. Because something is after him. And he can feel it getting closer.

A sudden scream behind him. The sound is awful and cuts him like a knife. He whirls around and sees the three-legged horse at the end of the road. Another scream and now he recognizes the sound. It’s the horse neighing. It rears up and kicks at the air with its one foreleg.

At the same instant something taps his shoulder, and he knows he’s a goner. The thing that is after him—whatever it is—has caught up with him. He turns and stares directly into…

A powerful thunderclap made Philip’s bed tremble and woke him abruptly from his nightmare. He sat up, gasping for air.

The rain lashed against the windowpane behind the curtain with such force that he was amazed the glass didn’t shatter. Then a bolt of lightning, a bright flash between the curtains, filling the room with stripes of black and white. It was immediately followed by thunder. The storm must be directly above.

He climbed out of bed, walked to the window, and pulled back the curtains.

The night was pure chaos. The rain was pouring down, the wind was howling and shaking the trees, making them look like living creatures squirming in the night. The sky was scorched with lightning, and the world shifted between light and dark.

On the playground the swings were swinging back and forth, the seesaw was clattering up and down, the soccer goal was knocked over, and…

Philip’s gaze landed on the huge tree in the center of the courtyard, and with furrowed brow, he leaned closer to the windowpane.

A small, hunchbacked figure stood beneath the tree, holding something that resembled a cane.

His heart began to beat faster. The figure… It reminded him of someone…

Then came another crack of lightning, and in the sharp brightness the deathly pale face appeared.

“Mortimer,” Philip whispered, feeling the floor shift beneath his feet as he stared through the rain at the ancient man he’d last seen in the Devil’s study. What on earth was he doing here? What was Death doing out in the courtyard in this terrible storm?

The old man, who was so slight and thin, it was a wonder the wind didn’t blow him away, raised an arm and waved at Philip. He appeared to shout something.

Philip opened the window and had to squeeze his eyes shut when the wind and rain lashed against his face. He heard Mortimer’s voice far away, but the words vanished in the storm.

“I can’t hear you!” Philip cried out, wiping the rain from his face. “You need to shout louder!”

Mortimer put his hands to his mouth and tried again. This time a mighty thunderclap swallowed his voice, and only the final word reached Philip’s ears as the thunder faded. “… help!”

Mortimer waved again, and it occurred to Philip that he wasn’t waving to him, but at him. Indicating that Philip should come down. And be quick about it.

“I’m coming!” Philip closed the window and pulled on a pair of pants. He couldn’t just ignore someone if they needed help, even if that someone was Death himself.

He ran to the entryway, stepped into his shabby sneakers, and hurried out the door. He took the stairwell three steps at a time. They lived on the fourth floor, and he was almost all the way down when he missed a step; his right foot twisted, and for a moment it felt as though his ankle was on fire. The stairwell vanished from underneath him as he stumbled. But he was lucky. At the last moment his fumbling hand grabbed hold of the railing and broke his fall.

His foot hurt when he put his weight on it, and he figured it was sprained. But he ignored the pain in the excitement of the moment and limped out the backdoor and into the courtyard.

Another flash of lightning cracked the night sky as Philip hobbled toward Mortimer, who stood below the tall tree. The old man was making strange swinging movements, and Philip realized it wasn’t a cane he was holding, but something he was using to chop the tree trunk. Over and over. An ax?

The rain whipped down with such force that it hurt, and Philip was instantly soaked.

Death continued to chop at the tree trunk. Faster and faster now. It seemed completely manic. Through the raging storm Philip could hear the man’s raspy breath. He was gasping like a dying man.

“Mortimer, what’s going o—”

Philip was startled by a crash of thunder so powerful that he feared the sky would tear in half. He looked up, half expecting to see a long rift in the arch of black sky. When he turned back toward the tree, Mortimer was gone.

Philip glanced around, but Death was nowhere to be seen. The courtyard was empty. How was that possible? He’d seen him standing right there!

Philip hobbled over to the tree. In the mud he saw the old man’s footprints. Quickly, they were washed away by the rain. But he had been there—it wasn’t just Philip’s imagination.

“Mortimer?”

The voice replied immediately. It was as hoarse and cracked as the old tree Philip stood beneath. “Finally, my friend,” it said. “Finally.”

Philip turned and stared into Death’s bloodshot eyes. Then he saw that the ancient man wasn’t alone, and Philip’s heart filled with ice. For there, right beside him—Oh God!

At the sight of the three-legged horse Philip recoiled, as another bolt of lightning cracked the dark sky. The horse’s red eyes sparkled in the icy light, and the beast almost looked like it was smiling.

Then the lightning struck the tree, and it severed the trunk, as if a giant ax had split it in two. Something slammed into Philip’s head, and the world went black and silent.


CHAPTER 6

Between Heaven and Hell

First darkness. Dense, heavy darkness.

Then it was as if the blackness cleared a little. Even though it was still impossible to see anything.

Philip immediately knew where he was. He’d been here before. On the long, long stairwell that led all the way down to Hell.

A few seconds later, he realized that he was wrong. This wasn’t the same place as before. Not entirely. He wasn’t standing on the stairwell to Hell, but right beside the door that led to it. The thick, iron-studded wooden door was open, and Philip could see the first ten or twelve steps leading down into the all-consuming blackness.

Peering around, he discovered a similar door behind him. It too stood open, revealing another stairwell. But this stairwell was different. The steps were narrow, uneven, and covered with moss. And whereas the stairwell to Hell had several hundred steps heading downward, this stairwell had only seven steps heading up.

The stairway to Heaven, Philip thought and felt a shiver down his spine. Approaching it cautiously, he stared at the roughly carved words engraved on each step. Superbia was etched on the first.

“Pride,” Philip mumbled. Kneeling, he ran a finger across the eight letters. His body trembled, and he felt a tug at his heart—as if something were being pulled out of him. He couldn’t help but smile.

He looked at the other words. Like the first, they were notched in a foreign language, but Philip recognized them from his time as Lucifer’s apprentice. They were the seven deadly sins.

He glanced back and forth between the two doors. The first time he came, he’d been stuck on the stairwell to Hell, a locked door behind him, and he’d had no choice but to walk down. But now what? Both doors were open. Did that mean he could choose which way to go?

If so, it wasn’t a hard choice.

And yet… yet it was. Because ever since leaving Hell, he’d missed Satina and, inwardly, hoped that he would one day—or rather, one night—see her again. Here was his chance. But if he took the seven steps stairwell that opportunity would be gone. Maybe even forever.

What should he choose? Heaven or Hell?

He hesitated, his gaze shifting from one stairwell to the other and back again. Then a clear memory popped into his head, and in an instant his decision was made.

Your father is in Heaven, said his mother’s voice. Philip was no more than five years old, and he loved to hear about his father, whom he’d never met. He’s looking out for us and making sure we’re doing well.

Philip turned his back on the stairway to Hell and started toward the seven steps. But he only made it one step before a familiar voice called out behind him:

“Philip! Philip!”

He whirled around and saw Satina dashing up the stairs, waving eagerly. He was overwhelmed by a feeling of joy and ran to meet her.

Right then the door to Heaven slammed shut with a loud bang. Philip hardly noticed. He met Satina on the threshold to the eternal darkness, and they fell into each other’s arms.

“You’re finally here!” she said, and Philip felt his immediate joy giving way to shyness at looking into her midnight-blue eyes. Satina looked exactly like he remembered her: prettier than a sunset. Only her horns had changed; they had grown, and the tips now poked through her black bangs. “I’ve been waiting for you all night. Where have you been?”

“I’ve been…” He hesitated a little and shrugged, not quite understanding the question. “I’ve been alive.”

“Well, yeah. Of course.” Satina looked at him, and once again Philip’s cheeks flushed. “You’ve grown.”

“It’s been half a year,” he said.

She shook her head. “Only for you. For me it’s only been—let me see, what does it equal in your time?—two months, I think.”

Philip realized what she meant. Since his return to life, Satina had “visited” him several times. Philip hadn’t been able to see her—only hear her—but Satina had seen him. He reminisced and nodded, smiling. “There was that time you tempted me to keep the money in the wallet that I found on the street. That was the last time I heard from you.”

“You just ignored the money and returned the wallet to its owner.” Satina sighed sadly. Just as Lucifer often did during Philip’s apprenticeship in evil.

“He gave me a fifteen-dollar reward.”

“But there were forty-five dollars in the wallet! You could have… Oh, never mind! I can see why you gave Lucifer gray hair. It’s impossible to tempt you into anything!”

“Sorry.” He stared at her. “Is that why I haven’t heard from you for so long?”

She shook her head. “That’s not the only reason. I got caught.”

“Caught? By whom?”

“By your tempter. I’m not apprenticed yet, so I’m actually not allowed to go up to the surface.”

“My tempter?” Philip repeated, surprised. “You mean the one who tries to get me to do bad things?”
“Ever since you were born,” she said, nodding. “And has failed ever since you were born. The only reason he didn’t catch me before was that he’d pretty much given up on you these past few years. You never listened anyway. I understand why he’d give up. It’s no fun being ignored all the time.”

“Sorry,” he said again. “But you weren’t exactly the easiest person to talk to, either. Sometimes I didn’t know if it was you talking, or just thoughts in my head. Why didn’t you visit me in person? So we could’ve talked to each other.”

“I wanted to, but do you realize how hard it is to summon yourself physically? It’s not in the curriculum until ninetieth grade. The same goes for possession. I can only do really simple creatures. I tried at one point, but all I managed to possess was a dumb mosquito.”

“You visited me… as a mosquito?” Philip shook his head at the odd thought.

“And you know what you did? You swatted me dead!”

“Oops.” He grinned. “I didn’t know it was you. But you should have been there today. At school, I mean. You could easily have made me start a fight. I was so close to punching him.”

“Who?”

“Martin. The guy with the spider in his pencil case, remember? You were the one who made me do that.”

“I remember. That was probably one of the last times you listened to what I had to say. What had he done?”

“Let the air out of my bike tires.”

“Hmm. I wonder who made him do that?” she said, speculatively. “Yes, you’re right. I should have been there. But I’ve been going up and down the stairwell all night waiting for you. I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

“Why have I been brought back?” he asked, nodding at the steep stairwell. “Is Lucifer sick again?”

“Lucifer? No, not at all, he’s livelier than ever. You’d never guess someone had tried to kill him. I can’t recall ever seeing him in such high spirits, which is especially good news for Lucifax.”

“What do you mean?”

“Lucifax used to be flayed alive at least once a week, whenever Lucifer got mad at something. Now that rarely happens more than once a month. It’s as if he’s not quite as evil as he once was. Maybe the poison infected him after all. Although I think it’s because of you, Philip. There is talk about you down here, you know. What you did. What you prevented from happening.”

Philip cleared his throat, a little bashful. He didn’t like to be praised, and it made him feel kind of strange to know that he was a topic of conversation among devils and demons in Hell. “What about Aziel? Has anyone heard from him?”

“Shh,” Satina hushed, glancing around as if she was afraid someone might have overheard. “He’s been banished, and it’s forbidden to speak his name! If Lucifer hears you, he’ll send you directly into the Lake of Fire. No, no one has seen or heard anything from him or his mother since Lucifer threw them out of Hell. They’ve vanished into the darkness of Outer Reach.”

For Philip, those words brought back the memory of the closing ceremony of the Festival of Tricks. It had been a rather dramatic affair. The night before, Philip had revealed that Aziel was behind the attempted assassination of Lucifer. To everyone’s surprise—including Aziel’s—it turned out that his own mother had played a part in the conspiracy, and in front of all the guests, they were banished to the impenetrable darkness outside the massive walls of Hell.

“Grumblebeard hasn’t seen them, even though he lives right on the border of Outer Reach,” Satina continued. “He says hello, by the way. I’ve visited him a few times tonight while waiting for you.”

“How’s he doing?” Philip asked. Thinking about the gatekeeper, who lived in the black cottage in the outer court of Hell, made him smile.

“He’s doing well. He was a little peeved when I last left him, because he’d just had an argument with a suicide bomber who was certain he had every right to enter Paradise. But other than that, he’s doing well. He seems a little distracted these days and has screwed up a few times—sending people to the wrong punishment and so on. I think it’s because he’s in love.”

“In love?” Philip nearly choked on the words. He had a hard time imagining anyone as large and frightening as Grumblebeard falling in love.

“That’s how he acts, anyway. Walking around humming and smiling all the time, rambling on about the splendid screams of the condemned.”

“Who’s he in love with?”

“Don’t know, but I’m almost certain it’s someone he met at the closing ceremony.”

“I look forward to seeing him,” Philip said. Then he remembered that he still didn’t know why he’d been brought back. “If Lucifer didn’t send for me, who did?”

“Mortimer,” Satina replied with a shiver. “He came by yesternight to ask if I would meet you when you arrived. Mom was the one who opened the door, and she got such a shock when she saw who was asking for me.”

“Understandable.”

“At first, she refused to get me, and Mortimer had to explain to her several times that since devils are immortal he hadn’t come for me for that. He told me that you were on the way, and asked if I would meet you so you didn’t go to the wrong place.” She pointed at Heaven’s closed door. “He thought you would be here by nightfall, but he was wrong, weirdly enough. Death is usually someone you can rely on.”

“He tried really hard,” Philip mumbled, thinking of all the times he’d nearly lost his life. And those were just the incidents he was aware of. Maybe Death had tried other times. Behind street corners he’d never turned down because he’d chosen to go steal pears. On bike paths he never rode on because Martin had let the air out of his tires. But anyone who grapples with Death is bound to lose at some point, and in the end Mortimer had gotten him. He recalled the sound of the ancient man’s voice through the rain and claps of thunder. He had shouted for help. “But why? What am I supposed to help him with?”

“He didn’t say, but he looked kind of serious.” She shrugged. “But of course, he always looks that way. I promised to bring you to his house.”

“His house?” Now it was Philip who felt his skin crawl. “Are we going to Death’s house?”

Satina nodded, but Philip could see her hesitate, and when he looked into her blue-black eyes, he caught a glimpse of something he hadn’t noticed before. He remembered how Satina once told him that even though devils were immortal, they were still kind of afraid of the small, hunchbacked man with the merciless gaze, and that was what he saw in her eyes: Fear.

“I don’t like it either,” she said, staring at her feet. “But he made me promise.”

“So what? Devils are known for breaking their promises.”

She shook her head, and he saw the fear in her eyes expand with every word. “Not to Death, Philip. Never to Death.”

He glanced around. “Where does he live?”

“There.” She pointed at the darkness between the two stairwells. “He said it was just straight ahead.”

They stood a while, staring into the silent, massive shadows.

“What does it look like? The place where he lives?” Philip asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been there.”

He looked at her. Tried to smile fearlessly, but couldn’t. “So, let’s go find it.”

Satina took a deep breath, and together they walked past the stairwells and deeper into the darkness that wrapped itself around them. Behind them the door to Hell slammed shut. The sound faded, leaving a ringing silence.

The darkness wasn’t quite complete, though. Philip could still see fifteen or twenty feet ahead, and he could easily see Satina, who walked beside him. But that, on the other hand, was all he could see, because there was nothing else. Only darkness, darkness, and more darkness. Their steps sounded like a quiet rustling in the shadows, and Philip recalled that…

“My foot doesn’t hurt anymore!” he exclaimed, then quickly covered his mouth with his hand. His voice seemed uncomfortably loud in the black silence.

“What are you talking about?” Satina looked at him, puzzled.

“My foot. I twisted it just before I came here. I thought I’d sprained it, but it doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“Of course it doesn’t,” she said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You’re dead, remember.”

“Oh yeah,” he mumbled, thinking how this also explained why his clothes weren’t drenched from the rain.

They walked on, and soon something appeared ahead of them. Another door. It stood out as the only thing there in the darkness, surrounded by a wall of shadows. The wood was rotten, and the doorknob was nearly corroded by rust, as if the door was seldom used.

Philip and Satina glanced at each other. Then Philip raised a clenched fist and knocked.

The sound drowned in the stillness.

Nothing happened.

Philip knocked again. Harder, this time.

Still nothing.

“Strange,” Satina said. “He said he would be home.”

“Maybe this isn’t the right place,” Philip suggested and shuddered at the thought of what might be behind the door.

Satina shook her head. “It must be here.”

“If you’re sure.” He tried the doorknob, which turned soundlessly, and stared at Satina. “It’s not locked.”

“Then… then we’d better enter,” she said.

Philip nodded and was just about to push the door all the way open when he felt Satina’s hand glide into his. It didn’t make him less nervous, but it did make him feel a little more courageous. Decisively he pushed open the door, and together the two friends entered Death’s domain.


CHAPTER 7

The Kingdom of Death

Philip didn’t know what he’d expected to find on the other side of the door, but it wasn’t this.

They were in a forest. Or more precisely: what had once been a forest. Now it was withered and dead.

On either side of Philip and Satina, stunted, leafless trees stretched like praying creatures reaching up with a thousand slender fingers. Heavy clouds scuttled slowly across the darkening sky. It was twilight, and the shadows were long and gray. The withered leaves quivered in the cold wind, making dry, crackling noises.

Otherwise it was completely silent.

No birds, no animals, nothing.

No colors, no life, nothing.

All was dark and dull and so gloomy that it filled Philip with sorrow. He felt like just sitting down and starting to cry.

A narrow gravel path parted a thick carpet of fallen leaves on the forest floor. The path started at the door and vanished in between the bare trees, writhing in the icy wind.

Philip turned around. Beyond the door the dead forest continued for as far as the eye could see. The treetops wove into each other like one gigantic spiderweb beneath the dark, cloudy sky.

“Scary place,” Satina said. Her voice quavered a little. “Completely dead and… and…”

“And fall-like,” Philip concluded, rubbing his bare arms, which were speckled with goosebumps. He was wearing only his thin T-shirt, and the wind cut straight to the bone. He was already shaking from the cold.

“Here.” Satina stood beside him and wrapped her cape around him. “It’s big enough for both of us.”

“T-thanks,” he stammered, pulling the material tighter around him. It helped some. He squinted at the sky. It seemed it might rain at any moment. “The sun has set. We’d better find him before it gets too dark.”

They started down the path. The gravel crunched loudly beneath their shoes.

Soon the trees thinned out, and the path led them down into a small, open valley flanked by yellow hills. Yellow because the grass here was just as withered as the trees of the forest. Twilight transformed the valley into one huge shadow.

The valley of the shadow of Death, Philip thought, gazing at the tiny half-timbered house at the foot of the hills. Light emerged through one window, and the wind shredded the wispy smoke that curled from the chimney. But I will fear no evil.

The path ran straight to the chipped gate and continued into a yard that was just as decayed as everything else in this world. Near the house grazed the three-legged horse.

Philip stood staring at the misshapen creature. The horse reared its head and regarded Philip with its flaming-red eyes. Then it shook its neck and whinnied briefly—almost like a greeting—and once again turned its attention to the withered grass.

“That… horse,” Philip whispered, grabbing Satina. “I’ve seen it before.”

She nodded as if she wasn’t at all surprised. “It’s Mortimer’s horse. It’s called the Hel Horse. If you see it, it means Death is coming for you. You wouldn’t believe it by the look of it, but I’ve heard it rides like the wind.”

“I can’t believe it’s even standing up,” Philip said. “It looks more dead than alive.”

They hurried past the scrawny, pale-yellow beast, across the yard, and up to the door. The house wasn’t a pretty sight, either. The paint was flaking in several places, the wall was cracked, and the thatched roof smelled rotten. It was a ghost house.

Philip knocked.

At first the same thing happened as when they’d knocked on the forest door: nothing.

He looked at Satina, who shrugged. Then he knocked again.

Still no reply.

“Well, we’ve done what we could,” Satina said, and Philip could hear the relief in her voice. She stepped backward. “We should probably get go—”

“Coming!” came a hoarse voice from inside the house. The shout was followed by a clink of keys. “Oh, which one is it? This one is to Asgard, and this one is to Yomi, I remember those. Maybe this one… No, what about this one? Just a moment!” Various keys were tried until finally there was a click and the lock popped. The door opened, and Death appeared.

He was smaller than Philip remembered. Skinnier and frailer. Older somehow.

No, not older, Philip thought. But tired. He looks tired.

Mortimer’s thin hair was rumpled, and his bifocals sat a little cockeyed on his hooked nose. His wrinkled face was unshaven and the color of ash. He was wearing a shirt unbuttoned at the collar and a pair of pants held up by shabby suspenders.

Mortimer smiled at the sight of them, but the smile didn’t at all extend to his stone-gray eyes. They were eyes that had seen so much death that they themselves had died.

“I’m sorry you had to wait,” Mortimer said, suppressing a yawn. “It’s never happened before, but I must have fallen asleep. And then these dumb keys… I don’t usually lock the door, so I can never remember which keys are to which door. But enough of that.” He fell silent a moment, and Philip shrank under his steely gaze. Then Death’s expression softened, and some of the old man’s smile reached his eyes.

“You finally came, Philip,” he sighed.


CHAPTER 8

A Terrible Crime

“Well, let’s get out of the doorway. The wind has sharp teeth tonight. Come in.” Mortimer stepped aside so the two could enter the small foyer. The only pieces of furniture here were an oval mirror, a chest of drawers, and a coatrack. On one coat hanger hung the dust-colored jacket that matched Mortimer’s pants, on the other hung a long cowl, black as a grave.

Philip blew on his hands and rubbed them. Though it wasn’t much warmer inside the house than outside, at least the wind didn’t bite, and that helped some.

“May I offer you a cup of tea or coffee? You’ve come a long way.” Mortimer closed the door and locked it. He hung the giant key ring, thick with what Philip figured were several hundred keys, on the hook between two coat hangers. There were rusty keys, shiny keys, keys as tiny as toothpicks, and keys as large as meat cleavers. Some looked like ordinary bike keys, while others were so ornately decorated that you almost couldn’t help but reach out and touch them. They must be keys to other underworlds, Philip reckoned, feeling dizzy by the prospect of there being so many.

Philip and Satina both requested a cup of tea, and Mortimer showed them into the living room. Then he went off to the kitchen.

The fire was lit in the woodstove. But though the flames were crackling, there seemed to be no warmth in them. It was just as cold here as a basement in winter.

“Death’s house,” Satina whispered. “Just wait until I tell my classmates about this.”

“If I told mine, they’d put me in a straightjacket,” Philip mumbled, glancing around, fascinated.

A tall bookcase made of dark wood ran much of the length of one wall. On one of the shelves was a pipe rack and a black rotary telephone; the rest were heavy with dusty books. Beside the bookcase was a ragged armchair next to the room’s only window. Through the window Philip could see the hills and the bare treetops. He couldn’t see the Hel Horse anywhere, and for that he was grateful. Wind whipped through the valley with unabated strength, causing the entire house to creak—making it sound like it was in pain.

Above a moth-eaten couch hung an old clock—which had stopped—and a long and murderous-looking scythe leaned against the fireplace. The bright blade shone in the glow of the flames. But what really caught Philip’s attention was something resting on a small table beside the armchair.

A chessboard. But it was no ordinary board.

The pieces weren’t really pieces, but small creatures of every shape and size, carved in a material that Philip didn’t recognize. The black pieces were ugly beasts, one more terrible and loathsome than the next: a dragon-like monster with seven heads, a snake with fangs like daggers, an odd creature with a madman’s face but the body of a lion and a tail like a scorpion. And many others. It gave him the creeps.

He felt instantly better about the white pieces. Unicorns, sphinxes, a knight in armor, a giant, a dwarf, a porcupine, and…

Astonished, Philip picked up the last white pawn. It was the most ordinary piece on the entire board, and yet there was something about it that made it more special than all the rest; it was shaped like a boy, just like himself. The boy stared gravely at Philip—as if he didn’t care to be picked up.

“Make sure you don’t drop it,” Mortimer said. He had reappeared with a tray with three mugs. “That’s an important piece. Maybe the most important of all.”

Carefully, Philip set down the white pawn. “It’s a nice set. And a little creepy,” he said. “Who made the pieces?”

“Lucifer and Jehovah,” Mortimer replied, setting the tray on the table beside the chessboard.

“Jehovah?” Philip whispered to Satina.

“God,” she said.

“They’ve only played once, but what a battle it was! It raged for days. I remember Lucifer complaining about the cold, so I let him use my old cowl. After all, he’s used to warmer temperatures. By the way…” Mortimer left the living room and returned a moment later with the black cowl. He handed it to Philip. “It may be a little long for you, but it’s at least warmer than that thin shirt you’re wearing. You can’t die from the cold, of course, but still. Besides, I don’t use it anymore. People just got too scared, and it’s not my job to frighten. Just to… collect.”

Philip hesitantly accepted Death’s old robe and put it on. The coarse fabric enveloped him snugly, immediately warming him. The cowl smelled of dust and age. And slightly of sulfur, which in some strange way seemed to calm him.

The Angel of Death, he thought and couldn’t help but smile and shudder. “Thanks.”

“Who won the chess game?” Satina asked. “God or the Devil?”

Mortimer furrowed his brow as he considered. Then he shook his head. “Can’t remember. But I was also pretty busy at the time. I wasn’t actually the one playing, but I… I played a role, you might say.” An odd smile appeared on his lips at the memory, and the flames in the woodstove formed dark shadows in his wrinkled face. Then he blinked away the memory. “Well, here you go. Two teas and one coffee for me. I hope you don’t use milk or sugar, because I have neither.”

Philip used both milk and sugar, but he said nothing and accepted the mug Death handed him. He took a sip and nearly spat out the tea; it was already ice cold. But he forced himself to swallow, because he could feel Mortimer’s eyes on him.

“You weren’t easy to get hold of,” the old man said. By the tone of his voice, it sounded like an accusation. “I started in the morning. Water on the bathroom floor, food in your throat. But you didn’t slip in the water, and you just coughed up what you were supposed to choke on. The whole day went by like that. It was driving me crazy.”

“Sorry,” Philip said sarcastically, irritated that Mortimer sat there talking about his death with the same indifference as if he were discussing the weather. “Next time I’ll let you kill me the first time.”

Mortimer ignored him and went on: “Finally I realized that I couldn’t do it on my own, and I went to Lucifer for his help. He owed me a favor, as you’ll recall.”

“A favor?” Philip snorted. “For what? You killed the wrong boy!”

“Lucifer wanted an heir, and he got one. You weren’t the right boy, Philip, but you became the right boy. And I can see that you haven’t forgotten everything the old devil taught you.” Mortimer stared at the bumps on Philip’s forehead. “That’s why I didn’t fetch you myself when you arrived. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to get you to come with me—that you would take the stairs to Paradise instead. So, I asked Satina to meet you. I figured that she could lure you here easily. I was right.”

“I didn’t lure him here at all,” Satina protested. “Philip came on his own.”

“Is that so?” Mortimer raised his brows. “On his own? Lucifer will be happy to hear that.”

“We were talking about the favor,” Philip said, trying to conceal his blushing cheeks. “How did Lucifer pay back your ‘favor’?”

“By making one of his demons, a vargar, call forth a powerful storm,” Death said. “With lightning and thunder we were able to do what I couldn’t on my own. Though even here I had some trouble. I needed to chop the tree with my old scythe to make sure it fell the right way. It almost killed me!” He chuckled at his own joke. His laughter made the hair on Philip’s arms rise; it was hoarse, dry, and frighteningly cold, like decaying leaves rustling in the fall wind. It was a dead sound.

“But why?” he asked. “Why did you bring me back? And why was it so difficult?”

Mortimer’s laughter stopped abruptly.

“Two questions with the same answer,” he said, setting his coffee mug down. His hand shook faintly, Philip noticed. “Because the reason that you were able to stay alive as long as you did is the very reason that I’ve brought you here.” He sighed heavily and closed his eyes. Closed them for so long that Philip almost thought he’d fallen asleep. Then he opened his eyes again, slowly, and the gray eyes looked mournfully at Philip. “My die was stolen.”

“Your die?” Philip repeated, surprised, and automatically gazed at Mortimer’s chest, where the hundred-sided die should have hung from a silver necklace. One of the two great dice. Death’s die. The one that gave newborns their life-years. But there was no necklace. No die. “When?”

“About two weeks ago. At first, I thought I’d misplaced it, that I’d put it somewhere. I searched the entire house before I realized.”

“Realized what?” Satina asked.

“That the front door was ajar. Someone had been here. Someone had been here and had stolen my die while I slept.”

“Do you have any idea who it might be?”

Mortimer shook his head. “I have no clue. But it must be someone who knows me well. Knows my habits. I sleep just once a year, you see. On April thirty-first, when spring has arrived, Vita’s working overtime, and everything is in bloom. That’s when I get my deep sleep. You remember Vita, right Philip?”

Philip nodded. He remembered Vita very well. She was Mortimer’s sister. Philip had met her the last time he was in Hell. She was the one who brought him back to life. She was life.

Then it hit him, exactly what Mortimer had said, and he counted the months on his knuckles. January, February, March, April. No, there weren’t 31 days in April. And another thing…

“You said the die was stolen two weeks ago,” he said. “But half a year has passed since April?”

“For you, yes,” Death replied. “But time is different down here, remember.”

“Oh yeah,” Philip said, a little irritated for not figuring that out himself. Hadn’t he just determined there was no such thing as April 31st? Of course, time was different down here. Everything was different down here.

“This is a calamity!” The old man stood and began to pace the floor, shaking his head in despair. “Without my die, every child born in the world will be immortal. The consequences will be horrific for those poor people, who won’t have death to look forward to.”

“Death isn’t exactly something people look forward to, is it?” objected Philip cautiously.

Mortimer paused, staring at him. “Yes, it is,” he said in a voice verging on a snarl. “They just don’t know it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“And Lucifer said you were such a bright boy. But then again, he is the Father of Lies,” Death muttered. He moved to the window and looked out at the evening darkness as it sank swiftly across the bleak countryside. “Many people would say the same thing, Philip. That death is something terrible, a necessary evil best avoided.”

“Well… isn’t it?”

“No!” shouted Mortimer, startling both Philip and Satina. His old eyes sparkled. “I’m humanity’s greatest fear because there’s no greater fear than that of death. But that’s not the way it should be! The truth is, people don’t realize just how much they should appreciate me. Death isn’t an unfortunate consequence of life; on the contrary, Death is what makes life worth living. Men and women value only that which they might lose. Don’t you see? Without death, life is uninteresting and utterly meaningless.”

Philip didn’t entirely understand what Mortimer was saying. And yet… maybe he did. “It’s like what Lucifer said. Without evil there is no good. You can’t have one without the other. And the same goes for life and death?”

“Exactly!” Mortimer thrust out his arms. “Without death, the joy of life is killed by life itself! And that’s not even the worst of it. How would the world look in just fifty years? Think about all those poor wretches who’ve been seriously injured, but whose heart continues to beat. Victims of traffic accidents, of earthquakes, fires, floods. Terrible, terrible! The world would be populated by living corpses who wish for nothing more than the peace that comes with death, but their wishes would never be fulfilled. Can you imagine that?”

Satina said nothing, but Philip had to swallow twice. Yes, he could imagine it. He could see it all too clearly, and he could feel the nausea burbling in his gut at the frightening scenario Death described.

“When you roll your die,” Philip said, “what happens exactly?”

“That’s a huge question,” Death said, gazing deeply into his eyes. “Can your mind handle the answer?”

“Try me.”

“When the die is cast, the sand begins to run.”

Philip glanced at Satina, who shook her head to show she didn’t understand either. “What do you mean?”

Mortimer stepped slowly toward him. Shadows covered his face like a black spiderweb. His eyes were concealed in darkness.

“Are you afraid, Philip?” he asked. His voice was dry as the fire crackling in the woodstove. “Are you afraid of death?”

Philip’s first impulse was to nod. Because he was afraid of Death, afraid of this odd, ancient man who’d been around since the origins of life, who had seen civilizations rise and fall, who had seen so many ghastly things that it had snuffed out the light in his eyes. But he surprised himself by shaking his head. “No. I’m not afraid. I’m already dead.”

Mortimer seemed to consider this response carefully. Then his mouth twisted into a wry smile.

“Come along,” he said. “I will show you something no human being has ever seen.”


CHAPTER 9

In Death’s Basement

Hesitantly, Philip and Satina followed Mortimer into the foyer. He grabbed the candle from the chest of drawers and continued to a tall, narrow door. Behind the door, a steep and winding stairwell appeared, leading downward. It vanished into the darkness of the basement.

“More stairs,” Philip muttered.

From his pocket Mortimer drew a box of matches. He opened it and sighed in irritation. “Empty.” Then he seemed to recall something, and he held the candle out to Satina. “Will you…?”

Satina nodded, leaned closer to the light, and snorted. Two small flames shot from of her nostrils and lit the black wick.

“Thank you,” Death said and headed down the stairwell.

Philip stared at her in surprise.

“Gragorns spit fire,” she said, shrugging. “It’s something I’ve inherited from my dad. He was very proud when I did it the first time. Even though I set fire to the curtains in our living room. Mom thought he did it, and she was furious.”

“I can imagine,” Philip said, smiling to himself at the thought of Satina’s pretty mother yelling at the enormous beast that was Satina’s father. Demeona was a tempter like Satina, but her father was a gragorn—an executioner who lashed his whip at condemned souls.

“Are you coming?” Mortimer’s voice sounded from the darkness, and they descended the stairwell. They caught up with the old man and continued downward. The steps creaked ominously beneath them—or rather, beneath Philip and Satina. When Mortimer set his feet down, there wasn’t a sound. As if he was as weightless as the shadows that skulked around them.

The stairwell curled like a spiral into the depths, and darkness soon gave way to a slight glimmer. It was a flickering light, continually changing color.

Mortimer turned around.

“We’re almost there,” he said, looking from one to the other. Though mostly at Satina, Philip thought. “And I’ll say this once and only once: Don’t touch anything! Understand?”

They nodded.

“Do you understand?” he asked again, his eyes fixed on Satina.

“Okay! I just said I did!” she cried out, miffed.

After a brief silence he nodded. “Good. Now—prepare for an extraordinary sight.”

They walked the final stretch of the stairwell, emerging into a hall so enormous that Philip gasped. The basement wasn’t limited just to the tiny half-timbered frame house but seemed to continue endlessly, under the valley, the hills, and the withered forest. High above their heads, tree roots slithered across the hall like enormous snakes. In the subdued, pulsating glow that shone and sparkled in every color of the rainbow, they almost appeared to be alive.

The basement was packed with hourglasses. They were everywhere: on the floor, on tables, on shelves. Hourglass upon hourglass as far as the eye could see. Some were small as thimbles, others big as wardrobes. In some the sand was a regular golden color. In others it was red, blue, purple, or a colorful blend. In a few, the sand was black as oil.

The light in the hall came from the hourglasses, glowing with a faint sheen reminding Philip of the Globe of Evil in Lucifer’s study. The light emanating from the hourglasses absorbed the color of the sand and filled the basement with a thousand shades.

Apart from a gentle whispering sound, everything was silent. At first, Philip thought what he heard was the wind blowing outside. Then he realized it was the sand. The sand running though the countless hourglasses. He was hearing life itself running out. The thought gave him the chills.

“I hardly need to explain what you’re looking at,” Mortimer said, setting the candle down.

Philip shook his head slowly, gazing around. “Human life,” he whispered. “That’s what you meant when you said that the sand begins to run. Every single hourglass is a human life.”

“And a death,” Mortimer added, pointing at one hourglass where the silver-colored sand ran industriously from one end to the other through the thin tube that connected them. The lower half was already full, the upper half was nearly empty. “Things are connected, as you recall.”

At this very instant the last particles of sand ran through the hourglass, and it was as if the light radiating from it was instantly snuffed. The sand turned ash-gray.

“He died. Just now,” Philip gasped, turning to Mortimer. “Right?”

The old man nodded and shook his head at the same time. “He’s as close to death as anyone can be without actually being dead. But the damage is done. Right now, he’s probably seeing his life pass before his eyes. He has some time before I come and get him, and actually I should…”

“Hey, I see something!” Satina said. She was staring at an hourglass full of turquoise sand, pointing at the upper half.

“Careful!” Mortimer shouted in alarm. He grabbed Satina’s cape and yanked her back, pulling her collar tight around her neck. She coughed hoarsely. “No touching!”

“Let go! I didn’t touch anything!” Satina twisted free with a jerk.

“But you were about to,” Death said admonishingly. “I saw it in your eyes.”

“No, I wasn’t! My eyes always look like this. I’m a devil, remember?”

“What did you see in the glass?” Philip asked, so he could stop the argument from going any further.

“I think it was a man with a newborn baby. I’m not sure. I didn’t get a good look.” She scowled at Mortimer, who ignored her glare. Instead the old man nodded and looked at Philip. Behind his back, Satina stuck out her tongue and pretended to touch some of the hourglasses. But pretend was all she dared. Philip had to suppress his laughter.

“The upper half shows the most important memories in a person’s life. What you saw, Satina,” Mortimer said, turning to her as she quickly closed her mouth and lowered her hands, “was in all likelihood when the man became a father.”

“Can I try?” Philip asked.

“As long as you’re careful.” Mortimer squinted at Satina, who had to bite her lip to keep from speaking.

Philip glanced around before choosing an hourglass with blue sand, mixed with yellow and light-gray grains. Leaning closer, he stared into the upper half. The sand suddenly whirled around, and an image slowly emerged. It showed a man. He was dressed in a black suit, and his eyes were beaming. He stood in a church peering over the pews, teeming with smiling faces. Distant organ music played in Philip’s head, and all the guests in the hourglass rose to their feet and turned toward the church doors. In came a woman dressed in a white bridal gown. Then the scene shifted, and a new image appeared…

Philip blinked and reared back. What he’d just seen warmed his heart. “Unbelievable,” he mumbled, looking around at the sparkling hourglasses. “So many good memories.”

“No, I didn’t say that,” Mortimer objected. “I said all the most important memories. Those that make us who we are. And those are not just the good memories; on the contrary, our worst memories are some of our most important. Look here. This is an excellent example.” Mortimer sidled past the tables and shelves and stopped in front of an hourglass in which the sand was nearly coal-black—except for a single white stripe. “You know him.”

“Do I? Who is it?”

“Have a look.”

Philip stared at the glass. Then he gasped. “It’s me!”

“No… Well, yes. Keep looking and you’ll understand.”

Philip followed his directions, and the image expanded, and he saw…

Himself. He’s lying on his back in the middle of a road. His bicycle is lying beside him, and in front of him is a black car. His eyes are closed. He doesn’t seem to be breathing.

“No, no, no! Philip, are you all right? Philip!” The shouts are clearly audible, and another boy suddenly runs into the picture. His bulging eyes are filled with terror, and he’s white as a sheet. He bends over the lifeless Philip, trying to shake him awake.

“Sam,” Philip whispered, pulling himself away from the image, which dissolved in the sand. “It’s Sam’s hourglass.”

Mortimer nodded. “That experience had a profound impact on him. Before you were run over, the sand in his hourglass was completely black. You are the cause of that white sand, Philip. He’s still a brat, but he’s not quite as bad as he used to be.”

“So the color of the sand,” Satina marveled, “it says something about what the person is like?”

“What the person is like, and how he or she is doing. The glow is called a person’s aura. Everyone has one.”

“If the upper half shows all the important memories,” Philip said, “then what does the lower half show?”

The old man smiled wryly. Light danced in his furrowed face, transforming his bushy eyebrows into small horns. For a moment he almost looked like a devil. “What do you think?”

Staring into the old face, Philip shuddered.

Death, he thought. The lower half shows how a person dies.

As if he’d heard Philip’s thoughts, Mortimer nodded. Still smiling, he pointed at Sam’s hourglass. “Have a look if you’d like. His is a… spectacular sight.”

Philip took a step back, then shook his head. He had absolutely no desire to see how Sam died. Or anyone else for that matter. “No thanks. I don’t want to.”

Mortimer observed him, and his smile grew a little wider. He looked like someone who didn’t believe Philip one bit, but he said nothing. “Maybe later, then. It’s very entertaining, and I don’t have a TV.”

He polished his eyeglasses and put them back on, while looking at one of the other hourglasses. “Oh yes, this is one of my more creative efforts,” he said, his dry, inhuman chuckle merging with the whisper of the sand. “Who would have thought it possible to drown in a glass of water?”

Philip looked at the many hourglasses and trembled. If only his father had left ten seconds earlier that day. Or ten seconds later. Then he wouldn’t have been run over, and everything would have been different. That’s what Philip had often thought, and it scared him, that so little could determine so much.

But now he understood that he’d been wrong. Ten seconds less or more wouldn’t have mattered one way or another. His father would still have died that day. Maybe he would’ve fallen down the stairs instead or been hit by another car. But he would still be dead, because there hadn’t been any sand left in his hourglass. His time was up, it was predetermined—which was an even more frightening thought.

Out of the corner of his eye, Philip suddenly saw something move between the hourglasses on another table. A small, fast shadow, which disappeared again immediately. He leaned across the table searching for the shadow, but it was gone.

“What is it?” Satina asked, standing beside him.

“Thought I saw something.” He shrugged, then turned toward Death, who was still amused by whatever he was watching in the lower half of the hourglass.

“The children born after your die was stolen,” Philip said. “If they’re immortal—do they have an hourglass?”

Mortimer’s laughter ceased, and he examined Philip with darkened eyes. “They do,” he said. “But they are… unique. Come. I’ll show you.”


CHAPTER 10

Hourglass of the Immortal

Death guided them through the gigantic hall, along narrow corridors that meandered between tables and shelves like in a labyrinth, passing an endless number of hourglasses. Philip noticed how the sand sometimes changed color. Like at the snap of a finger, flame-red sand might turn eerily black-violet, sea-blue, sickly yellow, or vice versa. That’s why the light in the hall kept changing color. Now and then, the light in one of the hourglasses went out, because the last grains of sand had run out, and the basement would grow a tad darker.

They reached a narrow door.

“As I said, the new hourglasses are different. That’s why I’ve gathered them in one room.” Mortimer opened the door and motioned them in. “Tread carefully.”

Philip and Satina walked into the room together. Except for being smaller, with fewer hourglasses, this hall looked exactly like the one they’d just left. The light and the ambient sound were the same, and Philip didn’t see anything different about these hourglasses.

“What’s so special about them?” he asked.

“Look closely,” Mortimer said. “Then you’ll see.”

Philip studied them, but he still couldn’t tell. They looked like all the others. Didn’t they? Or was there something different after all? Yes, something was different, something troubled the eye, but he simply couldn’t put his finger on it.

Then Satina gasped. “The sand,” she whispered. “It’s running up and down.”

She was right. Now that she mentioned it, it was completely obvious. The sand in the upper half ran down as it was supposed to. But the straight line was broken by the sand from the lower half, which looked as if it was being sucked back up again.

“Precisely,” Mortimer said. “Do you understand now? For these immortals, time passes as it does for everyone, but it never ends. There will always be sand in their hourglasses.” He gesticulated. “The only way I can stop this calamity is by getting my die back. Only then can I assign these poor people a particular number of life-years, and I…”

Mortimer continued to speak, but Philip was no longer listening. Once again, he had seen something move on one of the tables. A trace of a shadow, gone in an instant. He went over to the table and leaned across it. There was noth…

Philip turned his head and stared directly into a pair of toxic yellow snake eyes positioned above a flicking, forked tongue. He was so startled that he leaped back and accidentally bumped into one of the hourglasses, knocking it over.

“No!” Mortimer lurched forward. He stretched out one arm and caught the hourglass in the split-second before it would have struck the floor and smashed to bits. Panting, he held the hourglass close. “I told you to be careful!”

“S-sorry,” Philip said, his heart pounding in his throat. “I was startled… There’s a snake…”

“You’ve been in Hell, boy.” Death gave him an angry look. “Don’t tell me that you’re afraid of snakes!” About to put the hourglass back in its place, he hesitated. “Now which side was up, and which side was down? Hmm, well, I guess it doesn’t matter, since the sand runs in both directions.”

“What would happen?” Philip asked. “If it smashed?”

“Coma. For the rest of—” Mortimer cast a quick glance at the hourglass, “his life. Which, because my die is missing, would have meant for all eternity. Dead but not dead. Living but not living. Do you see how terrible that is?”

“How cute!” Satina interrupted when she spotted the snake, slithering around an hourglass filled with golden sand. “I love snakes!”

“Don’t touch him!” Mortimer shouted. “For your own sake, don’t touch him!”

“I wasn’t going to.” Satina quickly pulled back her hand.

The old man gave them an admonishing glare. “Tempus may not look like much, but his poison is extremely dangerous.”

Philip stared at the snake, whose yellow eyes shone in the gleam of the hourglasses. The snake was white as snow, two feet long, and no thicker than an index finger. Its forked tongue slid in and out of its mouth, which occasionally parted to reveal a pair of loathsome fangs. “Could it kill you?”

“No,” Mortimer replied, lowering his voice to a creepy whisper. “Worse. Much worse.”

“Worse?” Philip shook his head. “What’s worse than death?”

“I thought you were paying attention, Philip. Plenty of things are worse than death.” Death made a sweeping gesture toward all the hourglasses where the sand ran both up and down. “Eternal life, for one.”


CHAPTER 11

Devil Promise

“And you have no idea who could have stolen your die?” Philip asked. “If you really stop and think?”

They were in the living room. A few nearly burnt down candles were lit in the windowsill. Mortimer sat in his armchair looking tremendously exhausted. Satina sat on the couch, and Philip stood in front of the window. Outside, the darkness was now complete. All Philip could see was his own reflection.

After they’d returned from the basement, he and Satina had a bite to eat. Just a little. A hunk of rye bread, which was so dry that they had to soften it with water in order to swallow it. It was the only food Mortimer had. He never ate. He kept the rye bread on hand for the Hel Horse, he said, whenever he thought it needed a little pampering.

“I’ve done nothing but think these past two weeks,” the old man said and flung his arms out in despair. “I’ve been to Jehovah’s place to find out if he knew who was behind it—since he’s always bragging about his omniscience. But he had no idea who might have done this.”

“I can think of a few,” said Satina.

Death shook his head. “Don’t think I haven’t thought the same thing. But the perpetrator can’t possibly be a devil.”

“Why not?”

“Conflict of interest,” Death said. “If people can’t die, they can’t go to Hell. The place would become pointless. Surely no devil would want that. Nor can it be a ploy to win the Festival of Tricks, because that’s still a couple of months away.”

“Can’t you gaze into the Globe of Evil?” Philip asked. “You know, the one Lucifer has in his study. It registers every single misdeed. Can’t it show you who stole the die?”

“Unfortunately,” Mortimer said, “the globe has no jurisdiction in other areas of the underworld. It registers only misdeeds committed on Earth and in Hell.”

“There’s no clue at all?”

“Not until you find them, Philip. Not until you find them.” He got up and lumbered toward the door. “You two will have to sleep on the couch. I’m afraid I don’t have a guest room. You’ll have to decide who gets to sleep on the floor. I’ve brought you some blankets. It gets cold here at night.” He pointed at a couple of old raggedy quilts that lay folded on the armrest of the couch. When he reached the door, he turned around. The fire in the fireplace had dwindled to smoldering coals, and in the dim light Death was no more than a shadow. All the same, Philip felt his gray eyes observing him. “I have faith in you, Philip,” he said. “Goodnight.”

Then he was gone.

“I have faith in you, Philip,” Satina sneered, when she was certain Mortimer had gone. “And only you. You’ll get my beloved die back, because you’re so such a good boy, yes you are.”

“Hey, cut it out,” Philip said. “What did I do?”

Satina threw herself into the armchair, pouting as she mumbled something about being “Death’s little pet.”

“What’s wrong with you? Why are you acting like this?”

“Because I’m a devil,” she snapped. “Is that so hard to understand?”

“Fine,” Philip said, holding up his hands. “Be that way. I’ll take the couch.” He grabbed the cushions from the couch and threw them onto the floor in irritation. The bumps on his forehead tingled. Why was she acting like this? He should have taken the stairwell to Heaven instead of following her…

A hand on his shoulder interrupted his thoughts.

“I’m sorry, Philip,” Satina said, smiling sadly. “I didn’t mean to… I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at him.” She nodded toward the door where Mortimer had gone, and her smile morphed into a scowl. “He acts as though I don’t even exist. He didn’t even thank me for bringing you to him.” She returned to the armchair and sat down. Folded her arms. “Just because I’m a devil.”

“Maybe that’s why,” Philip said, trying to console her. “Maybe it’s because you’re immortal. Then you’re not quite as… interesting.”

“Guess not.” Her scrunched-up face looked even crabbier. “After all, my life has no value and is meaningless. I’d forgotten. Thanks for cheering me up.”

“That’s not what I meant, Satina. I meant that…”

She sighed. “I know what you meant. Forget it.” She paused, then stood and began to pace around in the small room. “Philip, we’ve got to find that die!”

“Yeah, he was really beside himself.”

“I don’t mean for his sake. I couldn’t care less about that old fool!”

“Shh!” Philip said in alarm, staring at the door. “He might hear you!”

Satina ignored him and continued to pace restlessly back and forth. “If people are no longer mortal, they can no longer go to Hell. And if they can no longer go to Hell, there’s no reason to tempt them into ruin. That means there would be no need for us anymore, and then… then he would be right.” She turned toward Philip, and he saw tears in her eyes. “We’ve got to find the die, Philip. Not just for the sake of humanity, and certainly not for his sake, but for my sake. Otherwise… Otherwise…”

Philip nodded. He understood.

Otherwise my life has no purpose.

“We’ll find the die.” He smiled at her encouragingly.

“Do you promise?”

“Yes,” he said, his smile fading. “I promise.”

Satina opened her mouth to speak, but Philip beat her to the punch by suggesting they go to bed. After all that had happened, and all they’d been through, he was tired. “And Satina? The couch is yours, if you want it.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “I’d completely forgotten how it felt.”

“How what felt?”

“To be with someone so nice.”

Her reply made him blush, and he hurried to prepare the beds. Soon they lay under the blankets in a dark room smelling of smoke from the snuffed candles, listening to the constant whipping of the wind through the valley. They chatted about what they’d seen in the basement, until Satina started yawning.

“Goodnight, Philip.”

“Goodnight.”

Silence.

“Satina?”

“Yes?”

“I am happy you came and got me.”

“Me, too, Philip.” Another yawn, and then a little fainter this time: “Me, too.”

Silence.

“Satina?”

But this time there was no answer, only the heavy breathing of her sleeping.

Philip lay staring at the dark ceiling for some time. He hadn’t lied when he said he was tired after everything that had happened. He was. Dead tired. He just couldn’t fall asleep. Too many thoughts were buzzing in his head.

We’ve got to find the die, Philip. For my sake. Do you promise?

He sighed in the dark. Though he’d been the Devil’s apprentice, he still had a difficult time making promises he probably couldn’t keep. How would he ever find the die?

Mortimer told Philip he had faith in him. But that was only because Philip had figured out who was behind the plot to kill Lucifer the last time he was in Hell. But that had been mere coincidence. Pure luck.

And now he’d been brought back to find Death’s die and save the world and humanity from the apparent curse that was eternal life. Once again everything was on his shoulders to…

I have faith in you, Philip.

The words made his stomach churn. He rolled onto his side and tried to fall asleep. But his eyes kept opening, his attention turning to the smoldering coals glowing faintly in the fireplace—it reminded him of the light from the hourglasses. A fascinating sight.

In fact, he would like to see it again. And since he couldn’t sleep anyway…

Without a sound, he got up and wrapped the blanket around his shoulders. It was so cold he could see his own breath. He tiptoed to the windowsill and grabbed one of the candles. He lit the wick using the fireplace coals, and the light made the shadows flicker. As he left the room, the floor creaked faintly beneath his feet, and Satina shifted on the couch.

She mumbled something, and Philip stiffened.

“Do it. Steal from one of the others. C’mon. Do it…”

Her voice faded; she was only talking in her sleep. Satina didn’t wake, and for some reason he was glad.


CHAPTER 12

A Horrible Discovery

The basement was brimming with light. With life.

His heart pounding, Philip walked down the long corridors, past thousands and thousands of hourglasses with quietly swishing sand in the otherwise silent hall. It felt strange to walk here all alone. It gave him an odd feeling of… power.

Quick glimpses of memories formed in every curved glass he passed. Sometimes he stopped for a peek, but he made sure not to glance down at the lower half of the hourglasses. He didn’t want to see that.

But it was hard not to look. It was as if they drew him in, and in one of the hourglasses he saw…

No! He forced himself to turn away as something horrible was about to be revealed in the glowing sand, and he hurried on.

He didn’t know how long he’d been in the basement when he suddenly caught sight of an hourglass that caused him to stop abruptly. His belly began to roil, and the chills came in waves.

The hourglass was an ordinary, average hourglass resembling most of the others, and yet it was different in a very peculiar way: it lay on its side. The sand—which was very light, nearly white—didn’t run from one half to the other. Whoever it was, the person was neither dead nor alive, but… paused.

It’s mine, Philip thought, his mouth completely dry. There was no doubt in his mind. It wasn’t because the hourglass was lying down that he was certain; he was certain because of the feeling it gave him when he looked at it. It was as though his thoughts, his soul, rippled with goosebumps. It’s my hourglass.

What would happen if he stood it upright? Would he return? Be sucked out of Death’s basement and return to life as he knew it? Back to his mother, to his room and to safety—free from the responsibility of having to save the world again, this time from immortality? He had to admit it was a little tempting.

But what if he flipped the hourglass the wrong way? Put it bottom-side up? What would happen then? Would his time run backward? Would he grow younger and younger until he would return to infancy before disappearing entirely?

But there was a way, of course, to find out which way was up, and which way was down.

His heart was no longer just pounding, but galloping, as he leaned closer and stared into the half of the hourglass closest to him. Behind the glass the white sand swirled and became…

… a dark storm. The wind rakes at the sky, which splinters with a bolt of lightning. Philip is lying on the ground beneath a tall tree that’s been split in two. Lifeless. Across his chest is a thick branch, and the black rain…

… became white sand when he pulled away. He swallowed a lump in his throat. He’d just witnessed his own death. Now he knew which way the hourglass was supposed to be flipped.

He reached out.

Coward! cried a voice in his head. His own? It didn’t sound like it. Running from a promise when no one is looking. You should be ashamed of yourself.

“I’ve never promised him anything,” Philip replied defiantly. Though he’d whispered, his voice sounded loud in the quiet basement. The bumps on his forehead tingled. It wasn’t pleasant.

A half-truth is a whole lie, said the voice. Because you promised Satina.

“That was a devil promise,” he said. “Be quiet.”

Surprisingly, the voice obeyed him.

When he picked up the hourglass—in which the sand had become much darker—a trickle coursed through him, cold and warm at the same time. As if the dark storm appearing inside it had spread. But he couldn’t stand the hourglass upright. Couldn’t even budge it, no matter how much force he used. The hourglass seemed to be molded to the very surface of the table, and he might as well have tried to tip over a house.

I can’t go back, he thought, and to his astonishment he felt neither frustration nor disappointment, but… relief. I need to stay. Stay and help.

Just as he was about to head back to the stairwell, he glanced briefly at the hourglass next to his own. Immediately, an image appeared in the upper half, and he saw…

“Mom?” he gasped. It was her. No doubt about it. Even though she looked different. Her hair was longer, her glasses were different, and her skin smoother. She was younger. This was how his mother had looked many years ago. She smiled at Philip, who stood on the other side of the glass, as she stroked her belly. Philip smiled back.

A hand suddenly appeared in the image, and his mother turned her head. Now she was smiling at the owner of the hand.

“How’s our little son doing?” asked a strange voice, and the hand settled on his mother’s belly. Philip trembled. It was his father! He could see his father’s hand! He’d just heard his father’s voice!

Philip leaned to one side to see his face, but at that moment the scene shifted. Now he saw a cemetery underneath a gray sky. His mother stood in front of a gravesite. She was holding a bouquet of flowers, tears running down her cheeks. Beside her was a baby carriage and…

Philip turned away. The joy he’d felt at hearing his father’s voice was gone. Mortimer had been right: Life’s most important memories weren’t just the good ones. His mother had been standing beside his father’s grave.

Philip looked at her hourglass once more, and this time no image appeared. This time he really saw it.

And he staggered back.

Gasped.

Couldn’t… couldn’t… breathe.

The hourglass was nearly empty.

“She’s dying,” he whispered, and the words sounded unreal.

He leaned toward the glass again, and even though he didn’t want to see, even though with all his heart he didn’t wish to see, he couldn’t help himself. He had to know.

And the image in the lower half of the hourglass unfolded.


CHAPTER 13

A Dark Pact

He’s standing in utter darkness, can’t see anything. Then his eyes gradually adjust to the shadows, and the contours begin to take shape. He’s in a bathroom. A bathroom he recognizes. He’s at home.

He hears a click, and the spotlights above the mirror burn the shadows away. He squints.

His mother enters the bathroom. She’s wearing her pajamas, and she looks tired. She must’ve just woken up. She also looks like she’s in a lot of pain. Her steps are slow and small, her back hunched, one hand rubbing her face—which appears to be wrenched. One of her eyes keeps tearing up.

She staggers to the medicine cabinet and finds the bottle of migraine pills. That effort alone seems to cost her all the energy she can muster. Just as she’s about to pop a pill she suddenly quivers violently. She gasps and straightens herself up, stiff as a board. Her eyes wide open as she stares directly into the mirror… Stares directly at Philip, who feels frozen inside.

Then she collapses.

And the image disappeared.

“Mom!” Philip gasped. It couldn’t be. Not his mom. Oh God, not his mom!

Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of the snake slithering between the hourglasses. It watched him with its yellow eyes, and there was something both sad and vicious in its gaze.

Glancing once again at the hourglass, where the grains of sand fell at a still more furious rate, he felt his desperation mounting. What should he do? What could he do?

But there was nothing he could do. Only stand and watch as her life ran out. Now he no longer felt powerful, but powerless. So deep and vast, that his head spun. His mother was going to die. She would die, she would collapse on the bathroom floor late one night or early one morning, and there was nothing he could do to save her, nothing at all, and everything was spinning, as the grains of sand fell and fell and fell.

Then his blurred gaze landed on the surrounding hourglasses, and a thought suddenly sprang to mind. Maybe… Maybe there was a way to save her after all.

There was still plenty of sand in the other hourglasses. Plenty.

Do it, a voice in his head whispered. It sounded like Satina. Steal from one of the others.

With his heart pounding heavy and cold against his ribcage, he reached for an hourglass that was nearly full. Strangely enough, even though he’d been unable to get his own to budge, he could easily lift it. He loosened the lid and pried it off. Stared at the sand. So much sand. So much life.

He unscrewed the lid of his mother’s hourglass.

C’mon.

He nodded and prepared to pour. He could no longer feel his heart beating.

Do it…

He nodded again. And tipped the hourglass.

Tipped it.

Tipped it.

No.

No, he couldn’t do it. It was wrong. He couldn’t just steal another person’s time like that. He’d lost his own father all too early. Could he make another person suffer the same fate? Rob a child of its mother or father before their time? Or parents of their child? No. He wouldn’t become a murderer. Not even to save his own mother’s life.

His hands shook as he set the hourglass down and put the lid back on. His heart felt crushed, and tears began to run down his cheeks. But he was no murderer.

He was no murderer.

“I’m impressed,” a voice said. “But Lucifer did say you were a good boy.”

Philip turned around. Mortimer stood in the back, half-hidden by a tall cabinet. Even in the sparkling, vivid light his eyes were dead as stone.

“How… how long have you been standing there?” Philip asked, fighting back the tears.

“A while. I kept my eye on you. What you did… Not many would’ve done that. They would have thought about themselves. Protected their own.”

Philip said nothing. He couldn’t. He didn’t give a crap about what other people would have done, or whether he’d impressed Mortimer or not. He didn’t feel proud at all; on the contrary, he cursed himself that he wasn’t more ruthless. More evil.

Mortimer went to him. “You weren’t supposed to see that, Philip,” he said, though there wasn’t a trace of apology or remorse in his rusty voice. Maybe that’s what absorbed some of Philip’s pain. Transformed it into rage instead.

“She’ll die of a cerebral hemorrhage,” he continued. “That’s why she always has headaches.”

Less pain, more anger. How could Mortimer sound so completely indifferent? It made Philip’s blood boil, causing the bumps on his forehead to burn, and bringing on dark thoughts. Bringing up… an idea.

“It’s your fault,” Philip hissed through clenched teeth. “It’s all your fault! You and your stupid die! It killed my father and now my mother!”

“It’s no one’s fault, Philip.” Mortimer threw up his hands. “It’s chance. My die…”

“Your die,” Phillip interrupted, his voice quivering with indignation. “Do you really think I am going to help you find your stupid die?”

For the first time that Philip had known him—maybe for the first time ever—Mortimer looked shaken.

“Well… Y-yes,” Death stuttered, blinking. “You have to.”

“Do I?” he shouted, and Mortimer took a step back.

“Listen, Philip. You’ve got to understand…”

“I’ve heard enough, and I’ve seen enough!” He pointed at the nearly empty hourglass with its poison-colored sand. “If you don’t help my mother, then I won’t help you. Do you understand?”

The shocked expression on Death’s face vanished, and beneath his bushy eyebrows his eyes narrowed to tiny slits. When Mortimer spoke, his voice was thick with fury. “So now you want to be paid for your good deeds, Philip? I was right: You haven’t forgotten everything Lucifer taught you. But don’t you know you can’t barter with Death?”

“You’re not Death,” Philip replied harshly. “Not anymore. You’re nothing without your die, and I’m not lifting a finger unless you promise to help my mother.”

For a long time, the old man said nothing. He just stared at Philip, who stared back defiantly. The cold air between them was like a wall of ice.

“You’re trying to intervene in the very course of fate, Philip,” Mortimer said darkly. “That’s one of the most dangerous things you can do. The consequences may prove incalculable. Besides, you would never have found out if you hadn’t been so darned curious.”

Philip shrugged. “Fate was what led me to find out.”

“But you can’t just intervene, don’t you see that? Not in the big picture! That was exactly why you couldn’t bring yourself to take sand from another hourglass. It would have been the greatest crime.”

“You’re right,” Philip said, and for a moment Mortimer seemed relieved. But only a moment, because Philip continued: “I can’t change anything, but you can. If you get your die back. I know you can. I don’t care about fate, and I don’t care about the consequences. I’ve seen what will happen, and I don’t… I don’t want it to happen!”

Another long pause filled with cold, heavy breathing. They held each other’s gaze. Sand ran through the hourglasses around them. Ran and ran and ran.

“Well, all right,” Mortimer said. “A compromise, then, Philip. You hear me?”

“I’m listening.”

“If you bring my die back, I’ll let you roll it once for your mother. But only once.” He offered his bony hand. “Agreed?”

Philip hesitated a moment. Then he accepted Death’s hand. It was freezing cold, and it squeezed so hard his hand hurt. But Philip didn’t even flinch. “Agreed.”

“Okay, then.” Mortimer let go. He kept his stare. “You are a hard bargainer, Philip.”

“I am…” he began, then fell silent.

… no angel, his thoughts concluded.

“What are you, Philip?”

“I’m tired,” he said and left.


CHAPTER 14

Gone Without a Trace—Almost

Philip woke early, his body heavy as lead. It had taken him a long time to fall asleep, and the few hours of sleep he’d managed to get had been filled with nightmares. Evil dreams where he stood in a bathroom and his mother suddenly…

He shook the images out of his head as he got up and glanced out the window. The valley was cast in twilight and the sky had only hints of the sun’s reddish rays. As he stood there looking out, the clouds drifted in front of the sun, and the world turned colorless and bleak again.

He heard Satina’s breathing on the couch. Her breath rose like little clouds of fog from her mouth. She was sleeping soundly, and Philip couldn’t help but feel a touch of envy.

“Satina,” he said, but had to clear his throat. He must have been crying in his sleep. “Satina, wake up. We have to get started.”

He shook her gently.

She mumbled something incoherent and slowly opened her eyes. “What is it, Philip?”

“We have to get started. We have to find the die.”

Her wings opened, creaking faintly, as she stretched. “What… What time is it?” she yawned.

“What does that matter? We’re both up now.”

“Wow, it’s cold here!” she exclaimed as she tossed aside the blanket. She folded her wings around her body, rubbing herself to warm up. “Aren’t you cold?”

“A little,” Philip said as he got dressed. The truth was he was terribly cold. But it wouldn’t matter how many clothes he put on. The chill came from within.

It turned out they were alone in the house. In the kitchen they found a little bag of old rye bread that Mortimer had set out for them as well as a small note in ornate handwriting.

One roll, Philip, it said.

Philip picked up the note and crumpled it up, his nails piercing the paper and digging into his palm.

“What did he write?” asked Satina, as she filled the kettle with water.

“Nothing, really. Just wishing us good luck.”

“Really? That’s weird.”

Philip put the note in his pocket. “What’s weird about that?”

“As far as I know, Death doesn’t believe in luck. Is that all he wrote?”

“Yeah,” he replied, somewhat surprised at how easy it was to lie to her. But he didn’t feel like telling her about what happened in the basement last night. Didn’t feel like telling her what he’d seen. He had a hard enough time driving it out of his own mind. Besides, Satina would never understand. Her parents were immortal, after all. She had no idea what it was like to lose someone, and she’d never know. She was lucky.

They started right after breakfast, which consisted of a few chunks of rye bread and a cup of tea that was cold before they’d sipped twice. They quickly decided to search the house from top to bottom for any clues of the perpetrator. It made sense to begin in the room where the die had last been seen: Mortimer’s bedroom.

The room was pitch dark. It had no windows, and the light from the hallway barely reached into the room. It was like stepping into a grave. They got a candle from the living room and Satina lit it with a small flame from her nostril. It didn’t help much. The faint light flickered and only seemed to make the shadows grow thicker.

“We’ll need more candles,” Philip said.

But it was of no use. The darkness in Death’s bedroom was so heavy and impenetrable that the candles provided no more light than stars in the night sky.

“This is hopeless,” Satina said, resignation in her voice. “We can’t see a thing in here!”

“We’ll have to get more candles.”

“There aren’t any more, Philip. We’ve gotten them all.” Scattered around the room were fourteen lit candles surrounded by darkness. Even though Satina was only six or seven feet from him, he could barely see her.

“What are we going to do?” Philip asked.

She shrugged.

“Damn it!” he yelled and kicked in frustration.

His foot hit something hard and suddenly an intense flash of light appeared. It was fleeting, and they didn’t even have time to squint.

“What was that?” Satina asked. “What did you do?”

“I don’t know. I hit something.” He kicked again, and once more a bright white light flashed, lighting up the entire room for a split second before darkness returned. Philip groped in the dark room and got hold of something hard and square. It felt like wood.

“I think it’s a dresser,” he said. “There’s something on top of it. I don’t know what it is. Let me try to…”

At that very moment a glaring light came on, blinding them. When their eyes got accustomed to the light they looked around the room in amazement. It was sparsely furnished. A bed, a wardrobe, a dresser, and a few decorative items: a large vase, an old trunk, and a violin hanging on the wall. All the shadows had retreated; now it was bright as a summer day.

“What did you do?” Satina gawped.

Philip looked at the dresser. A framed photograph sat on the top of it. That’s where the light came from. “The picture,” he said. “I set it upright.”

Satina looked at the shining picture but only for two seconds. Then she had to look the other way. The picture radiated like a small sun. A small, rectangular sun. “What is it?”

“Vita,” Philip whispered, smiling at the sight of the woman whose face he could just make out behind the light. The woman who was the light. “Mortimer’s sister.”

“Effective bedside light. At least we can see now.”

He nodded. “Let’s start searching.”

They turned everything upside down, searched every nook and cranny, starting with the wardrobe that held ten hangers with identical suits. Then the dresser drawers filled with socks and underwear. They looked in the vase, behind the trunk, under the bed, and Philip was reminded of the time they’d found a raven feather in Lucifer’s bedroom. Now that had been a clue. If only they could find something like that.

But they didn’t. Not the second time they searched either. Nor the third.

They continued into the hallway where they hung the picture of Vita on one of the coat hooks, so the room filled with light.

Then the living room. The kitchen. The bathroom. From top to bottom, and back again.

Nothing. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Whoever had stolen Death’s die had done it without leaving even the smallest clue. At least inside the house.

“Maybe in the yard,” said Philip, after they’d ransacked the entire house and were starting to feel sore from crawling on their knees one minute, then standing on their toes the next. “The thief left through the door, which means he must have gone through the yard.”

But in the doorway, where the wind greeted them like a screeching witch, they stopped abruptly.

“How long have we been looking?” Philip asked.

Satina shrugged. “Three or four hours, maybe.”

“Why is it so dark? It’s the middle of the day. Where’s the sun?”

“I think it has set,” she said, nodding. “I’ve read about this at school. At Death’s house it’s always either evening or night. Like in Hell, it’s never daytime here. When the sun rises in the morning, it’s already setting.”

“It’s evening already?”

Satina shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. It’s been evening the whole time. Ever since we got up.”

Philip looked at the dusky landscape in astonishment. The sun had disappeared behind the forest once again, and above them, the sky was a little lighter than on the opposite side. Heavy shadows filled the valley, growing denser and denser.

“We should be able to use the picture,” Philip said. But not even the bright light that shone from Mortimer’s sister was a match for the darkness in the valley. Here, the picture was of no more use than an ordinary flashlight.

“There’s no point,” Satina said. “We risk overlooking something. Let’s wait till next evening. Besides, it’s too cold now.” She squinted at the sky, where darkness ate up the torn, ashen clouds. “And I think it’s about to start raining.”

“You’re right about the first part, but wrong about the latter,” said a voice from the darkness.

Philip turned the picture, and the light cut through the shadows and shone on Mortimer’s wrinkled face, lighting it up like a misshapen moon. He was making his way up the garden path, but even though they knew where he was, they couldn’t hear him move. His steps were completely soundless.

“Where have you been?” Philip asked.

“At work. There are still people who aren’t immortal, you know.” His vacant eyes locked on Philip. “You haven’t forgotten that, have you?”

Philip stared back, doggedly. “No, I haven’t.”

“I’m taking a quick coffee break. Then I’ll have to get back. This time it will be for a while. First to an earthquake, then a plane crash. That kind of stuff means overtime.” He suppressed a yawn, and the seriousness in his face began to crack. Now he just looked like a tired old man. Very tired, very old.

“What did you mean—that I was wrong about the latter?” Satina asked and nodded at the sky. “Those look like rain clouds.”

“The sky always looks like that here,” he said. “But it never rains.”

“Why?”

“Because water brings life. Just like sunlight. So there’s neither here. Tell me what you’ve discovered.”

“We’ve searched the entire house, but…” Philip shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Huh,” Mortimer said, and for a second, he looked disappointed. Then his expression changed, growing hard and ruthless, and as he passed Philip to step into the house, he said dryly, “Then you won’t get to roll.”

Philip clenched his fists in his pockets as Satina leaner closer and asked, “What was that about?”

“Nothing,” he said. Then he turned. “Mortimer?”

Death stopped on the doorstep and turned around. “Yes, Philip?”

“Satina and I would like to play dice. Have you got any we can use?”

Death stood watching him for a second. Then he grunted, turned on his heels, and disappeared into the house.

“What are you talking about?” Satina looked completely confused. “What is going on between the two of you?”

“Nothing,” Philip said again. He sighed. “It’s nothing. Come, let’s go back in. I’m cold.”

Somewhere behind them in the darkness, they heard the Hel Horse snort. The sound gave Philip the chills.

“Do you have any we can use?” Satina repeated in a hushed voice as he closed the door. She laughed to herself. “That was pretty good, Philip. Even though it’s unlike you to say stuff like that. If you keep that up, you’ll probably end up growing horns again.”

* * *

The next evening they searched the yard. They only had a few hours from when the sun rose until it set again, and darkness once again descended. But a few hours were enough. They combed the yard from one end to the other, but found nothing unusual. Besides, they couldn’t stand being outdoors very long. The wind bit at them.

“That leaves only the valley and the forest,” Philip said, as he stood by the gate with its peeling paint, staring at the trees behind the hills. “There’s got to be a clue somewhere, there’s got be.”

“But that would take forever,” Satina muttered. And she was right. The forest covered a vast area. An endless area, in fact. Mortimer had told them so. But they had to try because…

“Do you have any other suggestions?” Philip asked.

Satina didn’t answer, just stared at the ground, which he took to mean no. He was about to turn around and go back inside when Satina suddenly grabbed him. She was squinting as though she’d spotted something. “Do you have Vita’s picture?”

“No, it’s in the bedroom. Why?”

“Go get it. Hurry.”

Seconds later he was back with the shining picture. He handed it to Satina, who was still standing staring at the same spot. “What is it?”

At first, she didn’t respond, only aimed the cone of light at the other side of the garden gate. Then she nodded. “The perpetrator must have had dirty shoes.”

“Dirty shoes?” Philip repeated, surprised. He leaned over the gate and studied the spot where the light fell. “But then there would have been traces inside the house…” He paused as he started to grasp what Satina was getting at.

At a small spot by the gate, the dry grass was trampled and partly covered in mud.

“Not if he wiped his feet first,” Satina said. “Which he did right here.”

“Or she,” Philip added. His heart was beating faster now. “A lead. Finally, a lead.”

“Not that it’s very useful.” Satina nodded at the spot in the grass. “This is where it ends.”

“No, Satina. This is where it begins. Because if the perpetrator got dirt on his shoes on his way here, he must have gotten dirt on his shoes on his way out. So somewhere out in the forest…”

“… he left a trace,” Satina finished his sentence.

“Or she.”

She turned to face the darkness that had embraced this autumnal world. “It would still be difficult to find.”

Philip nodded, following her gaze. Out there lay the forest, endless like death itself. And somewhere between the crippled trees and the wilted leaves there was a trace in the muddy dirt. “But now at least we have something.”


CHAPTER 15

Small and Big Changes

“Satina, have you found anything?”

“No. You?”

“No.”

* * *

“Philip? Philip?”

“What is it? Did you find something?”

“No. Can’t we stop now? I’m cold.”

“In half an hour. It’s still not completely dark.”

* * *

And that’s how the evenings went by.

* * *

“The forest is different,” Satina said when they were out looking for clues under the leaves on the fourth night. They sat on a tree trunk that had fallen over, sharing a thick slice of rye bread. Just as they had the previous three evenings when the sun started to set. And like the three previous evenings, they hadn’t found anything. And they hadn’t seen Mortimer either.

“Different how?” Philip asked. Not that he didn’t understand what she meant. He did. The forest had changed somehow. He just couldn’t put his finger on it.

Nor could Satina, apparently. “Don’t know. It’s just a feeling.”

Philip forced himself to eat the last chunk of his rye bread. “Let’s keep looking. I’ll continue over here.”

Satina tossed her bread on the ground, sighing, but didn’t protest otherwise.

They parted ways and continued searching. Searching and searching and…

And this time they found something.

“Philip! Come over here!” Satina shouted eagerly. Her voice echoed in the quiet forest.

He ran to her. “What is it? Is it a clue?”

“No. But have a look.” She pointed at the ground.

Amazed, Philip stared at the tiny, delicate flower that had sprouted up in the frozen ground. It looked as though it was trembling in the cool wind. It looked utterly lonely. Frail. And yet not.

“A snowdrop,” he whispered. “The first flower of the year.”

And then it dawned on him. What was different about the forest. And why it had been so difficult to put a finger on. Because it wasn’t just the forest. It was everything—the wind, the air, the sky. Everything had changed. Or rather, it was changing.

“Spring is coming,” he said, looking around.

“Spring?”

He nodded. “Look around. The trees have more leaves, and the sky… the sky is brighter. The wind isn’t as cold as it was before. The air is warmer. It’s lighter. We didn’t notice it but the days—no, the evenings have gotten longer. Spring is coming.” He furrowed his brow. “But why?”

Satina looked around at the trees. Their crowns weren’t as naked or as cobwebby as before. “Because death is disappearing. Because life is killing Mortimer.” She lowered her gaze and looked at the flimsy flower whose leaves were quivering in the wind. “It’s beautiful.”

“Yes. It…”

Satina’s foot squashed the snowdrop.

“Shall we keep looking?” she said and turned around.

* * *

At night, Philip snuck into the basement where the grains of life trickled ceaselessly through the hourglasses. Just to make sure his mother’s hourglass still had sand left. It did, but not much. He wondered how long she had to li—

No. He forced the question out of his mind. Some questions were better left unasked. So they wouldn’t be answered.

He leaned close to the hourglass, toward the top bulb, hoping to see his father’s hand again, hear his voice. But before the picture appeared, the white snake suddenly slid forward, wrapping itself around his mother’s hourglass.

“Go away!” Philip said. “Shoo! I can’t see anything.”

But Tempus stayed put. Its forked tongue slid in and out of its mouth, and for a second Philip was convinced it was laughing at him.

He batted at it to scare it off but had to pull his hand back right away as the snake lunged at him. The poison spattered onto the wooden table top. It sizzled and smoked. Then the snake withdrew, smiling its hideous smile. Its yellow eyes gleamed.

“Nasty creature,” Philip said, but this time he kept his hands to himself.

He went back toward the staircase and saw the door to the room with the immortals’ hourglasses. He walked over to the room.

It was fascinating to see how the sand ran both up and down the thin tube that connected life and death and…

Phillip stopped. Stared at the hourglass in front of him. He recognized it. It was the one he’d almost knocked over when the snake had startled him the last time he’d been here. But that’s not what made him do a double take. It was the sand. Something was wrong with the sand.

Of course something’s wrong with the sand, his mind churned. That’s why these hourglasses are gathered in here, have you already forgotten?

“No,” he mumbled, and now his heart started pounding hard. “That’s what’s the matter. There isn’t anything wrong with the sand.” And there wasn’t, not anymore. As in an ordinary hourglass, the sand ran one way only. Down. That could mean only one thing.

Philip turned on his heels, dashed out the room, grabbed the candelabra, and rushed up the stairs, three steps at a time.

“Satina! Satina!” he shouted when he finally made it up, sweaty and out of breath. “Satina! Wake up! There’s something I need to show you!”

“Who? What?” gasped Mortimer from inside his room. A minute later, the door was flung open, and the old man appeared. There was a wild expression in his red eyes, and his thin hair stood out this way and that. The light from the candelabra danced across his face, which looked even more wrinkled and haggard than usual. Even though it was the middle of the night, he was still wearing a suit. “Philip, is that you? What’s going on? Why are you yelling?”

“Mortimer?” Philip stopped short. “You’re home?”

“Philip, what’s wrong?” Satina came running from the living room. “Why… What are you doing here?” she asked, when she spotted Mortimer.

“I’ll explain later,” he said with a dismissive gesture. His gaze settled on Philip. “Why all this yelling?”

“Come with me,” Philip said, walking toward the basement door. “There’s something you need to see.”

“Have you been back in the basement?” Mortimer said. “I thought you’d learned your…”

“Do you want to see what I’ve discovered or not?” Philip interrupted, and Mortimer went quiet.

Soon after they made their way down the basement stairs, all three of them led by Philip, who walked so fast the old man had to ask him to slow down. On the way down the stairs, Death told them that he’d come back earlier that evening while Philip and Satina were in the forest. He had meant to just stop for a cup of coffee and then take off again, but… At this point in his explanation, Mortimer sighed and shook his head, then said he must have fallen asleep.

“I’m so tired these days,” he concluded and yawned.

Philip and Satina exchanged a quick glance, but neither explained what they had discovered in the forest.

“What is it you want to show us, Philip?” Mortimer asked when they arrived in the basement.

“It’s in here,” he said, leading them into the room holding the immortals’ hourglasses. He pointed at the particular hourglass. “Have a look.”

Satina frowned, confused, but Mortimer instantly noticed, and his eyes opened wide.

“The sand!” he exclaimed, short of breath and grabbing hold of the table top to steady himself. “It no longer runs up! Goodness, do you know what that means?” his voice rose to a manic cry.

Philip nodded eagerly. “It means the person is no longer immortal.”

“No longer immortal?” Satina repeated. “How’s that even possible?”

But Mortimer didn’t seem to register her question. “There’s one more!” he shouted, pointing at an hourglass standing in the middle of the table. “And there! And there! What under earth…?”

Mortimer went tearing around the room, and before long, he’d found eleven hourglasses in which the sand only ran downward.

“Mortals,” he mumbled, clutching the illuminated hourglasses close to his body. “They’ve all become mortals.” His grayish eyes burned in agitation, and when he spoke it was in a whisper, dry like the sand in the hourglasses and cold as the wind in the forest. “Do you understand what that means?”

Both Satina and Philip shook their heads.

“It means that someone started gambling. It means that somewhere out there someone is using my die.”

“But why?” Philip asked. “The thief didn’t just steal it to make the immortals mortal again. That wouldn’t make sense.”

“I don’t know,” Mortimer said. He was quiet for a minute, then repeated, “I don’t know.”


CHAPTER 16

Back to Square One

The evenings dragged by, and Philip and Satina trudged on, combing the endless forest, searching for the clues they knew had to be there.

With each passing evening the sky above them became brighter and brighter. The clouds were no longer heavy and steel gray, but fluffy and jagged, and the evening sun that was now rising over the treetops enveloped the landscape in a crisp, orange light, driving warm air into the wind. New leaves kept appearing on the branches. Not succulent, green leaves but leaves in the colors of fall. It was as though time passed like the sand in the immortals’ hourglasses: both ways, up and down, forward and backward at the same time. The snowdrop that Satina had found was evidence of spring, but in the case of the trees, it seemed like fall was succeeding late summer. At night, more and more of the fallen leaves returned to the crowns where they blazed in their intense colors. That also explained why the ground became more and more visible.

Philip and Satina were once again alone in the little half-timbered house. Mortimer had left soon after the alarming discovery in the basement and hadn’t appeared since. His parting message had been brief: Find the thief before it’s too late.

Satina, who assumed he was referring to the revived forest and his own ailing health, had simply nodded.

Phillip, who knew what Mortimer was really referring to, cursed the icy old man.

That was seven evenings ago, and they’d gotten nowhere. Philip felt the frustration growing inside him. So did Satina, and it was the last straw when she tripped over a branch and fell flat on her face.

Philip ran to her. “Are you all right?”

He leaned closer to pull her to her feet, but she batted him away.

“This is hopeless!” she yelled, furiously kicking the ground. She got back on her feet and angrily brushed the dirt off her cape. “We could be searching till Judgment Day without finding anything!”

“We’ll find something, Satina. We know there’s got to be something here. All we need to do—”

“Philip, this… place… is… endless!” She spat out the words, hissing and quivering. “Even if we keep searching for a thousand years, we’ll only cover a fraction of the forest!”

“Satina, stop. Let’s take a break and get something to eat. That always helps.” He grabbed a couple of hunks of the bread in the bag he’d been dragging around and handed her a piece.

“I’m not going to eat that garbage!” She grabbed the bread and flung it as far as she could into the forest. “For two weeks, we haven’t eaten anything but that stale bread! I’m sick and tired of it!”

“But…”

“I’m tired, I’m cold, I’m hungry, and I’m done with this, Philip. There’s no point anyway, don’t you see? We’d have to be unbelievably lucky to find any clues, and Death—he doesn’t believe in luck.” She was quiet for a moment. Then she shook her head. “I give up. I want to go home. I want to eat real food. Are you coming?”

“No!” he yelled so loudly it made her jump. An echo reverberated through the forest. “I’m not coming! I’m not giving up. We have to keep looking. We have to find that die, even if it means we have to scour every inch of this forest!”

“But that’s what I’m trying to tell you, Philip. It’s impossible!”

“Nothing’s impossible!” he snapped. “Only if you give up! Lucifer would agree.”

“But we’ve been searching for almost two weeks, and we’ve started looking in the same spots because we can’t remember where we’ve been.”

“We have to keep looking.”

“Oh, come on. Can’t you see it’s hopeless?”

“It’s not hopeless!” he shouted and kicked at the leaves on the ground in sheer frustration. The leaves swirled and were carried away by the wind. “There’s got to be a…”

“A lead,” Satina said. Philip glared at her, his eyes flashing.

“Don’t make fun of me!” he said, pointing a finger at her threateningly. He felt the tears well up in his eyes, not because she was contradicting him, but because deep down, he knew she was right. It was hopeless. This wasn’t like looking for a needle in a haystack, but more like looking for a needle in a haystack that kept growing, and they’d never…

“I’m not making fun of you,” Satina said. She pointed at the ground. “There really is a lead!”

And there was. Right in front of him where he’d kicked at the leaves was a clear print in the muddy ground. But it wasn’t a footprint. It was a paw print. And it was enormous. As big as a grown man’s hand. Sharp claws had made four deep marks in the ground.

“An animal track,” Philip mumbled and looked at Satina. “Didn’t Mortimer tell us that the only animals here are the Hel Horse and the snake?”

She nodded.

“Could… could the thief be an animal?”

“Not all creatures here are mute, you know. Just think of Lucifax,” she said. “Yes, it could be an animal. Or a beast, judging by the size of the paw.”

“A beast? What do you mean?”

“The beasts are among the accursed in Outer Reach. Abominable creatures. I don’t know them all—I don’t think anyone does—but I know from history classes that several of them have paws. The chimera, the gryphon, the manticore—those kinds of beasts.”

Philip shook his head. “I’ve never heard of those creatures.”

“Actually, you’ve seen them,” Satina said, and Philip looked at her in surprise. “Remember the chess set in Mortimer’s living room? Some of the black figures were those beasts.”

Philip recalled the chess set and felt a lump in his throat at the thought of such creatures existing in flesh and blood in the impenetrable darkness outside the walls of Hell. Had one of those beasts stolen Death’s die?

“Here’s another one,” Satina said. “Whatever it is, it went this way.”

She was about to follow the track when Philip’s frantic outburst stopped her.

“Satina, stop! Don’t move!”

“What is it?” she said, startled. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s another print,” he said and leapt over next to her.

“I know. I just told you.” She sighed, exasperated. “You almost scared me to death. I thought there was a manticore right behind me!”

“That’s not what I mean,” he said and pointed. “Look. There’s another print! Another one altogether, right beside the large paw print.”

The second print was also a paw print. It wasn’t as clear as the bigger one, partly because it was smaller. Whereas the first paw print was the size of a lion’s, the second one was about the size of a dog’s.

“Two animals. Two animals that aren’t supposed to be here. Two thieves?” Satina looked at Philip quizzically.

“I don’t think so. I don’t think the two animals were here at the same time. The prints are different. The large one is clearer. More recent. That can’t be four weeks old. It almost looks as though that animal picked up the scent of the other one and followed it.”

“How do you make sense of that? What does it mean?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we’re not the only ones looking for the thief.” He shrugged, and a little smile spread across his lips. “But I do know that we’ve got ourselves a clue now. I told you we’d find something.”

“It was pure luck,” Satina said as they started moving through the forest, their eyes focused on the ground. Now and then the paw prints disappeared under the fallen leaves but mostly they showed so clearly that you couldn’t miss them. “If you hadn’t kicked those leaves, we’d never have seen them.”

“Yes, we would.” Philip changed direction as the trail turned left. “It wasn’t just luck.”

“What do you mean?”

“Haven’t you noticed that the trail has taken us through some of the areas we’ve already searched?”

“Exactly. And we didn’t find anything even though they were right under our noses.”

“Because of the darkness. And the leaves. But now they’re visible. Because there aren’t as many leaves on the ground any more. Because it isn’t as dark any more. When the thief stole the die, he also stole… well, the darkness. And little by little the prints became visible. It wasn’t just luck. Maybe we wouldn’t have found the trail tonight or tomorrow night. But we would have found them eventually.”

They walked quickly as they followed the two sets of tracks, which detoured through the woods and then continued back toward the crumbling wooden door that cut off the gravel path and led to the darkness between Heaven and Hell. The red rays of evening sun made the door cast a long shadow.

“Back to square one,” Philip mumbled. He pressed down the door handle and opened the door. A black rectangle appeared, and the trail disappeared into the shadows. “We need some light.”

“I’m on it,” Satina said. She ran to a stunted tree and broke off four branches. Then she held one branch in front of her face and blew a hissing flame through her mouth. The branch caught fire, and she handed it to Philip. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” He took the torch. They stepped into the blackness, which gave way to the flickering fire, revealing clear muddy prints on the stone floor.

“We were standing right on top of them,” Satina gawped. “We were standing right on top of them and we had no idea.”

Just then the light of the evening sun died out. They turned and saw that heavy clouds had once again gathered in the sky. A giant thunderclap cracked and rain suddenly poured down, wildly and noisily. Wilted leaves were crushed under the falling drops, the ground turned into mud, erasing all tracks in a few seconds.

“All right,” Philip said, “that was lucky.”


CHAPTER 17

Black Blood, Red Blood

They followed the prints through the darkness. Behind them a strong wind shut the door to Death’s domain, abruptly cutting off the sound of the pounding rain, leaving only the sound of the crackling of the torch.

Soon they arrived at the two familiar doors. Both were closed. The muddy prints continued under the door leading to Hell, and Philip opened it.

“They were there the whole time, and I never saw them,” Satina said, staring at the paw prints leading down the steep stairs. “I must have walked up and down these stairs a hundred times while I was waiting for you, and I never saw them.”

Philip didn’t find that surprising. She hadn’t known to look for them. And even if she’d discovered them, she wouldn’t have known they were connected to the theft of Death’s die.

The distance between the large paw prints was longer than that between the small ones. It was as though the huge animal—or beast—had hurried, leaping six steps at a time. The smaller prints, on the other hand, appeared neatly on each step.

“If this keeps up,” Satina said, “we’ll have caught the thief before dinner.”

“Let’s hope,” Philip replied. But the words had barely left his mouth before the paw prints came to an end. As though whoever had made them had vanished into thin air. “Where did they go? Do you see any?”

“No. That’s strange. Do you think…” She stopped and caught hold of Philip’s wrist, nearly toppling him, as she yanked the burning branch in the direction of the stairs. “Look! There, on that step! And there! It looks like… It is blood!”

Philip squinted and saw she was right. On the steps in front of them a line of small bloodstains shone black in the wavering light. “So what? It must be from one of the condemned. They’re always bleeding.”

“Not on their way down the stairs. Only after they enter Hell.”

“But what about the paw prints? We’ve only gone down eighteen steps. How can they just stop altogether?”

“They can’t,” she said, snapping her fingers as she had an idea. “Unless…”

“Unless what?”

“Unless they haven’t stopped,” she said cryptically. “Hand me the torch.”

Philip handed it to her. She held it out toward the darkness surrounding the wide stairs and nodded.

“Just as I thought,” she said, and then—without hesitating—she lifted a foot and stepped over the edge.

“Satina!” Philip yelled, horrified. He felt every muscle in his body freeze as he saw the torch fall through the darkness. But it didn’t fall more than five or six feet. There was a loud clonk as the branch landed on something hard.

“Relax, Philip. That’s the second time in half an hour you’ve scared the wits out of me. This time you made me drop the torch.” Satina’s voice came from somewhere out in the vast darkness. A moment later she picked up the burning branch and her face appeared in its glow.

“I thought you’d jumped over the edge.” He sighed and wiped sweat off his forehead. “Are you flying?”

“No, I’m standing on another set of stairs.”

“Another?”

“Yes, the stair diverges several times. I told you, remember?”

“Oh, right.” Last time he was in Hell, Satina had told Aziel that Philip came from Hades—one of the other underworlds. She had told Philip there were hundreds of them, but that the stairs leading to them were overgrown.

But now that he knew the steps were there, he could just make them out. They were wide and uneven, partly covered by patches of black moss that blended into the darkness. The stairway led downward but wasn’t as steep as the stairway to Hell.

“Where does it go?” Philip asked. The thick shadows made it impossible to see beyond four steps.

“I don’t know,” Satina said. “There are more underworlds than I know of. But the tracks lead this way. Come on.”

Philip followed Satina down the other staircase. She was right: the smaller prints continued here. But only for eight steps. Then they stopped, although not as abruptly as before: mud was smeared on the steps as if the animal had pattered about in place, tromping on its own footsteps. Something lay in the dried dirt. Philip bent down and scooped it up. He stared in disgust at a torn lump of fur with bloody chunks of hair hanging from it. There was something else farther down, Satina discovered.

“The tip of a horn,” she whispered, staring at the little fragment. Astonished, she looked at Philip. “It’s a devil’s horn tip. A tempter, judging by the color. What in the Devil’s name is it doing here? What do you think happened?”

“It looks as though there’s been a fight,” Philip said, looking at the mud then at the hunk of fur and finally at the horn tip in Satina’s hand.

“Between the thief and a devil?”

He nodded. “Maybe the devil caught the thief and tried to take the die from him.”

“But he failed,” Satina said.

“What makes you say that?”

“Because if the tempter had overpowered the thief, he would have returned the die. But that didn’t happen. The thief won and the tempter…” She looked over the stairs into an abyss of empty darkness and shivered.

For a moment Philip just stared at her. Then he shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said.

“What?”

“I don’t think that’s what happened.” He was silent for a few seconds, then began to explain. He spoke slowly, giving himself time to express his thoughts. “It doesn’t make sense. Look at the prints. The thief was coming down these stairs, then ran into a devil, and they fought. But if the thief had overpowered the tempter, then the animal would have continued down these stairs. But the trail stops right here. Which means the thief didn’t continue.”

“So what do you think happened?”

“I think the devil overpowered the thief, snatched the die, and left his adversary severely wounded. But not mortally wounded. After recovering itself, the animal was able to get up and pursue its attacker.”

“You have no way of knowing that,” Satina protested. “There weren’t any more paw prints on the stairs to Hell, either. The mud on the paws probably dried up while they fought. That’s why we can’t see that the thief continued down these stairs.”

“True, but we can see that the animal returned to the stairway to Hell and continued down that one. You’re right about the mud drying up, but the thief left another trail behind. You discovered them yourself.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The blood. I am talking about the blood.”

“But that could be blood from the devil.” Satina’s eyes darted as she tried to come up with a new explanation. It was important to have another explanation. Because it didn’t make sense if a tempter had stolen the die. “Maybe… Maybe the devil overpowered the thief the first time around. But the thief didn’t give up that easily. He followed the wounded devil, caught up with him, seized the die, and finished off his attacker once and for all.”

Philip shook his head. “The blood didn’t come from a devil.” He held up the finger that he’d run through the congealed drops next to the hunk of fur. The greasy blood glistened in the sheen of the torch. Red blood. “Devil’s blood is black.”

Satina stared at the blood. She had an almost helpless expression on her face. She opened her mouth but no words, no explanation, came out, and she closed her mouth again. After a while she said: “So, an animal—or rather a beast—stole Death’s die, but on its way down these stairs, it was overpowered by a devil who took it.”

Philip nodded. “Took it. And kept it.”

“But why?” Satina was almost shouting, but the shadows seemed to absorb her voice. “Why keep it? What could he possibly want it for? You heard what Mortimer said. It doesn’t make any sense for a devil to take the die. If a tempter got a hold of it, why wouldn’t he return it?”

This time Philip could only shrug. He stared at the mossy staircase, wondering what was at the end of it. Where had the thief been heading? “I don’t know. But we can ask him if we find him. At least now we know what he looks like.” He nodded toward the horn tip in Satina’s hand. “All we have to do is find a tempter with a broken horn.”

* * *

Like a fine thread, the blood trail led them down the stairs to Hell. Now and then the stains disappeared, but then they reappeared a few steps farther down. The large muddy paw print showed up every six steps or so, until they gradually faded and disappeared, the mud on the paws having probably dried. On the way down Satina asked how these paw prints fit into his explanation, and Philip told her he had no idea.

“Satina?” he said, as they reached the bottom of the stairs. He’d suddenly realized something that made him keep nervously glancing over his shoulder.

“Yes?” She didn’t look at him, her eyes were fixed on the bloodstains on the stairs. The torch she was carrying had almost burned to the stem.

“The tempter who attacked the thief—maybe he didn’t come from Hell.”

She stopped and looked at him, confused. Then she realized what he meant. “You’re thinking…” She lowered her voice to a whisper, as though she was afraid others were listening in. “… of Aziel.”

Philip was about to nod, but Satina beat him to it. “Aziel didn’t do this,” she said, retrieving the curved horn tip from her cape. She held it closer to the light of the flame. “Aziel’s horns are much more pointy.”

Philip looked at her, trying to read her expression, but failing. He heard the unpleasant voice in his head stirring the familiar jealousy. She admires him. Can’t you tell, Philip? Even now—after everything he did—she still admires him.

He touched his forehead, trying to rub off the voice and the icky feeling, and the voice murmured sarcastically:

That’s all that’s left of your horns, Philip. Not impressive, Philip. Not impressive at all.

“So it’s not Aziel,” he said out loud to show that he wasn’t afraid to speak the forbidden name. “Could it be his mother? She was banished to Outer Reach, too, after all.”

Satina studied the horn for a few seconds. “Maybe,” she said. “But then again—why? Why steal the die?”

“Revenge,” Philip said. “Revenge on Lucifer who kicked them out of Hell. Mortimer himself said that Hell would be pointless if people no longer die. And revenge is a strong motivator, isn’t it?”

“The strongest,” Satina said gloomily. “But let’s say you’re right and their plan is to stop the influx of people to Hell. Why start rolling the die, then? Some of the immortals became mortal again, we saw that ourselves.”

“True,” he said. “But we don’t know for sure that… Satina, what’s wrong?”

Satina had stopped and was staring straight ahead. There was a frightened look in her eyes. When she spoke, it was in a whisper. “We’ve reached the bottom of the stairs.”

“And?”

“The gate. Where’s the gate?” she asked, and her voice trembled. “Where is Hell?”

Only now did Philip realize what she meant. They’d reached the outer court of Hell, where the gatekeeper’s house ought to be, right next to the gigantic gate that led to the devil city. The last time Philip was here, the house and the gate were lit up by the glow of two torches. But not now.

There was no light.

There were no sounds.

There was nothing.

The entire place was buried in a deep, all-consuming darkness. The flame from the burning branch was the only light.

“What’s going on?” Satina whispered. “It’s as though Hell has completely disapp— Ouch!” she exclaimed. The flame had reached her hand and she dropped the torch. It fell to the ground and the fire hissed and died out, leaving Philip and Satina in absolute darkness.


CHAPTER 18

Lost and Condemned

“Satina, where are you?” Philip glanced around, but he couldn’t see a thing. It was like standing in a thick, black fog. The shadows were impenetrable.

“Here. I’m right here.” Her voice came from close by. He walked toward it, but must have gone in the wrong direction because now her voice sounded more distant. “Philip?”

“I’m over here,” he said and waved pointlessly. He couldn’t even see his own hand.

He heard muted steps as they tried to find one another. It was almost as though the darkness played tricks on them. Threw their sounds about, leading them astray.

“Satina, can you stay in one spot and blow a flame? Yes, like that. Now I can see you! Keep doing it,” Philip said and walked toward the slim light in the vast darkness. Satina’s pale face shone behind the flame shooting out of her nostrils. When Philip reached her, she stopped blowing fire, so she could breathe again. Instinctively they grabbed each other’s hands. Philip could tell she was shaking. A lot.

“I don’t get this,” she said. “What happened? Why is it completely dark?”

“Grumblebeard probably just extinguished the torches to get a good night’s rest. He’ll probably hear us if we yell.”

“Let’s hope.”

At first, they called the old gatekeeper’s name. Then they yelled it. At the top of their lungs. To no use whatsoever. It was as quiet as it was dark.

“Do you think we walked down the wrong stairs?” Philip said. “Maybe it diverged without us noticing it.”

“Maybe,” Satina said, but Philip could tell she didn’t believe it herself.

“Here, light this branch.” Philip held up one of the three branches. Satina inhaled and breathed a white wave of fire. It caught the wood and a little wedge of the darkness yielded. “Okay, so let’s go back to the stairs and give it another try.”

“Philip?”

“Yeah?”

“We walked away from the staircase.”

“Yeah, and?”

“Well, where is it?”

Like everything else down there, the staircase was cloaked in the pitch blackness that squeezed in on them from all sides. Philip raised his arm to point in the direction of the stairs. Then he lowered it as he looked around. And around. The shadows had played tricks on them, duped them. Led them away from the staircase. Where was it? In front of them, behind them, to the left, or the right? He had no idea.

“What are we going to do, Philip?” Satina said, the panic in her voice perceptible. She squeezed his hand until it hurt. “What are we going to do?”

Lost in Outer Reach, he thought and felt fear gnawing at him. He remembered only too well what Grumblebeard had told him about this place. That not even Lucifer knew all the monsters that resided here. Horrible stories about devil kids sneaking out in the darkness never to return…

“Hello?”

An unfamiliar voice interrupted Philip’s thoughts. The voice was followed by swift, snapping steps that grew louder and louder.

“Hello, you two over there!”

“Be careful,” Satina whispered.

Philip waved the torch in the direction of the sound. “Don’t come any closer! Do you hear me?”

“Take it easy, I’m not going to hurt you,” the voice said, and from out of the shadows a man emerged. He held up his hand to show his good intentions. He was around forty. He wore a white, sweat-stained dress shirt, unbuttoned at the neck and with rolled-up sleeves; shiny patent leather shoes; and a pair of black pants matching the jacket he had slung over his shoulder. His dark hair was tousled, his eyes large and baffled. At the sight of Philip and Satina he sighed, relieved. “Oh, so I’m not the only one down here. Who are you?”

Philip opened his mouth to answer, but Satina beat him to it. “Who are you? Where did you come from?”

The man looked at her for a few seconds. Philip couldn’t determine the man’s expression, but he didn’t like it.

“Where did I come from?” the man mumbled, shaking his head. He continued in a faltering voice: “I was on my way home from work, and… I don’t know… I was on my cell phone, when something ran in front of my car. The next thing I know…” He shook his head. “Next thing I know I’m on a long steep staircase. I have no idea how I got there. I walked down and ended up here. I thought I’d become blind until I saw your light. I’ve been walking around for…” He held his wrist watch to the light, shook it. “What the… It’s broken! It’s brand new and it’s already broken! Dammit!” He kept shaking the watch, muttering something about how expensive it was, and he was going to take it back to the stupid store.

“Do you have any food?” the man said, running a hand though his greasy hair. “I don’t know how long I’ve been walking around down here, but I’m dying of hunger.”

Philip was about to tell the man that he was wrong about that, but changed his mind. Instead he pulled out the bag of rye bread.

“Is that all you’ve got?” the man said and crinkled his nose. But then he accepted the offering, stuck his hand in the bag and pulled out the remaining hunks. Like a hungry lion he devoured he bread before Philip and Satina had time to object.

They exchanged glances. Philip could tell she was thinking what he was thinking. He had suggested they’d taken the wrong set of stairs, but they hadn’t: they were right where they needed to be. And so was this man.

“Thanks,” said the man, his mouth stuffed. He swallowed with some effort. “What about water, have you got any water? It’s hot like the desert here.”

“We don’t have any water,” Philip said. “And now we don’t have any food, either.”

“Are you sure?” The man squinted at them suspiciously. “Or do you just not want to share it?”

“Evildoers are evil dreaders,” said Satina.

“Ruthless words from such a pretty girl.” The man gave a nasty smile, and Philip marveled at how intensely you could dislike someone after such a brief encounter.

“You know it’s against the law to use your cell phone while driving, right?” Philip said.

The man turned his smiling face toward Philip and murmured, “Oh, so you’re a little goody-two-shoes, are you?”

Philip balled his hands into fists but said nothing.

“Did you say it was completely dark when you got here?” Satina asked the man. “And that we’re the only ones you’ve run into?”

“Yes,” the man said. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you. Do you know where we are? What kind of place is this?”

Satina turned to Philip. “The lights couldn’t have gone out that long ago. Otherwise there’d be more… You know…” She nodded at the man. “More of them down here.”

“Them?” the stranger repeated. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Satina ignored him, but the man was having none of that. He stepped forward and grabbed her arm.

“Answer me! What do you mean?”

“Let me go!” Satina tried to escape his clutch, but the man held on.

“What do you mean, there’d be more of them down here? Where are we? Answer me, girl!”

“Let me go, you condemned!” Satina yelled. Her voice cracked like a whip, and the man let go of her arm as though he’d gotten an electric shock. His eyes darted, and he stepped back.

“What… what did you just call me?”

“You’d been drinking,” she said, stepping closer to him. Her black eyes were burning, and the man took another step back. “You’d been drinking, and then you had an accident.”

“An accident?” The stranger stared at her, dumbfounded.

“And that wasn’t the first time. Last time you hit a little girl, and you drove off. You don’t know if she died, but sometimes you have nightmares about it. Not about the girl, but about someone finding out what you did.”

The man’s eyes no longer darted. They shone, terrified. “How do you know?” he whispered. Sweat ran down his pale face. He retreated farther into the shadows, which engulfed him, little by little. It looked as though he was shrinking. “How do you know? Who are you?”

“This is Hell, you’re a condemned, and I…” Satina’s growling voice fell to a poisonous whisper, “I am a devil!”

The second she’d uttered the words, her face began to transform. The horns grew to a frightful size, her eyes retracted into their sockets, turning them into two pitch-dark hollows. The color drained from her face, which grew gaunt and wrinkled like that of a mummy, and her mouth, wide open, was filled with long, needle-sharp teeth.

A monster, Philip thought, feeling himself grow dizzy at the sight of the hideous monstrosity Satina had become. She looks like a monster.

The condemned opened his mouth to howl out his horror. But he didn’t make it that far. With a stifled moan, he collapsed on the spot. He’d fainted.

“Now we can get back to business,” the monster said, once again sounding like Satina. Then she transformed back: the horns, the teeth, and the wrinkled face all melted away, and soon Satina stood before him again. Philip stared into her black eyes to make sure the nightmarish creature really was gone.

“You could have warned me first,” he groaned, feeling his heart pounding. “You almost scared me to death.”

“Lucky for you, you’re already dead.” She smiled and picked up the torch Philip had dropped in his fright.

“What kind of monster was that? Even the vargars look friendly compared to that!”

“Lucifer’s great grandma. She is one of the oldest devils in all of Hell. She lives in the castle. I saw her once many years ago. I had nightmares for a whole week. She looks pretty frightening.”

“No kidding,” Philip said, blinking away a drop of sweat in the corner of his eye.

Satina poked at the unconscious man with the tip of her shoe. “At least we know we’re in the right place. It’s rare to see a condemned without chains, though.”

“How did you know all that about him?”

“I saw some of it in his eyes. The rest came to me when he grabbed my ar…” She fell silent and stared into the darkness.

Philip stepped closer to her. “What’s wrong, Satina?”

“Shh.”

They stood still, listening. Philip didn’t hear anything. The darkness was quiet.

Completely quiet.

Then suddenly—a sound behind them. Like soft footsteps. Philip and Satina turned on their heels.

“I heard it, too,” he said. “Do you think it’s another condemned?”

There was another sound. This time to the left. Not footsteps, but a deep and vicious growl. It sounded close. Very close.

“No,” Satina said. Fear was back in her voice, transforming it into a whisper. “It’s one of them. One of the accursed.”


CHAPTER 19

The Accursed

The creature—whatever it was—circled them, growling, but kept a distance from the flame. Now and then they caught a glimpse of a figure only to see it disappear. From time to time a pair of glowing red eyes twinkled in the shadows.

“It’s afraid of fire,” Satina whispered, using the flame to keep the creature at bay.

Philip stared at the two branches they still had left. Only two. They could keep the fire going for a while yet. But then what?

“Go away!” Satina shouted and jabbed at the creature with the torch. The outline of a deformed, two-legged creature appeared, then disappeared as the creature drew back. “Go away!”

“Blood…” The deep growl suddenly changed, transforming to a word uttered in a snarl so raw and inhuman it didn’t quite qualify as a voice. “Give… me… blood…”

Something glinted in front of them. Teeth. Bone white and pointy as needles.

“It’s a vampire,” Satina whispered. Philip felt his legs beginning to buckle.

“A… a vampire?”

“Vampire, yes…” The ferocious hissing returned. “I want the man… Not you, not devil’s blood… Haven’t tasted human for a long time… Give him to me and you can leave… I promise…”

Satina shook her head and turned to the sound as the creature moved again. “Don’t trust it, Philip. The accursed are more deceitful than devils…”

“Philip?” the vampire repeated and suddenly the dead voice took on a different tenor. It sounded… surprised? “Would that be… Philip, the angel?”

The words made the blood drain from Philip’s head.

It knows me, he thought.

“How do you know me?” he asked. He tried to speak loudly and firmly, but his voice sounded weak and trembling. “How do you know me?!”

The vampire didn’t answer. Instead the footsteps moved away, the heavy snarl fading in the darkness.

There was not a sound to be heard. All was quiet.

Completely quiet.

The vampire was gone.

Or so it wanted them to think.

“Watch out, Philip. It’s trying to trick us,” Satina said, though it wasn’t necessary. Philip already knew. He felt it, sensed its presence. The red eyes watching them. It was like a cold hand touching the back of your neck. No, the vampire wasn’t gone. It snuck around in the dark, silent as the shadows, waiting for an opportunity. A single opportunity, and it would strike. What were they going to do? They had to figure out some way to protect themselves.

“I’ve got it!” Philip exclaimed. Why hadn’t he thought of it sooner?

“What?” Satina asked.

“I know how we can defend ourselves,” he said. He was about to slip his hand under his shirt when a monstrous roar broke the silence, freezing every thought and sending chills down their spines.

Philip turned and saw something hideous rush out of the darkness. Something with blood-red eyes, and terrible fangs bared in a horrifying grin. And he didn’t have time to do anything.

“Philip!” Far away a voice screamed, and Philip was pushed to the side with a forceful shove. He tripped and fell over the unconscious condemned just as the vampire lashed out after him. The nails—long and hooked like eagle talons—tore at him, leaving four long rips in his clothes.

“Devil brood!” he heard the vampire hiss followed by a loud smack, a short scream, and a thud.

Philip got back on his feet and saw Satina lying on the ground, moaning, her face turned away. The torch had been knocked out of her hand and lay several feet away from her, smoldering. The vampire was leaning over her, but now turned to Philip.

The beast was a vile thing to look at. Its naked body, pale as a corpse’s, resembled a deformed human being. Its back was so distorted and crooked that it couldn’t stand up straight. It walked bent forward like a hunchback. At the ends of its skinny arms were warped fingers with gruesome claws. The creature was so emaciated that every bone showed through the white skin.

“So this is the famous angel…” the vampire jeered, slowly ambling toward Philip. It licked its chapped lips with a blue tongue. “There’s nothing like virtuous blood… One little sip… He probably won’t mind… Just a little sip…”

It attacked, and it was fast. Like a white shadow it rushed toward Philip, its lips curled backward, fangs ready to shred.

But Philip was faster, and from under his shirt he pulled out the small silver cross his mom had given him.

The hoarse snarl instantly transformed into an earsplitting howl of pain as the vampire encountered the invisible power of the cross. It fell to its knees, wheezing and choking as though it had been punched in the guts.

Satina was on her feet again, and when she saw what Philip was holding, she gasped.

“Get the torch, Satina!” he shouted. “Quick!”

“Can’t… breathe…” the vampire rattled, clawing at its neck and staring at the cross, terrified. “Put it away… I beg you…”

“How do you know me?!” Philip answered and removed the necklace. He held the cross in front of him like a weapon and stepped closer to the vampire. The creature writhed in agony.

“Why did you call me an angel? Answer me!”

“You’re… no… angel…” The vampire held up its frightful hands as though to shield itself. “No angel at all… it hurts… Hurts!”

“How do you know me? Tell me!”

“No…” the vampire wailed. Its entire misshapen body shook and sweat dripped down its brow. “I can’t tell you… Not allowed to say…”

“Tell me!” But Philip didn’t sound as intimidating as he intended. His voice was trembling. So was his arm. For some reason it felt as though the cross was getting heavier and heavier. He almost couldn’t hold it.

“Satina,” he said. “Hurry up!”

But Satina shook her head. Her face was panicked and pale. And like the vampire, she had her eyes glued to the cross.

“I beg you… Have mercy…”

But nothing was further from Philip’s mind than mercy, and he stepped closer to the vampire. Forced it into the dirt. “Tell me!” he shouted, this time in a more forceful voice.

“Can’t answer… Some things… Some things are worse than the cross…” The cursed creature detached its eyes from the cross and for a second its blood-red red eyes gazed into Philip’s and he saw how frightened it was. Its gravelly voice dropped to a frail whisper. “He is worse…”

Philip realized his mistake too late. The vampire had crouched on the ground, but it had also moved closer to Philip. Too close.

With a sudden movement, the vampire lashed out, knocking the crucifix from Philip’s hand. What little power the pendant still held was broken, and before Philip could react, the vampire plunged headlong into the darkness.

Philip collapsed, gasping, only now realizing how exhausted he was. It felt as though every single muscle in his body had been tensed for hours. “Why… why didn’t you help me, Satina?” he panted. “You could see I was in trouble.”

She came to his side and pulled him to his feet. “I… I didn’t dare,” she said, embarrassed. “The power of the cross… It… It scared me. Vampires aren’t the only ones down here who don’t like crosses. At least not when it is upright.”

“Then why do you dare now?”

“You’re no longer using it as a weapon. Now it’s just a piece of metal.” She took the silver band from his hand and turned the cross, so it was upside down. “I suggest you turn it this way when we get back to Hell. Or don’t let anyone see it.”

“When we get back to Hell?” he repeated. “Don’t you mean if we get back to He—” Before he could finish the sentence, a loud creaking sound—like the sound of a thousand human screams—cut through the silence. Philip and Satina spun around and saw an enormous pillar of light appear in the darkness, less than a hundred feet from where they stood. It widened and widened, transforming into an opening in the shadows.

“It’s the gate!” Satina exclaimed, almost unable to stand still from sheer excitement. “It’s the gate to Hell!”

A familiar figure appeared in the opening, throwing a long shadow into the outer court of Hell. It was a large figure, but it nonetheless looked small next to the giant gate. The sight filled Philip with joy, and the terror he’d felt encountering the vampire evaporated like dew in the sun.

“Grumblebeard!” he yelled and waved. “Grumblebeard!”

The gatekeeper looked up in astonishment. “Philip? Is it you, lad?”


CHAPTER 20

Welcome Home

“Why is it so dark out here? Oh, Hell,” Grumblebeard cursed and stomped over to the unlit torches flanking the black gate. “Hang on.”

The gatekeeper blew a giant ball of fire from his lizard jaws, lighting the torches, and the giant wall that surrounded Hell appeared in all its massiveness.

Grumblebeard approached Philip and Satina, smiling from horn to horn. He hadn’t changed a bit—still huge, scaly, and terrifying like a monster. Yet there was something different about him. Something in his yellow dragon eyes. They had a glow Philip hadn’t seen before.

“It’s so good to see you again!” The gatekeeper said, slapping Philip’s shoulder so hard he almost fell over. “You came after all. I didn’t think it was going to happen. It’s been several nights since Satina told me you were coming. Did you just get here?”

Philip opened his mouth to say no, but Satina beat him to it.

“Yes,” she said. “He just got here.”

The gatekeeper raised his eyebrows and looked at her gravely. “Have you been out there all this time? Say, don’t you know how dangerous it is out there? Don’t you know that—”

“Of course I haven’t been out there,” she interrupted. “I’ve been in and out of the gate several times, but you’re not always here. That’s probably why you haven’t seen me.”

The demon cleared his throat, embarrassed, and rubbed his coarse hands. His scaly cheeks suddenly grew rosy, Philip noticed.

“Ah yes,” Grumblebeard mumbled and studied his own feet. “I’ve had a lot of meetings with management lately.”

Philip smiled inwardly, astounded that a genuine demon could be such a bad liar.

“My apologies for the darkness, but I was… I was…” Grumblebeard’s voice died out and his yellow eyes darted as he stroked his pointy goatee.

“You were at another meeting?” Satina suggested.

“Yes!” he burst out and appeared relieved. “I was at another meeting. That’s it. And you know how meetings can drag on forever. The torches must have died out in the meantime.” The gatekeeper grunted. “Eternal fire—yeah, right! Blasted salesmen! Don’t ever trust them, you hear me?”

“Well, they’re devils, too, after all,” Philip said.

“Don’t be cheeky, Philip. It doesn’t suit you.” The gatekeeper caught sight of the man who lay unconscious on the ground. “Ah, I forgot someone was due to arrive tonight. But you’ve already taken bad care of him, I see. Well done!”

Grumblebeard stepped closer to the condemned and pulled him up by the collar. “Nice-looking fellow. We’ll change that in no time.” He winked at Philip and slapped the man on the cheek. “Hey! Wake up! No more sleeping. Get up!”

“Alice?” the man mumbled. “I had the most bizarre dream…”

“My name isn’t Alice, pal,” said Grumblebeard, and the man looked up at him.

At the sight of the demon’s lizard-like face, the man’s face went white, and this time he managed to let out a scream. “A monster! A monst—”

And then he fainted again.

Grumblebeard grit his teeth and snorted. Two thick ropes of smoke wound from his nostrils. “A monster,” he scoffed. “Me? And to think I’ve just polished my horns.”

Still growling, he tossed the man over his shoulder and plodded toward the gate. Philip and Satina followed him.

“Put him in chains and take him to Maim Street!” Grumblebeard said and threw the man through the gate as though he were a sack of potatoes. A thick rat’s tail grabbed the condemned and wound itself around him like a snake. “He’s going to replace Delilah now that she’s moved on.”

At first the demon that had caught the man didn’t react. The demon, a gragorn, wasn’t as big as Grumblebeard, but his spiraling horn was longer, and it looked as though another one had begun to grow in the middle of his forehead. His eyes—cold and hard like steel—were directed at Philip.

“Get moving, Grabclaw,” Grumblebeard said. “This man should have been let in a while ago. He’s already wasted too much eternal time.”

Grabclaw nodded, still staring at Philip, who shuddered. Then he carried the man to a big iron tub filled with water so cold it had a thin layer of ice. The rat tail wound around the man’s neck and dunked his head in the ice water. He immediately came to and glanced around, gasping for air. Then he started screaming.

“That’s the spirit,” Grabclaw said and dragged the man toward the large hall where the condemned were put in chains.

“Who’s Delilah?” Philip asked. “And why was she moved? I thought the condemned were punished for all eternity?”

“They are, but some of the punishments change. Delilah alternates between the Ice River and Maim Street. They keep her in the river until her hair has grown long and thick and then they send her to Maim Street, where she is trampled on, until her hair is gone and her scalp bleeds. Then she goes back in the river. Do you know the story of Samson and Delilah?”

“Samson?” Philip nodded. “He was the strong guy whose strength resided in his hair. He was duped into telling his secret and when his hair was cut off, he lost all his stren—” Philip snapped his fingers when he realized the connection. “Delilah was the woman who cut it off.”

“You’re almost right. Delilah didn’t wield the scissors herself, but she did coax him into telling her his secret. Ah, yes, women—they complicate matters. Come inside and put your legs up. I’ve been looking forward to hearing from you.”

“Philip?” A thin voice emerged from the other side of the door. “Was that what I heard? Wasn’t that the good boy who felt so bad for me and promised to pursue my case and tell them what I’ve said all along: that what happened wasn’t my fault. That I’m innoce—”

“Shut it!” Grumblebeard yelled peevishly. He grabbed the door knocker and slammed it into the brass plate, which was shaped like an old man’s head. The speaking head bit its lips to suppress a scream, while it eyed the gatekeeper with a terrified expression. Grumblebeard unlocked the door and stepped into the house.

“Why don’t you get the kettle boiling for tea? While you’re doing that I’ll get a fire going in the living room. I’ll be damned if it hasn’t died out there as well. This’ll be the last time I buy anything from that swindler, I can tell you that.”

“Oh, wow,” Philip called out when Satina turned on the light over the sink. “It’s spick and span.”

The last time Philip had been in the gatekeeper’s house, the kitchen had looked like a dump. Dirty plates, glasses, pots, and pans had been stacked high, both on the kitchen counter and on the floor, right next to, well, more stacks.

But all that was gone now. There wasn’t a dirty cup or a speck of food to be found anywhere. The kitchen practically sparkled.

Satina smiled and whispered: “I told you he’s found a girlfriend.”

Philip got three cups, and Satina boiled water in a pot.

“Do you think it could be Aziel?” Philip asked as Satina retrieved the container with thistle tea and put a handful of blossoms into the boiling water.

She furrowed her brow, confused. “What do you mean?”

“What the vampire was talking about. It knew me. It called me an angel, like Aziel always did. And then it spoke of someone else, someone it feared. He is worse, it said, when I was holding the cross.”

Satina shook her head and continued brewing the tea. “Aziel was wicked, I’ll give you that, but he not wicked enough that the accursed will bow down to him. Besides, he’s just a kid.”

She was right about the last part, but Philip didn’t agree about the first part. He still recalled the look Aziel had given him before the guards had taken him away, out of Satan’s castle. He’d had nightmares about it several times. Aziel might just be a kid, but he wasn’t just wicked, he was insane. “He tried to kill Lucifer! And me!”

“Forget about Aziel, Philip,” she pleaded—and it really sounded like pleading. “He’s gone, and he’s never coming back. So just forget about him, okay?”

Philip was about to go on, but Satina cut him off, announcing the tea was ready. Philip thought to himself that the tea looked a bit thin when she poured it, but he could take a hint, so he didn’t say another word. Even though he didn’t understand why she was being so dismissive whenever Aziel’s name came up. It was almost as though there was something she wasn’t telling him.

They went into the living room, where Grumblebeard had just managed to light the fire.

“Wow. That was fast. Have a seat and make yourselves comfortable.” The gatekeeper chuckled quietly. “I don’t get to say that very often.”

Philip and Satina sat on the couch. There was a muted scream behind Philip when he leaned back, and he jumped up, startled. He stared at the white pillow that had been at his back, and only then did he discover that it was subtly moving. As though something living had been sewn into it. An embroidered heart adorned the cover. Though it wasn’t an ordinary heart.

“Why… why does it look as though it’s bleeding?” Philip asked nervously.

The answer was as he feared. “Because it is bleeding,” Grumblebeard said. “Nice craftsmanship, isn’t it? Genuine human skin.”

And the human being is still alive, Philip thought and shivered. He realized that he’d have to get used to things down here again. The heart is still pumping.

“Who gave it to you?” Satina asked, while Philip moved as far away from the pillow as possible.

“An acquaintance,” Grumblebeard said, and before Satina could follow up, he continued, “What are you doing down here, Philip? They haven’t made a mistake again, have they?”

“No, uhm… I was invited, you might say,” he said and glanced at Satina, who nodded almost imperceptibly.

“You’re an odd soul, Philip.” The demon smiled and drank from his tea. “Most people wouldn’t voluntarily come back to Hell after having escaped it once.”

“Someone made me an offer I couldn’t refuse,” Philip said.

“It’s hard to say no to evil,” said the gatekeeper, glancing at Satina. Philip felt his cheeks flush, and he quickly changed the topic, asking Grumblebeard how he was doing.

“I’m doing well, thank you. Feet on the ground, horns pointing up, as they say. Nothing new to report. The last time something interesting happened here, it revolved around you, you know. You’re still a topic of conversation, Philip. No less now that Lucifer put up that statue of you and…”

“What?” Philip nearly choked on his tea. “A statue?”

“Yes, didn’t you know?”

Philip looked at Satina, who gazed intently at her cup of tea. “I had no idea.”

“Well, he did. A big statue in the middle of the square so everyone can see it.”

“You’re kidding?!”

“No, it’s true.” Grumblebeard drew out a long pipe and began filling it with tobacco. “So you ended up in Hell after all, kiddo. And for doing a genuinely good deed. Who would have known?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Philip was still staring at Satina, who seemed squirmy and uneasy. Philip didn’t know how to react. A statue of him in Hell? It seemed completely wrong. Was that why he almost laughed? “That’s just crazy!”

“Don’t be haughty now, Philip,” Grumblebeard said, puffing on his pipe. The smoke wrapped itself around his demon face. “The higher you fly, the deeper you fall. I think Satina refrained from telling you because your righteous mind has rubbed off on her. Isn’t that so, my dear?”

At first Satina shrugged. Then she nodded.

“What are you talking about?” Philip stared at them, confused. But then it dawned on him what Grumblebeard meant. And why it seemed as though there was something Satina wasn’t telling him. “There’s something wrong with it, isn’t there? There’s something wrong with the statue.”

“Oh, no, the statue itself is fine, though I don’t think it really looks like you. But you need to know that not all devils care for you. When I say that you’re a topic of conversation, the conversation isn’t always positive. There’s a lot of whispering in the nooks and crannies these nights, and when people whisper, it’s usually evil talk. Don’t get me wrong: many of us appreciate how you got Aziel kicked out of Hell. But there are also some who aren’t so happy about that. Not happy at all. That devil kid still has friends and supporters on this side of the gate. Young devils who’ve gone astray and think that Aziel was on to something when he tried to overthrow Lucifer. Even though none of them have the guts to say it out loud.”

Philip thought about the icy stare that Grumblebeard’s colleague, Grabclaw, had given him, and wondered whether it was only the young devils who were on Aziel’s side.

Grumblebeard blew two smoke rings out of his nostrils. They blended together, like a figure eight. “But what you can’t say out loud, you can communicate in other ways.”

“That’s why I didn’t tell you about the statue, Philip,” Satina said. She looked at him miserably. “It gets vandalized.”

“Vandalized?”

“Every single night,” Grumblebeard continued. “Lucifer has tried to find the perpetrators, but so far they’ve managed to go undetected, and nothing has come of—”

The demon was interrupted by a loud ringing, and he grunted, irritated. “What is it this time?” he growled and picked up the phone that sat beside the recliner. “Hello?”

Philip studied Satina. She had her eyes on the teacup in her hands. Now he understood why she was so dismissive about his thoughts on Aziel. She was ashamed. Ashamed of the behavior of her fellow devils. Ashamed that Aziel apparently wasn’t completely gone, but still existed as a half-hidden whisper. Ashamed that she’d once had a crush on him. She had asked—no, pleaded with—Philip to forget all about Aziel, but maybe it was she who wanted to forget. Because she was ashamed.

Philip was about to reach out and take her hand, to tell her it was all right, when Grumblebeard yelled into the receiver so loudly that he jumped.

“What? That can’t be true! What’s that? A reviewer? Are you sure? I’ll be right there. Blasted hell!” The demon slammed the receiver down, violently grinding his yellow teeth. Then he turned to his two guests. “I’m sorry to have to kick you out like this, but I have to go. They say I’ve made a mistake. That I sent a reviewer to the Swamp of Vanity even though he obviously should have gone to The Pillory Park. Any fool knows that, but Hell will freeze over before those nitwits will think for themselves.”

Grumblebeard went into the hallway and pressed on the rusty handle in the wall. Then they left the house and walked toward the gate, which opened slowly—like a gigantic mouth of fire, welcoming Philip back with a scream.

“We’re home,” Satina sighed.

Philip realized he was nodding.


CHAPTER 21

Strange World, Strange Thoughts

“I hope you’ll stop by another night,” Grumblebeard said when they stood on the other side of the gate. With a mischievous smile, Satina answered that they hoped to catch him on a night when he wasn’t attending another meeting. Once again, the gatekeeper’s scaly cheeks blushed, and he disappeared, heading toward the Swamp of Vanity.

“I sure would like to know who has him so smitten,” Satina laughed. But then she suddenly went quiet and tugged at Philip’s sleeve.

“What is it?”

She pointed at the dry ground. The dotted line of blood ran from the dark outer court through the gate to Hell.

“I was right,” he said. “The beast that stole the die from Mortimer followed the devil. It’s in here somewhere. If only we could follow the trail…”

But they couldn’t. Inside the walls, the ground was constantly stained with the blood of the condemned after whips tore their skin or chains dug deep into their ankles and wrists. Their trail came to an end here; it drowned in new and old human blood.

“What do we do now?” Philip asked. “Any suggestions?”

To his surprise, Satina nodded. “Go to my house and eat dinner,” she said. “I’m starving to death.”

Philip was about to object, but his grumbling stomach intervened. “Suggestion approved.” He smiled. “As long as you’ve got something besides rye bread.”

They hurried through the devil city, and Philip once again absorbed it all, letting himself be bombarded with impressions from this world so different to his own. The eternal, starless night sky where the devils flew amongst one another. The heat from the many flames, small and large, shooting from the ground. Droves of condemned being whipped as they made their way to their station of punishment. The sound of rattling chains, anguished cries, and heart-rending pleas for mercy.

They took a shortcut through a park and passed a cluster of strange-looking trees that Philip hadn’t seen before. The bark was light, and the long, gnarled branches held round, brass-colored leaves. They clinked in the hot wind as though they were made of metal. The trees exuded a rank smell, and Philip suddenly thought he spotted something in the bark. Didn’t that look like a nose? And a pair of eyes?

“Humans,” he whispered. “The trees are humans.”

Satina nodded. “Money-grubbers and cheapskates. Those who were wedded to their money. Now they’re here, rotting to the sound of clinking coins.”

It’s weird, Philip thought and hunched under the long branches that seemed to reach out for him, silently calling for help. It’s so cruel and evil. And yet it feels good to be back.

They emerged from the park and continued through a residential neighborhood. Now and then, nice-looking houses and withered privet hedges gave way to creepy caves that sent a chill down Philip’s spine. In these dark mountain hollows lived the vargars—the masters of the dark who wielded their black magic to bring about disaster and accidents on earth.

Philip’s belly growled again, and he thought of what Satina had said about starving to death.

“Satina?”

“Yes?”

“Devils are immortal, right?”

“Yes. Except in very special circumstances, as you saw with Lucifer.”

“So what would happen if you stopped eating and drinking?”

She gawped at him, bewildered. “Why would I want to do that?”

“It’s just a question. What would happen if you didn’t eat or drink for a week?”

“I think that’s a very strange question.”

“Would you die?”

“No, I’m immortal. I’d just be very thirsty and hungry.”

“But what if it wasn’t just a week? What if you didn’t eat or drink for a month? Or a whole year?”

“Philip, you’re making me uncomfortable. Why are you asking me this?”

“Because I don’t understand it. Immortality, I mean.”

Satina rubbed her hands. It was obvious that she wasn’t at ease with the topic. “I guess what would happen is the same as what would happen to you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. You’re immortal too now that you’re no longer alive.”

So being immortal means not being alive? It sounds a lot like what Mortimer said. But Philip didn’t say it out loud.

Satina shrugged. “If you didn’t eat or drink, you’d be fatigued and ill. You’d waste away, become skin and bones, too weak to do anything but breathe. You’d stay that way, because you wouldn’t die. But you’d be as close as you could get.”

“It must be awful,” Philip mumbled, and in his mind’s eye he saw the image of a man so scrawny and starved that he was a skeleton rather than a human being. Then the man transformed and became Lucifer, as he had looked back when he was sick and both of his horns had fallen off. And something suddenly stirred in the back of his mind. A thought. Something about…

But it slipped away, before Philip could grasp it. He realized Satina was saying something, and he asked her to repeat herself.

“I said, of course it’s awful. But everyone here eats. Except for the condemned, of course. But that’s different.”

“How so?”

“They are souls, not devils. They don’t need food. Even though they are always hungry.”

“But I’m not a devil.”

“You were the last time you were here,” she replied. “Can we talk about something else now?”

“Yes,” Philip said and laughed when his stomach rumbled. “I’m hungry.”


CHAPTER 22

Under the Whip

“Apparently my dad’s home,” Satina said as they stepped into the house. She nodded at the coatrack, where a long, rolled-up black leather whip was hanging. “I should probably warn you that he’s not in a good mood these nights.”

“Why is that?” Philip asked, concerned. He’d experienced Blackhorn in a foul mood before, and it wasn’t something he’d like to repeat.

“It’s my mom. She—” Satina was interrupted by a clatter from the kitchen followed by furious swearing that included every cuss word Philip had ever heard and then some. “Go have a look for yourself.”

They went into the kitchen. What Philip saw was so unexpected that he almost started laughing. But something told him that would be the biggest—and last—mistake he’d ever make.

Satina’s father, a big black gragorn of the same terrifying caliber as Grumblebeard, stood by the kitchen sink doing the dishes. His arms were covered in suds, and around his waist he wore a white apron. Leaning against the stove was a broom, and on the floor lay a big pile of glass shards.

“Hi, Dad,” said Satina. Blackhorn turned around so suddenly that water sprayed from the dish brush.

“Satina! You startled me!” He nodded toward the stairs. “I thought you were up in your room doing homework?”

“What? No…” Bewildered, she stared at her father.

Philip didn’t understand what Blackhorn meant, either. Satina had been gone for two weeks after all, so why would he think she was in her room? And he didn’t seem in the least bit glad to have her back. It was almost as though he had no clue she’d been gone.

“Yes, well, I gather it was just something you said to get out of doing chores,” Blackhorn grumbled. “I should have known, since I’m the one who raised y—” Then he spotted Philip, and his gruff expression gave way to a surprised smile. “Well, I’ll be damned if it isn’t Philip! How about it! I almost didn’t recognize you. You’re back, huh? And not in chains this time.”

“Just visiting,” Philip said, gritting his teeth while enduring the pain of Blackhorn’s big hand squeezing his.

“Wonderful! Maybe you can give me a hand, then? I’ll never get done! I tell you, I practically feel like one of the condemned.”

“Where’s Mom?” Satina asked. “Why aren’t you at work?”

“Not at work? Then what do you call this, if I may ask?” Blackhorn’s jaw muscles started twitching, and he squinted his yellow eyes. He turned and resumed washing the dishes, rubbing the plates so hard it was a miracle they didn’t break. “This is my first free night in four years, and your mother had the brilliant idea that I should try…” For a second he fell silent, seemingly reluctant to even pronounce the word, “… cleaning! And your mother, she went out tempting, while I’m stuck here, my hands wrinkled as raisins.”

From the corner of his eye, Philip saw a movement at the top of the stairs. He looked up, but it was gone before he could tell what it was.

“It’s not much of a home to return to, Philip,” Blackhorn said. He put down the dish brush and started drying the dishes. “It’s Demeona. I don’t know what got into her, but she’s gotten this idea that I have to do half the housework. It’s unbearable. I’m no good at it. I’ve already broken three glasses here. My hands aren’t made for this kind of thing. They’re made for wielding the whip on the condem—” The plate he was drying slipped from his hands and sailed onto the floor where it crashed loudly.

“That’s it!” he shouted and pounded on the counter so forcefully that fragments of plaster fell from the ceiling. He tore off the apron with his tail. “I refuse to do this anymore! If Demeona wants to have the dishes and the vacuuming done or the beds made or any other blasted thing, she’ll have to do it herself!”

Someone cleared their throat, and Blackhorn froze.

Philip turned and saw Satina’s mother in the doorway. Her green eyes were fixed on Blackhorn who, despite his size, suddenly looked like a little boy caught with his hands in the cookie jar.

“I’m back.”

“Oh hi, sweetie.” Blackhorn quickly stepped toward her and clumsily gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Did you have a bad night?”

“Mmm,” Demeona said and raised one eyebrow admonishingly. “Did you do the laundry as I asked you to?”

Blackhorn mumbled something, and Demeona asked him to repeat it.

“All I said was, I didn’t get to it.” A little stooped, he now tied the apron around his waist again. “I was going to do it after the dishes.”

“It can wait. We have company, I see. Welcome back, Philip.”

“Thank you.”

“When did you get here?”

“A minute ago,” Satina swiftly answered on his behalf. “I just went to get him.”

“Did you know he was coming?” Demeona looked at her daughter, astonished. “You haven’t said a word about it. But then we haven’t seen that much of you, you being so busy with homework these nights.”

“It, uhm… It was going to be a surprise,” she said, casting a sidelong glance at Philip.

“And it certainly is! A wonderful surprise, I must say!” With a big smile, Blackhorn handed Philip a dish towel. “Now there’s two of us to get the work done.”

“Will you stop it!” Demeona’s knife-sharp voice intervened, and Blackhorn hurriedly put the dish towel away. “Where are your manners!”

“I was just kidding.”

“Very funny, dear. Leave the dishes and make a bed in the guestroom for Philip.”

Fuming, Blackhorn stomped up the stairs. He growled that he didn’t understand why she had to make such a hullabaloo. Men went to work, women took care of the house. It had been like that forever, and it worked out well. Why that had to be changed, he didn’t comprehend and…

“Honey?” Demeona called. “After you’ve prepared the guestroom, could you go grocery shopping? We’ve got a guest for dinner now.”

Blackhorn’s thick rat’s tail started swinging from one side to the other, and the smoke that rose from his nostrils instantly turned black. His fiery eyes trained on Philip, who tried in vain to swallow the lump in his throat.

“Y-you don’t have to do that,” he cautiously stuttered. “Satina and I will be happy to go if we need anything.”

“Very well, then,” said Demeona and retrieved her wallet from her purse. “I was going to finish the dishes while you went, but you’ll be able to do it then after all, dear.”

Philip’s offer had lit up Blackhorn’s face, but now it scrunched into folds, making him look like an angry bull. “Thanks a lot, Philip,” he snorted.

“Y-you’re welcome,” Philip whispered, wishing he’d kept quiet. He should have known from the last time he was here: Doing good was difficult in Hell.


CHAPTER 23

Hell of an Angel

“I don’t understand,” Satina said when they were on their way to the market square. “They had no idea I’d been gone. How can that be? And what was that nonsense about me being so busy with my homework?”

Philip shrugged. “Maybe it has something to do with Mortimer. He said he’d take care of your parents. Maybe he hypnotized them or something?”

“Not likely. No devil dares spend a minute alone with Death. And it didn’t seem like they were under a spell. They just didn’t care that I’d been gone for almost two weeks.”

“Didn’t care, but were still pretty furious,” Philip said. “Your dad anyway. With me.”

“Oh, don’t pay any attention to him. He growls, but he doesn’t bite.” She chuckled a little. “But he certainly isn’t happy about Mom’s new arrangement. Unfortunately, he can’t do a thing about it. She’s a tempter, so she’s got him wrapped around her finger.”

They reached the market square where crumbling and rusty signs made of wood and iron dangled in front of the small shops. Devils and demons sat chatting on the scattered benches. By the fountain, a newspaper boy waved that night’s edition of Hell Times, shouting, “Get your newspaper. Big news! Condemned tries to escape but doesn’t even manage to free himself from the chains! Buy tonight’s paper!”

“Yeah, big news,” Satina said. “The condemned are always trying to escape. He stands there yelling the same thing night after night.”

They walked past the movie theater, which featured only horror films, and the bookstore, where every single window displayed the Devil’s memoir—A Hell of a Life, new and revised edition. It topped the bestseller list, Satina told him, but that’s wasn’t all that surprising since a new and revised edition came out every year, and Lucifer forced all devils to buy it.

“They’re talking about me,” Philip said as they walked on. He glanced around at the devils. No matter where he looked, the faces quickly turned away. But the muttering continued. Now and then it appeared as though they were pointing at something, not at Philip but at something farther down the street.

“Uh-huh,” Satina said. “That’s what you get for being famous. Come this way. The butcher’s over here.”

Soon they reached the butcher, and the specialties in the window made Philip’s skin crawl. “I… eh… I think I’ll wait out here,” he said.

The butcher’s storefront window looked more like a chamber of horrors than a place where you bought food. Large trays held rat and tarantula meat. Dishes contained daddy longlegs, sticky mites, and the eyes of condemned human beings. Snakes, bats, and goat heads were impaled on giant meat hooks. Suddenly Philip felt very grateful for Mortimer’s rye bread, all the more so when he saw that the eyes in the bowl had turned and were now staring at him, pleading. Fortunately, Demeona had asked them to get wolf meat. He liked that.

Satina slipped into the store, and Philip turned around. A couple of older devils on the other side of the street turned their faces away from Philip. But they kept speaking in agitated tones, and one of them pointed his tail down the street.

Driven by curiosity—which registered as a faint discomfort in his stomach—Philip began to walk in that direction, knowing full well what he’d find. He followed the street around the next corner, and there it was, twinkling in the light of the flames that shot out of the dry ground.

PHILIP ENGEL

The Bane of the Great Conspiracy
A Hell of a Boy

That was the inscription etched into the small bronze plaque—if you ignored the edits, that was.

The statue itself was about seven feet tall and made of copper. Philip had been cast wearing a cape, one hand on his hip, the other raised to his forehead, rubbing the bumps. The copper face had a grim expression, the mouth was a thin line, and the eyes were black and glowering. He looked evil, and the bumps in the copper forehead were considerably bigger than Philip’s actual bumps.

“It doesn’t even look like me,” Philip mumbled and quickly put his hands in his pockets. He’d been standing with one hand on his hip and the other rubbing his forehead.

But there were several reasons why it didn’t look like him. Someone had drawn a big mustache on it and twisted the nose upward, so it resembled a pig’s snout. Besides being splattered with blood, it was coated with the remains of rotten eggs and tomatoes. One of the eggs had landed on top of the head and, because of the heat, it had fried like an egg over-easy. It hung down over the face like a shapeless hat.

On the bronze plaque, the first “E” in Philip’s last name had been crossed out and someone had written an “A” in its place.

“We don’t know who did it, but when we figure it out, they’ll regret it,” said a familiar voice nearby.

“Lucifax!” Philip cried out.

The Devil’s black cat smiled at him. “Welcome back, Philip.”

“You don’t seem too surprised to see me. Did you know…”

Lucifax nodded. “My master told me that you were… around, and I saw you shortly after you arrived. You saw me, too, by the way, though you didn’t realize it.” Before Philip had time to ask what it meant by that, the cat asked, “How are you doing?”

Philip scowled at the statue. “I’ve been better.”

“Don’t worry about it. Just pranks.”

“That’s not what I hear,” he replied.

Lucifax said nothing.

“I figured I’d find you here.” Satina joined them, carrying a package from the butcher’s. “Hi, Lucifax. So, you’ve seen who’s back?”

“That goes for both of you, as far as I understand,” the cat said. “You’ve been gone for quite a while yourself.”

“Do you know where we’ve been?” she asked.

Lucifax nodded.

“Do you know why?”

The cat nodded again. “I know all of it. I’ve also—how can I put it—been somewhat involved in the matter.”

“How?” Philip asked. Then a thought occurred to him and he cast a sidelong glance at the cat’s paws. They were smaller than the tracks they’d seen in the forest at Death’s place. Or were they? He knew from Boy Scouts that a print always looks bigger than the foot or paw that made it. Could it have been Lucifax who…?

“I was asked to provide a service,” the cat said. “To avoid unnecessary worry and needless questions.”

“From whom?”

“Your parents, among others.” The cat looked at Satina.

“My parents?” She shook her head a little. “What do you mean? They seemed like they hadn’t even noticed I’d been gone.”

“Exactly.”

Satina looked puzzled, but suddenly Philip understood what Lucifax was talking about. And what the cat had meant when it said that Philip himself had seen it without realizing it. Like the tempters, the Devil’s cat was able to transform itself.

“It was you!” he burst out. “You’re the one I saw on the stairs at Satina’s house. But I didn’t recognize you because you’d transformed yourself. That’s why Blackhorn thought Satina was in her room doing homework. That was you. You’ve pretended to be Satina while we were at Mortimer’s.”

“I’ve played the part before, very successfully,” Lucifax said in Satina’s voice, taking a bow.

“I see,” said Satina. “But you could have prepared a little better for the role. It’s not like I do homework that often. I’m no ange—” She stopped short when her eyes met Philip’s. She cleared her throat, embarrassed.

“Perhaps, but I had to think of something to avoid your parents’ company or they would have smelled a rat. Or rather, a cat. Besides, all worries and needless questions were avoided that way, just like Mortimer had asked me.”

“Can we go someplace else and talk?” Philip asked. He had his back turned to the statue but still felt it gazing at his nape. And smelled the foul stench of rotten eggs and tomatoes.

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” the cat said. “I’ve already notified my master that you’ve arrived. He’s waiting eagerly at the castle. Ever since he heard you were back, he’s been hoping you’d stop by. He’s missed you.”

“But my dad… Dinner…” Satina said, holding up the package of wolf meat.

“Ravine will be in charge of that. Your parents will be notified that you’re having dinner at the castle. And your dad will probably appreciate having to cook for two people instead of four.” The cat smiled, and Philip and Satina couldn’t help but laugh.


CHAPTER 24

Port Wine and Apple Cider

They followed the cat through the town to Maim Street, the wide boulevard cobbled with human heads, which led directly to the Devil’s castle. The impressive building—pieced together with hundreds of thousands of human skeletons—lay as an iceberg in the darkness. The pillars of fire made the bone walls shine.

“You two! Yes, you!” A desperate voice, louder than the other muted screams under their feet, suddenly called out to Philip and Satina.

It was the condemned they had met in the outer court of Hell. He was pushed forward by a hefty and gruff-looking gragorn carrying a rusty shovel over his shoulder. The man had been stripped of his clothes; apart from the chains around his hands and ankles, he was naked. His eyes were bright with terror.

“Help me!” he begged and stumbled onward when the gragorn pushed him in the back. “Please, don’t let them do this to me! You’re not like them. You were nice to me. You gave me something to eat. I beg you, don’t let them do this to me!”

Satina walked on without even looking at the man. Philip shrugged and smiled apologetically. “Sorry.”

He hurried after Satina and Lucifax up the stairs with the pearly white gate. Instantly it began to open. Behind them the man’s pleas turned to screams as the gragorn pushed him into a deep man-sized hole and started filling it with dirt.

They stepped into the cooling darkness of the castle. Patchy areas of the huge throne room were lit by candles several feet tall. A red runner stretched all the way to the throne where Philip had first met the Lord of Darkness. Now the throne was empty.

Philip looked inquiringly at Lucifax, who informed them that his master was awaiting them in the fireplace lounge. They continued past the throne and the many paintings with eerie motifs of condemned in different perilous situations. They were alive, these condemned, frozen into the horror of the painting, and their faint cries for help filled the throne room like a muffled whisper of the wind.

They walked up the spiral staircase, continued through labyrinthine corridors, up more stairs, and around and around again until Philip had lost all sense of direction.

“Here we are,” said the cat, when at last they stood in front of a double door. Lucifax raised a paw and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” announced a voice, soft as velvet.

The cat pushed up the door and gestured for Philip and Satina to enter.

The sound of a crackling fire and muted music welcomed them. The red walls held small oil lamps and large portraits of Lucifer and other famous… No, wait, they were all of Lucifer, Philip noticed.

One wall was covered with bookshelves, and Philip did a double take when he discovered they held bibles. Different editions and sizes, but all bibles. Why?

Near the lit fireplace was an over-sized recliner, and on the black-and-white checkered floor in front of the fireplace lay the hide from a three-headed monster, its six glass eyes staring vacantly at Philip.

The Devil stood in front of the fireplace. His back was turned to the fire, and the ravenous flames transformed his figure into a silhouette.

“Philip,” he said. “Welcome back.”

He stepped toward them, and the shadows vanished from his smiling face.

Last Philip had seen him, the Devil had still been marked by the poison that had nearly killed him. But not now. The ink-colored eyes glowed with such force that Philip found it hard to look into them. They were like two small, black suns. His skin was no longer wrinkled and gray, but smooth as snakeskin. Under the dark, brushed-back hair, the two horns had grown out in an elegant arc, even though they weren’t as long as Philip recalled.

“Thank you,” Philip said and shook Lucifer’s hand.

“Still man enough to shake hands with the Devil, I see.” Satan smiled. “That’s good. But you don’t get off so easily. Come here, son.” He pulled Philip into a warm embrace.

“Give the Devil an inch…” Philip chuckled.

“And he’ll take a mile,” Lucifer replied and let Philip go. He looked at Philip with raised eyebrows. “Give him a smile and…”

“And he’ll take your soul. Chapter 3 of A Pact with the Devil. I haven’t forgotten everything.”

“I can tell. How wonderful for an old devil to see,” Lucifer said and studied the bumps in Philip’s forehead. Then his eyes lowered, gazed straight into Philip’s, and he grew serious. “How’ve you been, Philip? Did Mortimer treat you well?”

Philip stared at the floor and nodded. “Fine.”

Lucifer growled as though he knew perfectly well that it wasn’t an honest answer. “You seem tired, Philip. Haven’t you slept enough?”

Philip shrugged and said, in a soft voice, “It was cold.”

“Like Mortimer himself,” Lucifer said, after giving Philip some time to complete his sentence. He put his index finger under Philip’s chin and raised his downcast face. The Devil smiled, baring all his white teeth. “But now you’re back where it’s warm, Philip. Your old bed has been made for you. No one has touched it since you left. I was hoping the evil inside you was strong enough to send you back here once your life ended. And now, here you are, back before your time is up. Who would have thought?” He stood for a moment, studying Philip, and then recalled they weren’t alone. “Ah, yes, Satina, of course there’s room for you there, too. My apologies, I didn’t mean to be ru— No, no, no! Stop it now!” Lucifer interrupted himself, knocking a fist against his forehead. He shook his head and pointed at Philip. “That’s your fault! I completely forgot what effect you have on people. You’ve barely walked in the door and I already sound like a silly angel. And don’t say you’re sorry!” the Devil added sharply when Philip opened his mouth to say he was sorry.

Philip looked at Satina with shiny eyes. “Would you like to stay, too? Then we won’t have to deal with… with…”

“My dad?” she asked, laughing. “Yes, but I’ll have to ask my parents first.”

“There it is again. You’re a bad influence, Philip.” Lucifer shook his head and sighed. “If you feel like staying, Satina, then stay. We’ll send word to your parents if that’s so important.”

“Okay then.”

“Excellent, excellent. Can I offer you something to drink? It will be a while before dinner is ready. Ravine heard you were coming so she changed the entire menu. She’s so excited to see you.” Lucifer walked over to the bookcases with all the bibles and retrieved a thick copy. It was bound in brown leather and its pages were edged in gold leaf.

“My favorite book,” he said, smiling, and opened it. Inside, the book was hollow. The pages had been removed, replaced by cavities on either side. One held tumblers, the other a half-full carafe. “Port wine?”

They declined, and Lucifer asked if there was something else they’d like. Brandy? Rum? Blood? As he asked his tail tip pointed to different bibles, which apparently didn’t contain the holy text, but liquor. Philip and Satina kept declining until Lucifer snapped his fingers and offered them apple cider.

They accepted this, and after the Devil had poured himself a glass of port wine and put the unholy bible back in its spot, he clapped his hands.

Soon the door opened, and a devil with greasy hair and limp horns entered the room. Philip recognized him immediately. It was Grum, the castle servant, who had often brought dinners up to Philip’s room. Philip had never liked him, and it was clear that Grum didn’t like him, either. When he spotted Philip, he narrowed his yellow eyes, and raised his tail like a cobra ready to strike. Philip was pleased to see that Grum couldn’t straighten out his tail. It was bent in two places where Philip had once broken it.

“Master called?” Grum said, glancing out of the corner of his eye at Philip, who scowled back just as spitefully.

“Yes, Grum. Bring us two glasses of apple cider. The best kind.”

“The best kind…” The narrow eyes of the castle servant opened wide. “Does Master mean the one from the box with…”

“Exactly,” Lucifer said. “Only the very best is good enough for our guests. Now get going.”

Grum bowed, backed out of the room, and closed the door.

For a moment the only sound to be heard was the music spilling from the hidden speakers.

“You’re the Devil in disguise, oh, yes you are,” a man sang in a soft voice.

“That song,” Philip said. “I know it. My mom listens to it sometimes.”

“A wonderful tune,” the Devil nodded. “And very suitable for the occasion, if I may say so. The singer spent the first years of his death down here, by the way. Gluttony was his biggest sin. But unfortunately, I had to send him off. All the way, if you know what I mean.” Lucifer pointed up into the air. “The man sang like an angel, and it interfered with the other condemned. Instead of screaming, they started humming along. It was terrible.”

A few minutes later Grum returned with a small tray holding two glasses of apple cider, golden as amber. When Philip picked up his glass, he looked straight into the servant’s eyes and saw… something. He wasn’t sure what it was, but suddenly he was convinced that Grum was one of the devils behind the vandalism of Philip’s statue. Which wasn’t surprising.

Grum quickly lowered his gaze, as though he had sensed that Philip had seen something in his eyes. He slithered out of the room like a snake.

Philip sipped the apple cider, afraid that Grum might have put something in it. But it tasted fine, and he drank a little more. Actually, it didn’t just taste fine. It tasted… It tasted… Divine! Yes, that was it, it was divine. Once, when Philip had been a little boy, he had asked his mother how a rainbow tasted. She had laughed and told him she didn’t know. But now Philip knew. If rainbows had a flavor, it would be like this apple cider that sent gentle shivers through his mind and body and made him drink and drink and drink until the glass didn’t have a single drop left.

“That’s what I’ve always said,” the Devil said, laughing when Philip looked into the empty glass, disappointed. “There’s nothing like forbidden fruit.”

“Forbidden fruit?” repeated Philip, turning to Satina, who had also emptied her glass.

“The cider is made from apples from the Tree of Knowledge. I stole a box last I was up there. It’s easy to understand why Adam and Eve couldn’t resist it, isn’t it?”

“You were in Paradise?” Philip ran a finger around the rim of his glass and then licked it. “What were you doing there?”

“We had a meeting in the Garden of Eden. Jehova, Mortimer, and yours truly. We were discussing the theft of the die and its unfortunate consequences.”

“And what did you decide?”

“You tell me, Philip.”

“What do you mean?”

The Devil pointed at him with the hand holding the glass of port wine. “I mean you are what we decided. We agreed to bring you back.”

The words made Philip feel rather dizzy. The thought that God, Death, and the Devil had been chatting about him—Philip Engel from eighth grade. That they had agreed he could help them.

Lucifer nodded as though he could read Philip’s mind. “And this time, we got the right kid. So tell me, Philip, what did you find out?”

Philip was about to open his mouth to share their discoveries, but before he got any further, the doors were flung wide open, and an out-of-breath woman’s voice yelled: “Where is he? Where is he?”

Philip turned and saw Ravine standing in the doorway. Her gray hair fluttered in all directions, and sweat ran down her apple-red checks as though she’d run all the way from the castle kitchen. Her unruly gaze landed on Philip and brightened from the sincere joy of seeing him again.

“Philip!” she cried out and swept toward him, ignoring Lucifer’s objections.

“Hello, Ravi—ugh!” Philip’s greeting was cut short when the castle cook embraced him so vehemently that she squeezed all the air from his lungs. Laughing, she spun around, and Philip saw his life flash before his eyes several times before she finally let go. “My dear boy! How you’ve grown! I barely recognize you! Grum told me you were here, and I just had to—” she started, but Lucifer cleared his throat, cutting her short.

“Ravine,” he said firmly, giving her a stern look. “I know you’ve been looking forward to seeing Philip, but it’s unfitting of servants to burst in like this. Besides, it’s highly improper behavior to show such excitement here in the very heart of evil.”

“Oh, don’t be self-righteous, you hypocrite!” Ravine said and batted aside the harsh words by gesturing with her hand. “Who was it that jumped and danced and was barely able to sit still when he heard the boy was on his way?” She ran her fingers through Philip’s hair and started laughing. Her whole body rocked with laughter. “You should have seen him, Philip. Now that was a sight for sore eyes! You know what they say: When the Devil dances, they are screaming in heaven.” She leaned closer to Philip and whispered in his ear. “Screaming with laughter!”

“That’ll be all, Ravine,” Lucifer said loudly, trying in vain to cover his blushing cheeks. “I think you’ve said goodnight to Philip now. It’s late, and we’re getting hungry.”

“Dinner is on its way,” she said and gave Philip a onceover. “And your portion will be extra-large, my dear. You look thin.” She winked at him. “I’ll fix that in no time.”

The cook left, and Lucifer shook his head, relieved to have finally gotten rid of her.

“If she wasn’t such a great cook…” he sighed, trailing off mid-sentence to down the rest of his port wine. Then he grew serious again. “And now that we finally have some peace and quiet, tell me what you discovered, Philip.”


CHAPTER 25

Hot as Hell

“It’s strange being back,” Philip said, studying himself in the gold frame mirror. Once—a fraction of an eternity ago—a devil with horns and pitch-black eyes had stared back at him. And before that, an angel. What did it show now?

It shows me, he thought and ran a hand over the bumps in his forehead. It shows me.

Lucifer had been right: not a thing had been touched in his room. The books on the shelves were the same, the desk and the bed stood where they’d always stood. Not even the half-burned candle in the candelabra had been replaced. The only difference was that the clothes and the capes in the closet had been exchanged for some in a bigger size, and that an extra bed had been put in the room. It was…

(unfortunately)

… fortunately not placed right next to Philip’s bed but by the opposite wall. The alternative would have been…

(too good to be true)

… too awkward.

“I can’t believe he invited me to stay at the castle as well,” Satina said with a dreamy look in her eyes. She sat on her bed. “I’ve always wanted to. It pays to be friends with the Devil’s right hand.”

“The Devil’s right hand,” Philip repeated. He smiled and shook his head. Then he frowned and continued: “But it was strange how indifferent he seemed about everything. I thought he’d be more worried. It affects him, too, that Mortimer’s die has been stolen.”

During dinner, Philip and Satina had told Lucifer about their time with Mortimer and their discovery of the paw prints. Lucifer had listened attentively and expressed mild surprise when Philip told him they’d followed the trail all the way to the black gate. But otherwise he had seemed unconcerned by the whole ordeal. He hadn’t asked any questions, and his only comment had been a concluding remark, expressed with a small shrug: “Oh, well. It’ll turn up.”

“I think he is worried, though,” Satina said. She stood and walked to the window, which held a magnificent view of the devil city. “But he probably gets a kick out of Mortimer’s misfortune. For once, Death is having problems and Lucifer loves it.”

“Would he rather the die wasn’t found, then?”

“Oh no. You’re right, that in the long run, Hell will be affected, too. I’m sure Lucifer wants the die to be found. Just not too soon.”

“I see.”

“Besides, the situation is much worse for God than for the Devil, and that is blood grist for his mill. In Hell, there’s plenty of work for years to come with all those mortal sinners still scampering about on the surface. But in Paradise—where the admissions criteria are a lot stricter—there aren’t many people entering it as it is. They’ll feel the serious consequences of immortality much sooner than here.”

Philip was quiet for a while, absorbing what Satina had told him. Then he looked at his mirror image again and repeated the words he’d said earlier: “It’s strange being back.”

They sat talking for a while, but soon grew tired. After their meal, they’d visited Ravine in the kitchen, and it had gotten late before they’d managed to pry themselves away from the chatty cook.

They started getting ready for bed, and Philip suddenly became self-conscious about sleeping in the same room as Satina. It was weird because they’d slept in the same room at Mortimer’s, and he hadn’t thought about it then. Maybe because their only option was to sleep in the living room. Maybe because it had been too cold for the kinds of thoughts he was having now—or because other thoughts had occupied his mind.

Whether it was because he had gotten those other thoughts at a distance, Philip didn’t know, but it certainly was warmer here than in Death’s living room. Much warmer as he lay in bed wearing a T-shirt and saw Satina come out of the bathroom dressed only in her nightshirt. She didn’t look at him, so he couldn’t help stealing a quick glance at her slender legs. Then he glanced in the mirror and, to his horror, peered straight into Satina’s dark eyes. She smiled almost imperceptibly, and Philip felt himself blushing all over.

“I forgot the PJs,” she said and put on the pajamas that lay on the bed. After blowing out the candles, she slipped under her blanket. “Goodnight, Philip.”

“Goodnight,” he said, praying she couldn’t hear him swallow the giant lump in his throat. He wasn’t the least bit tired any longer, and he figured he’d never fall asleep.

But he did. And he dreamed.


CHAPTER 26

Nightmare

It’s a good dream.

He’s with his mom and dad. They’re having a picnic. They’re in a small clearing, surrounded by green trees under a cloudless sky. There are sandwiches and juice drinks on the picnic blanket. The warm rays of the sun hit the juice, making it sparkle and twinkle.

They’re laughing at something his dad said. Philip doesn’t know what, but he laughs so hard he almost chokes and has to spit out his food.

His mom grabs hold of his dad and tickles him, until he yells that he surrenders. Maybe his dad said something funny about her. Philip wishes he knew what it was.

In the forest a bird screeches. It’s a strange sound. It reminds him of a creaking window. The sound disappears, and the forest goes quiet again.

“Next time you’ll have to help me,” says his dad and runs a hand through Philip’s hair.

“No, you’ll have to help me,” his mom says and takes his hand.

“Can’t I just help the both of you?” Philip asks, and they all laugh again.

It’s a good dream.

It’s a good dream.

Then a cloud drifts in front of the sun. Twilight spreads, shadows unfold. But strangely the temperature rises, and the air becomes warmer.

Warmer.

His dad gets up. Is something wrong with him? Philip can’t put his finger on it. He looks like himself and yet he looks like someone else. Doesn’t he? Or is it just the darkness and the shadows playing tricks on him?

“Where are you going?” Philip asks him.

“To the bakery,” his dad says, and only now does Philip realize they’re no longer in the forest. They’re on a street. It’s early in the morning, and although the sun hasn’t completely risen, it’s unbearably hot. There are no cars or people anywhere. It’s just Philip and his dad. His mom is gone, too.

“I’ll be back in a minute, Philip,” his dad says and starts down the street.

“No,” Philip whispers, and desperation suddenly overtakes him. It feels like an open wound inside him. In a tearful voice he shouts, “No, you won’t! Come back! You’re going to get run over! Do you hear me? You’re going to die, don’t you understand? You’re going to die!”

Philip yells and yells, but finds that he really isn’t yelling at all. He has no voice, not a word comes out of his mouth; they’re only thoughts in his head, and when his father is finally out of sight, he stops, exhausted and out of breath.

“Don’t die, Dad,” he cries, whispers, thinks. “Please, don’t die.”

A second later a car zips by him. It’s black and behind the steering wheel sits…

But Philip doesn’t see. He covers his face in his hands, tears trickling between his fingers. He feels as though someone pierced his heart with a knife.

When he looks up, the street is gone. Now he’s standing in a bathroom, and it’s even warmer here than in the forest. The air is piping hot, it burns the tears from his cheeks, and instead sweat begins to pour.

Now he knows why it’s so hot. It’s because he’s in Hell.

Then the bathroom door opens, and his mother enters. Her hair is rumpled, and her one eye keeps tearing up. She moves, contorted, to the medicine cabinet. Her entire body radiates pain.

“Hi, Philip,” she says when she sees him in the mirror.

“Mom,” he says. Or does he just think it? He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know anything. Only that he is dying. At least that’s how it feels.

“I have a headache.” She attempts a smile. She’s not even close to succeeding.

His voice? Where is his voice? “Don’t die, Mom. Please, don’t die.”

“You were supposed to help me, Philip,” she says. “Why didn’t you help me?”

He doesn’t get to answer. Suddenly she lurches, and then she falls, falls, falls, while Philip screams, screams, screams…

“Philip!”

The voice ripped the dream apart like a piece of paper being torn. Philip opened his eyes—and gasped.

A monster was sitting on his chest, and the sight of it filled him with a terror so sharp it felt as though every single nightmare he had ever had was coursing through him.

The creature was the size of a large dog, but its body was covered in a thin, grimy coat, and there was something humanlike about it. The creature arched its back like a cat on the prowl, and the fingers on its bony hands were unnaturally long. A ghastly woman’s face with a toothless mouth and eyes as black as sin stared down at Philip.

“Get off him, you beast!” He heard Satina shout, and the creature turned its head, hissing. A second later it was knocked off the bed; Satina had swung the candelabra at full force. The beast landed on the floor, whimpering, but was soon back on its feet. Although it resembled a human, the creature walked on all fours like an ape. It bared its toothless gums, and for a second it looked as though it was about to attack Satina, who pulled back the candelabra again, ready to defend herself. Then the beast turned and jumped to the open window. It looked at them with its nightmarish eyes, and emitted a horrid, snarling sound. Then it unfolded its wings and vanished into the night.

“What was that?” Philip asked in a voice on the brink of hysteria. He leaped out of bed. Although the monster was gone, he could still feel its weight on his chest, and he shivered. It was as though he was covered in ants. But the feeling was also internal, and that was the worst part. “What the hell was that?!”

“A mare,” Satina said and gazed into the night sky. He could tell that she was thinking about going after it. He was thankful she didn’t. “I think it was a mare. One of the accursed. I woke when you… I heard you. You were dreaming.”

“Nightmare,” Philip said, nodding. He tried driving the memory of it out of his mind, but didn’t succeed. “A mare. It gave me those dreams?”

“Were they… bad?”

“Yes,” he said, wiping tears from his face. “They were bad.”

He said nothing more, and Satina didn’t ask.

“The window was closed when we went to bed,” he said. It creaked as he pulled it shut and he recognized the sound from his dream. “Someone came in here and opened the window while we slept. Someone let in the mare.”

“Who would do such a thing?

“I don’t know, but I have a pretty good guess,” he replied. “I broke his tail in two places.”


CHAPTER 27

A Shocking Discovery

They couldn’t relax after that. Especially Philip. The sensation of the mare on his chest, the sight of its hideous face, and the bad dream—it all kept swirling in his head. For each passing second, he became more awake. Satina felt the same way, he could tell. She didn’t accept his theory that Grum was the one who’d let in the mare. She knew the castle servant didn’t care for Philip, and that he was a mean son of a devil. But he was also dumb as a doornail, and she couldn’t imagine that someone with so little talent was in touch with the accursed. He’d never be able to handle that. The accursed were untamable creatures.

“You can’t sleep?” Philip asked half an hour after they’d gone back to bed. They’d pulled the dresser in front of the door, barricading it. It calmed them a bit. But not enough.

“No,” Satina said, and Philip could tell she’d been waiting for him to ask.

Silence. Darkness. Thoughts.

“Philip?”

“Yes?”

“What were you dreaming? What was the nightmare? If you feel like telling me.”

“I don’t,” he replied. “I just want to forget about it.”

“Okay,” she said.

Silence. Darkness. Thoughts.

“Philip?”

“Yes?”

“Were you dreaming… were you dreaming about me?”

“No,” he said, maybe a little too quickly. At least she sounded a little disappointed when she spoke again. “Okay.”

Philip flung off the blanket and got out of bed. He walked to the dresser and retrieved a cape, wrapped himself in the soft fabric, and pulled the hood over his head. It almost felt like putting on a mask, and he felt a little better.

“Where are you going?” Satina asked, sitting up.

“I’m going to Lucifer’s study. I want to have a peek in the Globe of Evil. To see what it says about the theft of the die.” He lit all the candles the candelabra could still hold. It was crooked from Satina striking the mare with it.

“But Mortimer said it wouldn’t work. That the globe doesn’t work in the other underworlds.”

“Maybe he’s wrong. It’s worth trying either way,” he said and pushed aside the dresser that stood in front of the door. “Besides, I can’t sleep. You coming?”

“Do I want to sneak into Lucifer’s study in the middle of the night?” She jumped out of bed. “You bet!”

The castle was dark. The only movement was the devil girl and the human boy sneaking soundlessly out of their room, and the two shadows that followed them just as soundlessly. They descended the spiral staircase and went down the long corridor before reaching the right door. Philip opened it, and they entered.

Darkness yielded to the candle flames, retreating behind the books on the shelves, under the electric chair, and in the unlit fireplace. Philip shivered when he saw the decapitated heads suspended in fluid inside glass cylinders. Their wide-open eyes stared directly at the two uninvited guests.

In the middle of the room, on a tall ivory pedestal, was the Globe of Evil, black as a demon’s eye. A dark glow flickered in the depths of the globe, making it look as though it was alive.

They stood next to it and gazed into the twinkling darkness, fascinated.

“Do you know what to say?” Satina asked in a whisper.

“I think so,” Philip said, also whispering. Then he raised his voice a tad and said: “Show us all the misdeeds committed outside the gates of Hell!”

It was as though a storm erupted inside the orb. It flashed and raged with such force that Philip feared it would explode. And in the center of a blinding light, images appeared—dreadful images that gleamed and disappeared, gleamed and disappeared, grisly images that made Philip’s hair stand on end and turned his blood to ice, gruesome images that kept coming and coming and…

“Stop!” exclaimed Philip, breathless. The image storm in the black orb immediately died out, turning into a dark sparkle that seemed to smile at him viciously. He gasped for air.

Satina, on the other hand, beamed with excitement. “That was… That was amazing!” she cheered.

“What on earth happened?” Philip took some deep breaths and tried to suppress his distress.

“Exactly that! You asked to see all the misdeeds committed outside of Hell. Which means all misdeeds committed on Earth. And as you can see, that’s quite a few.” She laughed. “I thought you knew what to say.”

“It was a mistake,” he muttered. Then he cleared his throat and tried again. “Show us all the misdeeds committed in the underworlds outside of Hell!”

He cast a sidelong glance at Satina, who nodded with approval.

Inside the globe, the dark glow grew smaller and smaller and finally disappeared completely.

Philip and Satina waited a moment, but nothing happened.

“Now what?” Philip asked.

“I think it turned off,” Satina said. She tapped the glass, but it had no effect. “That must mean that Mortimer is right. The globe doesn’t register sins committed outside of Hell. Apart from those committed on earth, that is.”

“I just wanted to try,” Philip said, a little disappointed. He’d hoped that… But of course, Death was not wrong. “Let’s go back.”

They were about to turn around when a sudden flash appeared inside the orb, lighting the entire room for a split second.

“Look!” Satina said, pointing. The glow inside the orb had returned. But it was stronger now, growing, splitting into branches. Then it became an image, a figure they recognized at once.

“Grumblebeard!” they burst out at the same time.

Without a shadow of doubt, it was the gatekeeper. His curved, pointy goatee was darker, his horns shorter, and the scaly lizard skin not nearly as wrinkled.

“He’s… He’s young,” Satina said. “This must have been years ago.”

Philip didn’t respond. He was too preoccupied by what was happening inside the black depths of the orb.

Grumblebeard was sitting in the living room of his house, but he wasn’t alone. In the recliner across from him sat another demon, a hefty gragorn with bushy eyebrows and teeth like a warthog. Philip thought he’d seen the demon before, but he couldn’t recall where.

The two gragorns were talking and drinking a pint of blood, but the topic of conversation remained a secret since their voices didn’t carry through the thick glass.

“Do you know who he’s talking to?”

Satina shook her head. “No, but I wonder what they did since the globe recorded it. Maybe…”

“Shh! Something’s about to happen.”

Inside the orb, the unknown gragorn stood and left the living room. Grumblebeard remained alone. Then he looked around the room to make sure he was alone, and for a split second, he peered straight into Philip’s eyes. Then he turned and retrieved a small envelope. He opened it and poured its contents—a fine, red powder—into his guest’s cup of blood.

“What the…” Philip mumbled and stared at Grumblebeard, who grabbed the mug and carefully swirled its contents. Then it struck him where he’d seen the other gragorn, and he felt as though the air was sucked out of his lungs, “No, it can’t be…”

Grumblebeard, meanwhile, had set down the mug again, and the demon with the terrifying incisors returned to the room. He sat in the chair and toasted the younger version of the gatekeeper. It looked as though they finished their drinks. It took only a moment. Then the other gragorn slumped noticeably, and his gruff eyes struggled to focus. A second later, he was fast asleep, his head resting on his chest. Grumblebeard picked up the bottle of blood and poured more into his sleeping guest’s mug. He grabbed his own mug and left the room.

The image contracted to a small flicker that danced merrily in the darkness of the globe.

“He poisoned him!” Satina gawked at Philip, flabbergasted. “Grumblebeard poisoned him. In his own house!”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. He felt out of breath. And for some reason—betrayed.

“What do you mean? We just saw how…”

“It wasn’t his house. Not at that time, anyway.” Philip stared at the black glass ball that had retrieved one evil deed not committed in Hell itself, but right outside its gates—in the outer court, in the gatekeeper’s house. “I recognized him. The other demon. His bust is in Grumblebeard’s living room. He was the gatekeeper before Grumblebeard.”

“Before Grumblebeard?”

Philip nodded. “Grumblebeard told me the story himself. About the time a condemned managed to escape from Hell. The former gatekeeper was blamed, because he had fallen asleep on the job. He was fired, and Grumblebeard took over.”

Shocked, Satina covered her mouth with her hand. “Do you realize what you’re saying?”

Philip nodded again. He knew very well what he was saying. That’s why he felt so ill. “It was Grumblebeard. He helped the condemned escape.”


CHAPTER 28

Sins of the Past

“I don’t think he’s home,” Satina said. It was the following night, and they were at the gatekeeper’s house. They had gotten up early and, after a quick snack in the kitchen, they’d rushed out the door. Ravine had asked them where they were going, hurrying off like that, and Philip had said they just needed to check something.

He grabbed the doorknocker and was just about to knock again when he heard heavy footsteps. Soon the top half of the door burst open, and Grumblebeard’s lizard face appeared, his gruesome teeth bared in a bloodthirsty roar. Philip screamed in terror.

“WELCOME TO HE— Oh, it’s just you two.” Grumblebeard’s growl turned into laughter. “Oh, boy, sorry about that. I thought it was a bunch of condemned knocking. I’m expecting a couple of lawyers and a corrupt police officer; they should be here any minute, and I wanted to give them a real welcome. Easy now, Philip, it’s okay.”

“You…” Philip tried to steady his breathing. He felt his heart pounding, his pulse thumping all the way into the tips of his fingers. “You scared me.”

“So it worked? I’ve been practicing a new roar, and I wondered whether it…”

“Don’t worry,” Philip said. “It worked.”

“Excellent! No need for you to stand out here all night. Come on in.” Grumblebeard vanished inside the house, and Satina and Phillip followed. They went into the living room and Philip spotted the bust of the former gatekeeper right away. He was right: this was undoubtedly the demon they had seen in the Globe of Evil. He glanced at Satina out of the corner of his eye, and she nodded.

“What brings you two out here at this devilish hour?” The gatekeeper laughed at his own cleverness, then asked if he could get them something—a bite to eat or a cup of tea?

They declined, and Grumblebeard cocked his head a little. “You seem so serious. Has something happened?”

“Yes,” Philip said.

Grumblebeard studied him, a worried look on his face. Something in Philip’s eyes made him sit down. “Now you’ve got me worried, my boy. Tell me. To what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

Philip hesitated. Was this even wise? He considered Grumblebeard his friend, but, at the end of the night, how well did he really know the gatekeeper? A few minutes ago, he’d caught a glimpse of the terrifying monster that hid behind the smile and friendly eyes. Who knew how Grumblebeard would react when they told him what they’d discovered? He was a demon, they were in Hell, and maybe this was a really bad idea.

Maybe, Philip thought to himself. But I have to do it. I have to find out what he has to say.

“Are you familiar with the Globe of Evil in Lucifer’s study?” he asked.

“The Globe of Evil? Of course.” Grumblebeard furrowed his brow, and his horns drew closer together. “What about it? You haven’t broken it, have you?”

“No, but…”

“But what, Philip? Soul got your tongue?”

“We saw something in it,” he said. And suddenly the words gushed from him, he couldn’t stop them. “We saw you. You were sitting right there with another demon. You were drinking blood, and you put something in his mug that made him fall asleep. At first, I didn’t recognize him, but then I did. It was him.” Philip pointed directly at the bust of the demon, who seemed to be staring directly at him. “You told me the story yourself. How the former gatekeeper had fallen asleep while on duty the night one of the condemned escaped, and because of that he was forced to resign. But it wasn’t his fault at all, because he was drugged. By you.” Philip pointed at Grumblebeard.

The gatekeeper looked as though he’d been struck by lightning. His flaming eyes were wide open, as was his mouth, and his rough hands gripped the armrests of the chair so hard it was a wonder they didn’t snap.

For a long time, no one spoke, and the silence in the small house was oppressive.

“Is it true, Grumblebeard?” Satina asked in a soft voice.

Slowly the gatekeeper turned his petrified face toward her. Then he looked down. He let go of the armrests, folding his hands in his lap as though in prayer. “That’s a pointless question,” he said in a grave voice. “The only thing that doesn’t lie down here is the Globe of Evil. You know it’s true. Did you… Did you tell anyone?”

“No,” Philip said before considering whether admitting this was a smart thing to do. But Grumblebeard didn’t react.

“There are two things no one can escape,” the gragorn mumbled quietly. He didn’t say anything more, but Philip, who had once been the Devil’s apprentice, knew exactly what he was talking about. What no one can escape is their shadow. And their past.

Silence filled the room again. This time Grumblebeard was the one to break it.

“It happened more than one hundred and fifty years ago,” he said. His gaze, still aimed at his folded hands, was distant. Looking more than one hundred and fifty years into the past. “I was young, and I was easily tempted.” He laughed, but it wasn’t really laughter, more like a snort. “You get that a lot down here.”

He unfolded his scaly hands and continued. “For a while I worked as an executioner like my father and his father before him. But I couldn’t get used to it. The blood, the mud, the screaming—I didn’t care for it. So, when the gatekeeper position opened up, I eyed an opportunity to put away my whip. I’d always wanted to be a gatekeeper. But Bucklehorn got the job.” Grumblebeard nodded at the bust of the fanged demon. “They told me I was close to getting it, that I was their second choice, but Bucklehorn had more experience. I was forced to return to the job as whip cracker, and I hated it. It’s important that you understand that. I hated it, and I hated it more with each passing night.” He looked up for a moment and studied them. His eyes were misty. “It’s no excuse. Devil knows, there are plenty of excuses down here. No, it’s not an excuse, just an explanation. An explanation for why I acted the way I did that night one hundred and fifty years ago. One hundred and twenty years after Bucklehorn became gatekeeper. One hundred and twenty years. That’s a long time. That’s a long time when you hate what you do. It’s an eternity.” Again, he laughed that dry laughter that was more like a snort. “Some would even say it’s a living hell.”

Grumblebeard’s voice died out. For a long time, he just sat staring into space, lost to memories.

“I didn’t know what was going to happen,” he finally said. “That’s still no excuse, quite the opposite. It makes matters worse, right? That I did it anyway. One night when I returned from work, I got a letter. From an unknown source. Inside was a smaller envelope with a note for me. The note said the sender knew what I wished for and would help me make it come true. All I had to do was pour the sleeping potion into Bucklehorn’s drink and then sneak off as soon as it took effect. I just had to make sure that no one saw me, and the job would be mine. What happened next… You already know.”

Silence. The gatekeeper absentmindedly fiddled with the armrest. He looked as though he was pondering something.

“Who gave you the letter?” Philip asked.

Grumblebeard shrugged. “I never found out. But I didn’t try either.”

“But why? Why would a devil help one of the condemned escape? It couldn’t just be to offer you the job as gatekeeper.”

“Hardly. Any good deed down here is done with ulterior motives.”

“Could it be someone wanting to harm Bucklehorn?”

“That was my first thought. But it’s unlikely. Bucklehorn was a well-liked devil, and besides, if someone wanted to harm him, they could’ve harmed him in worse ways than that. An early retirement is not exactly the worst punishment after all, not down here.”

“Who was he?” Satina asked. “The condemned who escaped?”

“Who was he?” Grumblebeard shivered at the thought. “A murderer, arsonist, and grave robber, one who dabbled in all kinds of atrocities. One of the darkest souls we’ve ever received. Regardless of his punishment, he was nasty to his fellow condemned. Even the executioners had a hard time reining him in. Often, he snuck up on them and tried to choke them with his chains. On the surface he’d been hanged for his long list of offenses, but down here, he had even more punishments to endure. Ironically enough, he was dangling from a rope down in the Valley of Gallows the night he escaped.”

“The night someone helped him escape,” Philip corrected, and Grumblebeard looked down. Philip shook his head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”

“But you’re right regardless,” Grumblebeard sighed. “Someone helped this sinner escape, and I was one of them. I was one of them.”

“But it’s a long time ago,” Philip started. “And no one knows—”

“You know. And I know. And that’s enough.” He stood and walked to the bust of the former gatekeeper. His stride was slow and unsteady. He seemed fragile, Philip thought. “For one hundred and fifty years I’ve tried to forget what I did. What I caused. But in Hell, you never forget, and one night when you least expect it, the past catches up with you, and you discover… You discover that that’s all right.” He didn’t sound all right; on the contrary, Philip had never heard anyone sound so infinitely sad. “I’m sorry, but I am going to have to ask you to leave.”

Philip and Satina looked at each other, both unsettled by the gatekeeper’s tone.

“What do you intend to do?” Philip asked.

“You don’t have to do anything, Grumblebeard,” Satina said. “You know you can trust us. We won’t tell anyone.”

“That’s nice of you, but it doesn’t change anything. You know when regretting feels the worst?” In a whisper, the gatekeeper answered his own question: “When it’s too late. But I regret, and I know what I have to do. What I should have done a long time ago.” He turned, and his eyes were full of shame from past sins. But there was something else in there, too, something glowing with the same intensity. Fear.

“I have to see Lucifer,” he said, and Philip saw that he was shaking. “And ask for forgiveness.”


CHAPTER 29

Old Enemy, New Friend

They left Grumblebeard in a sad state of mind. They had tried, in vain, to dissuade him from talking to Lucifer, but the gatekeeper was adamant. “I’m only doing what I should have done a long time ago,” he said, dismissing their pleas. “It’s no fun living with a bad conscience for so long. Now it’s time for me to clear it.”

But he was scared. Very scared. The Lord of Darkness wasn’t exactly known for being forgiving, quite the contrary. As a final effort to deter him, Satina had emphasized that there was nothing Lucifer detested more than people asking for forgiveness. All the worse if it was a devil asking for forgiveness. Having once heard Lucifer skinning his cat, Philip couldn’t imagine how the demon king would react.

“It’s all our fault,” Philip said as they walked through town. “If only we hadn’t told him what we’d discovered, this never would have happened.”

Satina said nothing.

“How could we have known he’d take it that way?” Philip went on and kicked at a rock. “Bad conscience? Has he forgotten he’s a devil?”

This time Satina mumbled something.

“What did you say?”

“I said it’s not just our fault,” she repeated, carefully, as though she didn’t quite care for the words. “It’s Grumblebeard’s own, too… What he did back then… It was evil.”

“Evil? Tell me, have you also forgotten you’re a devil? I thought you devils believed evil was a good thing.”

“Not always. Some things are more evil than others. Think of Aziel.”

“I’d rather not,” he replied. “Besides, I thought you were prohibited from speaking that name.”

“Well, yes.” She looked at him. “Can you forgive me?”

“No,” he said, and they chuckled.

They walked past the Lake of Fire, where withering shapes floated in the liquid flames. Farther down the lawn, two devil kids were playing soccer. When they spotted Satina and Philip, they pointed and whispered.

“The price of fame. Have you practiced writing autographs?” Satina asked him, as the two boys approached.

“Yes, it is him!” one of them burst out. The little devils cheered excitedly, but something seemed off, Philip thought, as the boys reached them. Something in their eyes.

“You’re Philip Angel, right?” the boy holding the soccer ball asked. He held out his hand.

“Engel,” Philip corrected and reached out to shake the boy’s hand. “And what’s your name?”

“None of your bloody business!” the boy said and spat on Philip’s hand. His smile was gone, replaced by a hostile expression matching his gleaming eyes. “You despicable human!”

“What are you doing?” Satina exclaimed, alarmed.

“Despicable human and despicable human-lover!” the two boys hissed and began running around them in circles, spitting on the ground at their feet. “Condemned! Condemned!”

“Stop it!” Satina lashed out. But the devil-boys were too quick and evaded her, flying several feet into the air, hurling the leather ball at them.

“That’s enough!” a voice yelled, and something swept right over Philip’s head. Startled, the little devils screeched and then fled, leaving the leather ball behind.

“Stupid devil-spawn,” the voice growled, and Philip recognized the figure that landed next to him.

“Flux?”

Except for the black eye he’d worn when Philip had last seen him, the chubby devil-boy looked the same. Or were the two horns protruding from the curly hair a tad smaller? And then there was the smile—it was still strange to see Flux, Aziel’s old co-conspirator—smile at him.

“Hi, Philip. Hi, Satina. I thought it was you. A little soul told me that you’d come back.” He extended his hand, and to his own surprise, Philip considered shaking it—for old enmity’s sake.

“I don’t think you want to shake my hand right now,” he said instead, holding up his hand, which was still dripping with spit. He squatted and wiped it off in the grass.

“Stupid devil-spawn,” Flux growled again. “Aziel’s fan club. It’s gotten smaller, but it’s still thriving. But don’t worry, I’ll catch those two. I know them from school. I can use them in my work.”

“Your work?” Philip repeated.

Flux nodded proudly. “I have a part-time job at school. As a tutor of pranks. Mostly I show practical examples, and I need a couple of guinea pigs for next week’s lesson. Now I know who.”

“Condemned of the week,” Philip thought, and once again he was struck by how much Flux reminded him of Sam.

“Flux’s tutoring is really popular,” Satina said. “I don’t think we’ve ever had that many kids doing their homework every night.”

Flux blushed and picked at his tail fluff. “I’m only doing my worst,” he said shyly.

“You’ve gotten really good at flying, too,” Philip said.

“I started playing wing ball,” Flux explained, glancing at his wristwatch. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m actually on my way there now. I can’t be late. Our coach is a mean old devil. Would you like to come along? You can be on my team and…”

“I’m sorry,” Philip said and pointed at his own back. “I don’t have the equipment.”

“Oh, right.” Flux nodded. Then he bowed and grabbed the leather ball the boys had left. “At least I’ve got an extra ball.”

“See you.”

Flux unfolded his wings and flew off. When he was about thirty feet away, he turned and smiled. “Maybe you should come get some tutoring from me, Philip. Maybe your wings would grow back.” Then he was gone.

“Wow. He has changed,” Philip said.

“Once out of his master’s shadow,” Satina said. “He’s got good odds for winning the Festival of Tricks next year.”

They walked to the castle to get something to eat. They’d been so busy ever since they woke up, that they’d hardly eaten, and Philip’s stomach was rumbling.

Yet he could barely eat once they got to the kitchen. And Ravine wasn’t there to coax him either, which was strange because a big pot was simmering on the stove. Ravine usually never left her pots unattended.

“Did you remember to keep a lookout?” Satina asked, dipping her spoon in the porridge. She didn’t seem particularly hungry, either.

“Yes,” he said, knowing what she meant.

“He’ll be hard to find.”

“But he’s easily recognized.”

Yes, Philip had kept an eye out. All through town. But he hadn’t seen a tempter with a broken horn.

They kept picking at the food while they waited, bellies growling. For Grumblebeard’s confession. For Lucifer’s judgment.


CHAPTER 30

An Unexpected Reception

Several times that night they stopped by the gatekeeper’s house, but no one was home. On the door was a note with four little words: Back soon—I hope. But Grumblebeard wasn’t back soon, not the first time, nor the second, or the third or fourth time they stopped by. In between their stops, they walked around town aimlessly, but they didn’t see the devil with the broken horn.

They also stopped by Satina’s house to get her backpack and her books. She had to go to school the next night, she said, because she’d already missed too many classes. Philip asked why she wasn’t in school tonight, then, and she replied with a shake of her head that they were off for the shriek-end, she called it. Not weekend.

Because it was the shriek-end, her father was home. Which meant the entire house was filled with his rage—you could practically smell it. Blackhorn was in the bathroom, and his gravelly voice could be heard like a constant blustering.

“First it’s the stairs that need washing. Then the vacuuming has to be done, then the toilet needs cleaning… You’d think I’d died and gone to Hell. But no, I’m just a married demon. Or a marred demon. Yeah, that’s it. Truly marred.”

Satina suggested they sneak by so Blackhorn wouldn’t discover them. Philip didn’t object.

* * *

It was late when, for the fifth time, they stopped by Grumblebeard’s house, and this time they saw lights in the windows.

“He’s back!” Philip said, and they sprinted to the house.

The note had been removed from the door, and Philip knocked so hard that the doorknocker’s golden head wailed, and tears rolled down its cheeks.

“Grumblebeard! Grumblebeard! It’s us! Open the door!”

“Stop, please stop!” the doorknocker pleaded. “Mr. Grumblebeard isn’t here, so there’s no point. Oh, my poor forehead! My poor, poor forehead!”

“What do you mean? Where is he?”

“I don’t know. But our good Mr. Grumblebeard isn’t in. He left shortly after you did.”

“But who is in there, then? The lights are on.”

Pilate, who had ordered Jesus to be crucified and who now served as the doorknocker in the outer court of Hell, glanced around as if afraid someone was listening. Then he looked at Philip again, and it was almost as though the doorknocker leaned closer to him.

“She is in there,” it said in a trembling voice, its eyes quivering with fear.

“Who?”

A small drop of sweat wound down the cracked forehead, and the voice became a whisper: “Her tongue… It is like a whip! Hush, here she comes. Watch out.”

Philip and Satina heard footsteps behind the door and took one step back, nervously. Then the door opened and…

“Ravine?” Philip exclaimed, staring flabbergasted at the cook. She looked strange without her apron. And outside of her kitchen. “What are you doing here?”

“Come on in,” she said simply. There was something very wrong with her voice, and for a second Philip couldn’t tell what it was. Then it struck him: she sounded as though she’d been crying. And her eyes were red. Then his confusion lifted, and he realized what he should have realized long ago: Ravine was Grumblebeard’s secret girlfriend!

“Honeybunch told me you might be stopping by,” she said and closed the door.

“Honeybunch?” Philip repeated. Grumblebeard, that big gruff? He almost burst out laughing, but then he gazed into the cook’s sad eyes, and his laughter crumbled.

“Would you like a cup of tea?”

They declined.

“Anything else? Some fruit? Something to eat? Maybe some…”

“Ravine, you don’t need to worry about us,” Philip said. “Just tell us what happened.”

“I tried to talk him out of it, but he was adamant,” she said after taking a deep breath. They went into the living room. It was full of cardboard boxes. Some were sealed, others open and half-filled with Grumblebeard’s things. The many Death Books were still standing on the shelves along with the busts of the former gatekeepers, but all knickknacks and decorative items had been removed, as had the pictures on the walls. “No one and nothing in Hell could talk him out of it, he said. He only did what he should have done one hundred and fifty years ago.”

Satina nodded toward the bust of Bucklehorn. “So you know about it?”

“Yes. He told me everything before he went to Lucifer. But he wouldn’t tell me what had caused him to do it now.”

Philip and Satina exchanged glances, but neither said a word.

“I tried to tell him that the past is the past, and that he was young and naïve and didn’t know what he was doing. He tried cheering me up by saying that Lucifer would probably feel the same way. That big, silly oaf.” She sniffled and picked up the bleeding pillow she had made him. She stroked it quietly and then put it into one of the boxes.

“Isn’t he… Isn’t he coming back?” Philip asked, his voice dry.

The cook wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “I was asked to pack his belongings. Grabclaw will be taking over the job temporarily.”

“Why not Bucklehorn?” Satina wanted to know. “Won’t he be getting his old job back?”

Ravine shook her head. “It’s been more than one hundred and fifty years. Bucklehorn is old now and moved to the retirement home decades ago.”

“What about Grumblebeard?” Philip’s voice rose to an almost desperate cry. He couldn’t stand it any longer, not knowing.

“He’ll be back,” Ravine said, and her voice went hard and tight like steel. It almost sounded as though she was talking to herself while her mind was churning. Concocting plans. “I’ll make sure of it. You just wait and see.”

“But what happened to him, Ravine?”

“Purgatory,” she replied quietly, and again tears welled up in her eyes and caught in her voice. “He was sent to Purgatory.”


CHAPTER 31

Black Fire

“What exactly is Purgatory?” Philip asked when he and Satina were back inside the gates of Hell. Behind them the black gate closed, accompanied by a choir of pain-filled cries.

“That’s where people who truly repent are cleansed of their sins,” Satina answered.

“Is it possible to visit?”

“Well, yeah, it is.” She wavered a little. “But it’s forbidden.”

“So what?”

She nodded. “Just what I was going to say. Come on. It’s this way.”

She led Philip to the outskirts of town and down to the big river. The mountains were on the other side.

“That light—what is it?” Philip asked, pointing at the cliffs behind the river. The grooved mountainsides were illuminated by a strange glow that Philip had noticed the first time he’d arrived in Hell. So strange, in fact, it made his mind spin. Because the glow was black. Black as burning shadows.

“Purgatory,” Satina said. “That’s where the dark-light comes from. Don’t touch the water!” She yanked him back from the river running steadily, black and deep. A thin mist hovered ghostlike over the water. It looked cold. “Although it never freezes, it’s much colder than ice.”

“How do we cross it?” Philip asked, looking around. “There’s no bridge.”

“No. If there were, we’d have a terrible time with all the condemned trying to escape to the other side. Hell stops at the river.”

“Purgatory isn’t part of Hell?”

“No. It’s more like a—how can I put it?— like a neighbor. Wait a minute.” Satina cupped her hands around her mouth: “Geryon!”

Her call shot out across the river, disappeared into the mist, and returned a few seconds later in a distant echo. The glassy water was completely still, not a wave, not a ripple.

“I wonder where he is,” Satina said and jumped onto a cliff that towered above the river. “Geryon!”

“Who are you calling?” Philip asked, staring out across the dark water. Its unnatural stillness was unsettling. It wasn’t the way water normally behaved. He picked up a small rock and threw it into the river. There was no splash when it hit the water, and no ripples appeared. The river just absorbed the rock like thick oil, then became smooth as a mirror again. He crawled onto the overhang, standing next to Satina. Or rather, a little bit behind her.

“The guardian of the Ice River,” she said and smiled when she spotted something out in the ghostlike mist. “There he is.”

Something came gliding toward them. Something big. Seven black fins, sharp as ax blades, cut soundlessly through the water and mist. Behind the fins was a thick, scaly tail. The creature’s head was under water, and Philip saw a distorted image of ghastly fire-eyes and jaws full of jagged teeth. He retreated, but Satina grabbed hold of him.

“Wait,” she said as the monster broke through the surface.

Philip gasped, astonished. He’d been mistaken. The creature had neither yellow eyes nor monster teeth but the face of a friendly human. The blue eyes glinted and the mouth was formed in a kind smile. It looked bizarre and didn’t fit the creature’s lizard-like body and sharp claws.

“This is Geryon,” Satina whispered out of the corner of her mouth. “He takes care of the deceitful ones.”

“Well, what do you know, it’s Satina,” Geryon said in a voice that made Philip think of a purring cat. “What can I do for the most beautiful she-devil in all of Hell?”

Satina introduced Philip and told Geryon that he’d long wanted to see Purgatory, so wouldn’t the river demon be so kind as to take them across?

The creature hesitated briefly, then said that honesty was the best policy. It turned its body to the bank, and the two friends crawled onto its scaly back. They each grabbed hold of a fin, and then they were off.

On the journey, Philip saw dark figures drifting in the ice cold water.

“Who are they?” he asked, strengthening his grip on the fin.

“Liars, frauds, and traitors,” Geryon answered. “People who come with friendship in one hand, a blunt knife in the other. It’s their voices, golden as honey, that thicken and darken the water. Look, that’s one of the worst of them.”

A dark-haired man floated to the surface, and his facial features thawed so that he could speak. A ragged robe clung to his bluish-tinted body, and around his neck, a broken rope had dug deep into his skin.

“Thirty silver coins,” the man moaned, cold tears running from his red eyes. “I sold my soul for thirty silver coins. They clink in my pocket and pull me to the bottom of the river. They’re as heavy as cobblestones.”

“Judas!” Philip gasped, staring at the man with the rope around his neck. The rope he’d hanged himself by. “You’re the one who betrayed Jesus.”

“I marked him with my kiss,” the condemned cried. “My lips are still stinging.”

“And they always will, forever and ever, you most deceitful of all.” Geryon snorted, triggering a black wave to roll over Judas and freeze him to ice once again. He sank to the bottom like a statue.

Out of the mist another bank appeared, and soon Philip and Satina were back on solid ground. They thanked Geryon for the ride and set off on winding paths toward the strange dark-light.

“We’re not in Hell any longer?” Philip asked, looking around. Large cliffs rose in a barren and lifeless landscape.

“No. If you listen you can tell.”

Philip didn’t understand what she meant because he couldn’t hear anything. Then he realized that was exactly what she meant: it was completely quiet. No screaming, no cracking whips, no hissing fires. Just completely quiet and empty. Philip couldn’t even hear the sound of his own steps in the gravel.

They continued up the silent mountain. Ahead of them, the air was filled with pitch-black light.

The official version is that he’s been forced to take a leave of absence, Ravine’s sniffling voice echoed in Philip’s mind. But he was sent to Purgatory. Lucifer said it was a mild punishment. But Purgatory… That awful place…

They turned the corner of a crag, and Philip had to hold on to the cliffs in order not to teeter. Because what he saw made him dizzy.

In front of them the barren landscape opened into a seething chasm of fire. Flames as tall as castle towers shot up from a gigantic abyss that stretched endlessly to either side. The massive heat caused the air to flicker and dance. It was as though they were standing on top of the largest volcano in the universe, staring directly into the burning pit.

But the flames were not the yellow, red, and orange variety Philip was accustomed to. They were black. Black like the darkness between the stars, and to his amazement, Philip saw that his shadow, writhing in the blazing light, was glaringly white. And the silence was puzzling. You’d think all those flames would thunder and roar, but they were as noiseless as the flapping of owl wings.

A giant mountain rose straight up through the center of the abyss. Up and up and up it went, and Philip could barely make out its peak. At first, he thought the fire had charred the mountain black, but then he saw how the flames welled up its sides, and he realized that this was no ordinary mountain, but…

A mountain of fire, he thought, staring at the burning inferno that rose in the sky like a spiral of black flames. A steep staircase wound around it seven times, reaching all the way to the top. And Philip realized what he hadn’t been able to fathom until now: human beings were walking on the mountain. And they were engulfed in flames.

“Purgatory,” Satina said. “They walk up the mountain and the black fire eats away their sins.”

“Doesn’t it… hurt?” Philip stared at all the people struggling up the steep mountain stairs. Some moved quickly, with long strides stretching over several steps, while others crawled at a snail’s pace, going one step back with every two steps forward. But they were all burning. Most were shrouded in black flames from top to bottom, but some were burning partly: their torso, arms, or hair. A rank smell of rot hung in the air.

Sins burning, Philip marveled. That’s the smell of sins burning.

“Yes, of course it hurts,” Satina said. “They’re on fire.”

“Then why aren’t they screaming?” He thought of how he’d screamed one time when he burned his finger on a hot cooking plate. He couldn’t imagine the pain these people had to be in. “Why don’t they try to quench the fire?”

“Because they know they deserve it. Like I said: Purgatory is for those who really repent what they have done. They’re glad to pay the price to be cleansed.”

“But there are lots of people in Hell who say they’re sorry. Why aren’t they here?”

“They’re only sorry because they’re being punished. If they hadn’t gone to Hell, they wouldn’t have regretted a thing.”

More people climbed out of the depths of flames surrounding the mountain. They painstakingly moved up the stairs, enveloped in fire.

“How long does it take to walk up the mountain?” Philip asked as he watched an old lady stumble on a piece of glowing coal and tumble down the stairs until a man, his hands in flames, helped her back to her feet.

“For some, it takes hundreds of years,” Satina said. “Others manage it in a few minutes.”

“And when they get to the top, then what?”

“The smoke from the fire forms a staircase that leads to Paradise.” She pointed, and Philip could make out a man almost at the top of the mountain. “If the stair holds, it means they’ve served their sentence. If it doesn’t… Have a look at that guy. I’ll bet you he’s burning too much.”

From this distance, the man was the size of a match. He’d nearly reached the top. Aside from a few limbs, his entire body was engulfed in raging flames.

The man dragged himself up the last stretch of the staircase made of smoke. He managed five steps. Then the vaporous stairs collapsed, and the man fell like a falling star into the sea of flames.

“He’ll have to start over.” Satina couldn’t help laughing. “Too bad for him.”

“Do you see Grumblebeard anywhere?” Philip scanned the landscape for the gatekeeper but couldn’t see him anywhere.

“No, I… Hang on, I’ve heard about that guy over there! Yes, that’s him all right. We’ve read about him in history class.”

“Who?”

“That old guy who’s about halfway up. You can’t tell, but his mouth is on fire.”

The man she pointed at was old, and he walked slowly. So slowly that Philip wasn’t sure he was even moving. At that pace, it would take him several hundred years to reach the top.

“Who is he?”

“His name is Ecipurus or Epucirus or something like that. He was a philosopher and his teachings did a lot of service to Hell. His portrait hangs on the Wall of Pain, because he believed that humans should pursue pleasure. That’s the mortal sin that sent him to Purgatory.”

“But why Purgatory? Why not Hell?”

“Because he actually meant well. If your pursuit of pleasure would harm others—or yourself in a longer timeframe, you weren’t to pursue it. But it was a different matter for his adherents—the Ecipureans. Because many of them used his teachings as an excuse for loafing around and living in the lap of luxury. Now they’re toiling under the whip forever. I’ll show you sometime.” She smiled. “Ecipurus had some interesting things to say about death, by the way. He didn’t think there was any reason to fear dying because—and this is a little complicated—you never co-exist with death. So when a man dies, he doesn’t know that he’s dead, and that’s why there’s nothing to fear. The terror of Hell was nothing but fabrication, he said.” Her smile turned to laughter. “He was wrong.”

On the mountain, Ecipurus shuffled onward, his tongue in flames.

“There! There he is, I see him now!” Satina blurted and pointed.

“Oh, no!” Philip said. It was as though the wind was knocked out of him at the sight of the figure walking on the mountainside. There was no doubt it was Grumblebeard: The gatekeeper was more than twice the size of anyone else on the black mountain of fire. But you wouldn’t be able to tell it was him if you didn’t know him: Grumblebeard was engulfed in flame from top to bottom. Even his horns.

“Poor Grumblebeard,” Satina sighed, shaking her head.

“One hundred and fifty years,” Philip mumbled. The thought of all those years made him dizzy. That was the length of the sentence Lucifer had given the gatekeeper in Purgatory. “I don’t know what Ravine has in mind, but I hope there’s something she can do to help him.”

On the mountain, Grumblebeard walked briskly, pushing some of the other souls to the side if they didn’t get out of his way fast enough. Philip now heard distant screams, though these weren’t cries of pain but cries of terror at the sight of the burning monster stomping along.

“He seems to be making himself at home,” Satina said. Philip asked if they could leave. He’d seen enough.

They returned to the river, where Geryon lay waiting for them, smiling. Halfway across the river, the river demon asked Philip what he thought of Purgatory. Hesitating, Philip replied that it was, uhm, pretty fantastic. The second the words left his lips, Geryon flicked his tale forcefully, and Philip and Satina nearly fell off.

“Liar!” the river demon hissed, turning to behold him. The friendly face was gone, replaced by the face of a monster. Gnarled horns had grown out of its forehead above fierce eyes that seemed to impale Philip. Bloody teeth jutted like red shards of glass from its horrible mouth. “You’ve got one more chance or you’ll end up in the river like the others! What do you think of Purgatory?”

“It was awful!” Philip shouted, clinging to the fin, preparing to feel the icy water.

“That’s better,” Geryon said, and its demon’s face transformed back. The horns and teeth disappeared, the fire in its eyes was quenched and the eyes turned blue and friendly again. “Honesty is the best policy,” it said with a smile and swam calmly to the other bank.

* * *

They hardly spoke on the way back to the castle. Their minds were filled with that night’s experiences, and Philip’s thoughts alternated between the burning shape of Grumblebeard and the hissing river demon. Maybe that’s why they’d almost made it all the way back to the castle before he discovered that they were being followed.

Not until they were walking up Maim Street did he notice the figure slinking after them. But now that he thought about it, hadn’t it been there a while? In fact, ever since they had said goodbye to Geryon? Or rather, ever since Satina had said goodbye—Philip had just rushed off.

Yes. The figure had been there since then. A shadow in the corner of his eye. A disturbance at the outer edge of his vision.

A pursuer.

Philip turned quickly, but except for a group of condemned being whipped by two roaring gragorns, the street was deserted.

“What’s wrong?” Satina asked.

“Follow me,” he said. “Hurry!”

They turned off Maim Street and ran into the castle courtyard, where they hid behind the large fountain.

“What’s going on, Philip?”

“I think someone’s following us,” he whispered, staring toward the entrance to the courtyard. Waiting for someone to appear. Waiting.

But no one came.

Was it just his imagination? A result of everything that had happened that night? Over-exhaustion?

“Maybe I was imagining it,” he said, shaking his head.

Maybe…

But he didn’t think so. Someone had been following them. It was just that their pursuer found out that they found out.


CHAPTER 32

First Night of School

“New scandal in the outer court of Hell! Gatekeeper sent on indefinite leave of absence! Get your paper! Get your paper here!” a shrill voice announced when Philip and Satina walked through town early the following night. They were on their way to school. Philip was eager to see what school was like in Hell, but Satina was rather nervous. She was afraid she’d fallen behind, and term exams were coming up in Pacts with the Devil and Methods of Tempting. She’d been buried in her books most of the night.

They glanced at one another, then ran toward the sound of the voice. The newspaper boy stood on his usual corner, but tonight his announcement had stirred people’s interest. A small crowd of devils and demons surrounded him, eager to buy this night’s copy of Hell Times.

Satina and Philip stopped beside a sandwich board featuring the front paper. OUTER COURT OF HELL HIT BY NEW SCANDAL, the headline read. Below it, in smaller print: For unknown reasons, the current gatekeeper was sent on a leave of absence yesterday. The result was administrative chaos as several condemned were forced to wait a whole night by a locked door at the top of the stairs. Management could not be reached for comment. More on page 2.

The articled featured a photograph of Grumblebeard and some other gragorn that Philip didn’t recognize at first. Then he realized it was the former gatekeeper, Bucklehorn. The picture seemed to be recent; Bucklehorn looked a lot older than he had in the Globe of Evil. The caption explained that this was the second scandal involving the position in less than a few centuries—for details, read page 4.

Philip’s gaze returned to the photo of Grumblebeard, and he felt a stab to the heart. Once again, he wished they’d never told the gatekeeper what they’d seen in the globe.

“Do you have any money?” he asked Satina.

“No. But we don’t really need the newspaper, either.”

“No, I guess not.”

“Let’s get going. The bells will sound any minute.”

The school building actually resembled Philip’s school back in the land of the living—a big, boring building made of red bricks—but the atmosphere in the schoolyard was quite different. Lots of kids were playing soccer and tag and teasing one another just like they did in Philip’s school. The difference was that here, they did it both on the ground and in the air. The place was a jumble of devil kids flying this way and that, with backpacks slung over their shoulders.

A group of little devil kids stood over by a large annex, peeking through the windows, slapping their thighs, laughing.

“Why are they laughing?” Philip asked, and Satina replied that he’d have to see for himself.

But it wasn’t an urge to laugh that welled up in Philip when he looked through one of the windows. It was a classroom, the biggest he’d ever seen, with a blackboard stretching so far he couldn’t see the end of it. In front of the blackboard was a row of condemned, shackled together by their ankles and necks, writing: I’ll never do it again! Over and over and over. Their hands were red and swollen, covered by blisters and sores. Smoke rose from their hands.

“Are their hands burning?” Philip asked.

“No, it’s the fire chalk. It looks like ordinary chalk, but that’s only because it’s so hot that it glows white. Have you figured out who they are?”

He nodded. If he wasn’t mistaken, he knew quite a few people who’d end up in there some night. “The ones who didn’t behave in school.”

“Everyone knows that,” said a small, black-haired devil next to him. He looked at Philip, perplexed, then gasped. “Hey, it’s you, isn’t it?”

“Well, yeah,” Philip said. It was hard to deny.

“You’re the one that got Aziel banished from Hell! Hey, guys, look who’s here!” the boy shouted at his buddies, and soon Philip was surrounded by little devil kids swarming about him, looking at him admiringly, and thanking him for saving them from the nastiest devil of all. That had been the best night of their lives, and the entire school owed him one, and what actually happened? Some say you beat him up and tossed him in the Lake of Fire, is that true? And please, can I have your autograph? Me, too! Me, too!

Philip looked at Satina, who grinned and asked if he needed to borrow a pen.

“He can have a piece of fire chalk,” a voice interrupted, and the devil kids’ voices died out. They were gone in the wink of an eye, lost in the throngs of the schoolyard.

Philip turned and saw that a group of older students had joined them. There were ten or twelve of them, boys and girls. Among them were the two kids who’d spat on Philip and Satina the night before and called them condemned. At the front of the group was a devil-boy a tad shorter than Philip. His blond hair was combed back to make his horns seem more impressive. Not that they were all that impressive: one was considerably shorter than the other and growing crookedly.

“The famous angel boy is back, huh?” the boy said and looked at Satina with contempt. “And he’s with his little girlfriend.”

“Shut up, Droel! Come on, Philip,” Satina said, taking his hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Oh, someone learned to turn the other cheek. Did you start playing the harp as well, human lover?”

“She’s got her head in the clouds all right!” one of the girls said.

“Watch that,” Philip warned, letting go of Satina’s hand.

“Listen to him!” simpered the devil Satina had called Droel. “He thinks he can scare us. Maybe he even thinks he’s a devil. Have a look at his long, long horns! They are gigantic!” He pointed at the bumps on Philip’s forehead, and their snickers turned into laughter.

“At least they’re not totally crooked like yours,” Philip said, and the smile immediately vanished from the boy’s face.

“Don’t you dare say a word about my horns,” he growled. He stepped toward Philip. His hands were balled into fists. “Do you hear me, you despicable human?”

“You sound like someone I know,” Philip said. He didn’t move. Not an inch. And he noticed that his words made the boy’s eyes dart to the side.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Droel said in a quivering voice.

“No? Let me help you, then. I managed to kick him out of Hell a while back, and if you’re not careful, maybe you’ll be next.”

Droel clenched his teeth and hissed: “And if you’re not careful, maybe you’ll end up in chains. That’s where you really belong.”

The crowd nodded, and Philip heard someone mumble: “That’s what my dad says, too.”

It’s hard to know what would have happened if the bell hadn’t chimed right then. Satina grabbed Philip and dragged him away. This time he went along, while the crowd yelled at him: “We’ll get you later, you little angel!”

“Maybe this was a bad idea,” Satina said as they walked toward her classroom. “Maybe you should have stayed at the castle.”

“It’s all right. Nothing happened. We’ll just steer clear of them during recess.”

“It might not be that simple,” she said as they entered a classroom resembling Philip’s own. Here and there devil-boys and devil girls were standing in small groups talking, while others were sleeping, splayed across their desks.

“What do you mean? Why not?”

“Because most of them are in my class,” she said just as Droel and five of his crowd entered the room. The blond devil stared at Philip, smiling maliciously as he cracked his fingers.

“Hello, everybody!” a sharp voice snapped. The kids who were slumped over their desks sat up straight. Droel walked to his desk, staring at Philip the entire time.

“Mr. Kokabiel,” Satina whispered, nodding at the tall, thin devil who marched determinedly up to the teacher’s desk. His face was taut, and his horns stood straight up in the air, long and thin like black icicles. “Our history teacher.”

“He looks strict.”

“All our teachers do. I’m going to let him know that you’re here.”

Satina walked to the teacher’s desk, where Mr. Kokabiel was retrieving his things from a worn leather bag. Satina pointed at Philip, and Mr. Kokabiel looked at him over the rims of his glasses. Philip smiled, but Kokabiel did not return it; on the contrary, his face seemed to grow sterner when Satina told him who Philip was. Then he gestured with his hand for her to return to her seat and proclaimed that they were to turn to that night’s reading, get moving, get moving!

* * *

They were reviewing what Mr. Kokabiel called The Great Alliance between God and Hell, when a note landed on Satina’s desk.

Philip was absorbed in the account of the alliance that had resulted in one of the busiest nights in Hell. At some point, God had grown sick and tired of the reprehensible behavior of humans, so he consulted with the vargars and had them instigate a flood to cleanse earth of all its scum and waywardness. The storm raged for forty days and forty nights, and God let only one man and his family live. The man’s name was Boah, and he…

Philip cleared his throat. “Pardon me?”

Mr. Kokabiel abruptly stopped speaking and slowly turned his face toward Philip. “Yes?” he said in an icy voice. It was clear he did not care to be interrupted.

“I’m sorry, but his name was Noah, not Boah.”

The history teacher glanced at the book, and Philip noticed how his jaw twitched. “Noah, yes,” he said. “As I said.”

Philip was about to say that it wasn’t what he’d said, but Satina’s kick on his shin cut him short. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her shake her head almost imperceptibly.

“You do realize what we do to humans who don’t pay attention in school, don’t you?” Mr. Kokabiel continued in a snarl.

Philip shivered under the teacher’s dark gaze and nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

“Then maybe I can be permitted to go on? Or is there anything else I need to repeat for you?”

Philip shook his head.

The history teacher stared at him a few seconds longer, then turned his back and resumed the tale of how Noah had built a gigantic ark and…

It was at that moment that the note landed on Satina’s desk. Philip turned and spotted Droel with a smirk on his face.

Satina opened the note. Saved your little pet! Human lovers end up in the stocks. Get readi for it!

“Idiot,” Philip heard Satina mutter. She leaned closer to Philip to whisper something to him, but before she even opened her mouth, Mr. Kokabiel appeared by the desk as if by a stroke of magic, staring at Satina with eyes ablaze.

“Passing notes, are we?” he sneered. “That’s not wise. That’s not wise at all.”

Satina looked at him, startled. “No, please, Mr. Kokabiel, you misunderstood. I didn’t do it, it was…”

“There’s only one thing worse than a misbehaving kid,” he interrupted and leaned threateningly over her desk. “And that’s a snitch, Ms. Satina. Snitches end up in the river. Report to the principal’s office.”

“But…”

“The office! Now!”

Satina stood and Philip was about to follow her when a crooked hand with pointy nails appeared on his shoulder, pushing him back in the seat. “Not you. You stay here. You didn’t do anything, did you?”

He’s just like them, Philip thought, staring into Mr. Kokabiel’s black eyes. He sensed how Droel and his gang were relishing the moment. He hates me, too. I don’t know why, but he does.

Satina exited the classroom, and Philip was left to his own devices, surrounded by mean-spirited devils only waiting for the bell to sound. How would he ever get out of here in one piece? Satina was right—he should never have come along.

A few minutes after Satina had gone, a new note landed on Philip’s desk. This time there were no words, only a drawing. A matchstick man hanging in the gallows.

Philip looked up and saw that the history teacher had seen it. But he didn’t do anything. He turned the other away and continued his lesson.

Sweat broke out on Philip’s back as recess snuck closer, like a predator sneaking up on its prey, and he prayed that— But it was pointless, and no one knew this better than he. In Hell, no one heard your prayers.

Just then there was a knock on the door. Low, quick raps, as though someone was in a hurry. Kokabiel, who was in the process of announcing tonight’s homework, grunted with annoyance. He moved to the door and opened it. “Yes?”

A string of surprised gasps escaped at the sight of the Devil’s cat. Kokabiel said nothing, but his lips narrowed to thin lines as he gazed coldly at Lucifax, whose green eyes darted about the room.

“I’m here to pick up Philip Engel,” said the cat without offering any apology for interrupting the class. It sounded a little out of breath. “I was told I could find him here.”

“I’m afraid there’s no Philip in the class,” Kokabiel began, but Philip interrupted, practically jumping from his chair. “I’m right here, Lucifax!”

“Good. Come with me.” The cat turned and left the classroom. Philip hurried after Lucifax and felt the disappointed looks follow him until he shut the door behind him. He sighed with relief. That was by a hair’s breadth—a cat hair’s breadth, you might say.

“Come along now, Philip,” said Lucifax, who’d already made it to the end of the hallway. It seemed agitated. “Quickly.”

“What’s happening? Where are we going?” he asked when he caught up with the cat.

“To the castle. You have a visitor.”

“A visitor? Who is it?” He followed Lucifax, wondering why the cat was acting like this. All nervous and tense. “Is it Mortimer?”

Lucifax shook his head. “It’s a visitor from Paradise.”

Philip’s heart pounded in his chest, and his mouth felt parched. That might explain why his prayers had been heard after all. “Is it… God?”

“No, Philip.” Lucifax halted for a second and looked him in the eyes. “It’s your father.”


CHAPTER 33

Unfamiliar Father

The words completely took Philip’s breath away, and he felt his entire world tumble as though a rug was pulled from under him. “My father?”

Lucifax nodded. “He is waiting for you. Come.”

The last word was hardly necessary—Philip was already off, and this time it was the cat struggling to keep up with him. His father. His father was here. Could it really be? His wish, his deepest, impossible wish was about to come true. His father was here. His father whom he’d seen only in photographs and in his dreams and in his mind when he felt down and needed someone to talk to. He couldn’t believe it.

Finally, they reached the castle, but when the bone-gate glided open and allowed them to enter into the cool darkness, they found the throne room empty. Philip continued without stopping, walking up the stairs behind the throne and heading toward the Devil’s study. The door was ajar and Philip barged right in.

Lucifer, who was sitting behind the desk scribbling, lurched in his seat. “Philip!” he exclaimed. “You startled me.”

“Where is he?” Apart from Lucifer, the study was empty, and Philip trembled inwardly. It felt as though he was made of fragile glass that would shatter at any minute. If they had just been pulling his leg, tricked him… “Isn’t he here?”

But the Devil nodded. “He’s in your chamber.” A crooked smile bared his white teeth. “He didn’t seem to like my company. Who would have thought?”

Philip left the study, walked down the hallway and up the spiral staircase. He didn’t run, his feet had become so oddly heavy, and he realized that he wasn’t just excited, he was also a bit… scared?

Farther down the door to his chamber appeared. That, too, was ajar, and he stalled, feeling strange in his own skin as he saw a shadow move and heard steps from inside the room. Unreal. It all seemed unreal.

There, on the other side of that door—his dream. His father.

Yes, he was scared.

Slowly and with his heart pounding hard and fast in his chest, he entered the room.

He stood by the window gazing out at the devil city while rubbing his hands as if he was cold. His back was turned to Philip, and he didn’t seem to have heard him arrive.

“Dad?”

At the sound of Philip’s voice, the man jerked a little. Then he turned around and a thousand feelings washed over Philip, like a deluge, threatening to drown him. Because it was his father, it was Victor Engel. Philip had seen him just two nights ago—the night his dream had transformed into a nightmare—and now his dad was here, lifted from the world of sleep and into reality. Except for the black cape hanging from his shoulders, he looked exactly like he had in Philip’s dream. His face was somewhat gaunt and partially covered by a full red beard. His eyes were a clear blue, and his thick hair combed into a tussled side part.

Yet he looked a little different than Philip had expected, though that could hardly surprise anyone. First of all, there was the full beard, which he hadn’t had in any of the photographs Philip had seen. Secondly, those pictures were more than fourteen years old. A lot could change in fourteen years. A lot could change in a split second. If anyone understood that, Philip did.

“Philip?” his father said, staring intensely at him.

He nodded, because the words were stuck in his throat and tears welled in his eyes. He wanted to run into his father’s embrace, into his arms, which would wrap themselves around him, and they would just stand there for a long time. A long time.

But his father didn’t receive him with open arms as he’d expected. Instead he held out a hand.

Philip paused. He stared at the hand, confused, then looked at his father, who was smiling nervously. As he shook the hand, Philip felt a shard of disappointment lodging in his heart.

“At long last,” Victor Engel said, letting go of his hand. His nervous smile grew wider. “I did it.”

Philip opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. How many times had he been sitting in his room, talking to this man who had existed only in his imagination? He’d talked to him about everything, and it had been so easy, because no one was a better listener than his father. But now his father was here—not exactly alive, but in flesh and blood nonetheless—and Philip had no idea what to say.

And right now, Philip’s father didn’t exactly look like a good listener. He was pale and tense, his eyes darting each time a scream or crack of the whip was heard from outside. Philip understood. How had he looked the first time he’d walked through the black gate? Maybe that’s why his father seemed different than what Philip had expected: He was scared stiff.

“Imagine finding you here. At the castle of Satan himself,” Victor said, and his voice trembled a little. As did his hands. “And I thought you were such a good boy.”

Philip frowned at the last remark. He couldn’t tell whether it was said jokingly or whether his father was a little disappointed.

“I… I was asked to do a favor,” he explained.

Victor nodded as though he knew all about it.

“My son, the servant of darkness,” he mumbled, and once again, Philip couldn’t gauge his tone of voice. “I think we should keep that to oursel…”

Outside it sounded like a chorus of humans screaming at the same time, and Victor Engel twitched.

“Don’t be afraid,” Philip said, placing a hand on his father’s shoulder. He felt the muscles tremble under the cape. “In a way, this is a good place.”

“A good place? How can you say that? All this evil, all this pain and suffering. The shackles and the screams. It’s terrible. It’s…” His voice changed, acquiring another ring, raw and murmuring. It sounded as though he was lost in his own thoughts and speaking more to himself than to Philip. “It’s… Hell. And the Valley of Gallows… I remember the Valley of Gallows… The sound of the creaking ropes…”

Philip looked at him, taken aback. “Have you been here before?”

But his father didn’t seem to have registered the question. “The wind made them sway… Back and forth, back and forth… The hot wind burning against your skin… It never ended… never…”

“Have you been here before?” Philip repeated, louder this time, and Victor twitched again as though he’d entirely forgotten that he wasn’t alone. Then he blinked and for a second he appeared completely perplexed. “Eh, yes,” he said. “I’ve been here before. But unfortunately, I was late last time. You’d already left. I… I got a short tour.”

Philip shook his head. “Why didn’t Lucifer tell me?”

“Does it matter?” His father shrugged. “What’s important is that I’m here now, Philip. And you’re here. But not for much longer.”

“Not for much longer? What do you mean?”

“I’m here to pick you up. We—you are getting out of here, away from this ghastly place, and it can’t be soon enough.” Victor walked toward the door. “Heaven is waiting, son. And that’s where we belong. Let’s go. The faster, the better.”

But Philip stayed put. “I… I can’t.”

His father fell silent, staring at him anxiously. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I have to stay.”

Victor fixed his eyes on him. “And what does that mean?”

Philip didn’t understand it. All his life he’d told his father—his imaginary father—his innermost secrets and deepest wishes. But now… Now that he was together with his father, he didn’t feel like telling him about Death’s die and his mission and the awful thing he’d seen in his mother’s hourglass down in Mortimer’s basement. No, he didn’t understand it at all.

But he also didn’t understand how his father—who’d been gone so many years—didn’t even ask about Philip’s mother or seem the least bit interested in how Philip was doing, or that he hadn’t even told him how much he’d missed them. And inside him, the shard lodged deeper, because it had never occurred to him that his father might—just might—be a person he didn’t like.

“I just can’t,” he said, staring at the floor. “It… it has to do with Mom.”

“What a silly thing to say.” Suddenly the anger in Victor’s voice was unmistakable. “You disappoint me, Philip. You really disappoint me. I’ve heard so many good things about you. And now, after walking through Hell itself to get you, I see only a disobedient boy. What kind of behavior is that? Is that an acceptable way to treat your own father?”

“But…”

“Is it?” He was almost shouting now.

“N-no.”

“This isn’t a good place for you, Philip. You don’t belong here, and you know it. You’re no devil.”

“I-I’m…”

“What would your mother say if she heard you? Her own son, choosing Hell over Heaven.” He practically snorted out the next words. “And over your father.”

Silence and a thousand thoughts, a thousand feelings. Biggest of all, confusion. Only surpassed by the disappointment.

“I’m sorry.”

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled once again. His head was spinning. What was happening? This… this wasn’t how it was supposed to be. “Don’t be angry with me, Dad.”

“Then stop acting up!” Victor turned, standing with his back toward Philip. “I am leaving now. I’m not spending another second in this awful place. Do you hear me? So are you coming or am I leaving alone?”

“I…”

… am no devil, he thought.

“It’s now or never, Philip.”

“I’m coming,” he whispered and saw his father sigh.

“Good, son,” Victor said. “That’s good. Now let’s go.”


CHAPTER 34

A Quick Goodbye

He didn’t even have time to realize that he hadn’t said goodbye to Lucifer before they’d left the castle and the bone-gate slid shut behind them. Everything went so fast his thoughts couldn’t keep up. And neither could he. Philip practically had to run to keep pace with his father, who wasn’t about to waste any time talking to his reclaimed son but instead hurried through the devil city in long, fast strides, his eyes averted to the ground, his hood pulled far down, covering most of his face.

Only once did he pause, and that was when Philip asked him where he’d gotten the black cape, because as far as Philip was aware, no one wore black capes in Heaven.

“I’ve borrowed it,” he said and started walking again, tugging the hood even further down. “So I wouldn’t attract too much attention. Devils don’t care much for… our kind. Enough talk, now, Philip. It’ll have to wait till we’re out of here.”

His pace picked up and soon the black gate appeared. It was open. A large group of condemned were arriving, the gragorns whipping them onward into the giant forge, where chains and shackles awaited them.

“I did it,” his father whispered, and a ghostlike smile spread on his face. “I did it.”

Why does he keep saying that? Philip thought, but he didn’t have time to ask because the gate was beginning to close.

“Hurry, Philip! We’ve got to hurry!” Victor sped up, but Philip halted when he remembered…

“Satina!” he burst out. “I completely forgot Satina!”

His father turned around. Philip saw a droplet of sweat trickle down his temple under the hood. “There’s nothing we can do about that now. It’s too late, Philip,” he said. “The gate is open, and we have to get out. We have to get out now! You think they let me in willingly? A messenger from Heaven? I got one shot, Philip, only one shot. If we don’t make it out before the gate closes, then…”

“But I can’t just leave without… I have to say goodbye…”

“You don’t need to do anything!” his father cut him off. “She is a devil, Philip. Nothing but bad company. Now do as your father tells you and—”

“How can you say that? You don’t even know her!”

“This is neither the time nor the place to discuss this.” The voice that slipped out from under the dark cape suddenly resembled a growl. “We’re leaving, and we’re leaving now. You hear me?”

Philip shook his head. Shook all over. “No,” he said and drew back. “I’m not coming. I want to see Satina first.”

His father stared at him for a moment. Then he grabbed his arm, hard. “What makes you think that’s up to you?” he hissed, then began dragging Philip toward the gate that was now half-shut.

Philip stumbled along as he tried to free himself from his father’s grasp. But the hand closed around his wrist like a chain, grinding against his bone.

“Let me go,” he begged. Tears began to run. Not because of the pain, but because he didn’t understand what was going on, didn’t understand why his father was acting like this, and he suddenly wished the man had never come, wished for his imaginary father instead of this hideous stranger, who snarled at him and yanked at his arm. “Let me go! Please, let me go!”

“I will,” the dark voice answered. “As soon as we get out of here.”

He pulled Philip toward the gate and all Philip’s resistance was in vain. He was held in an iron grip, and no one took any notice of what was happening. All the gragorns were busy whipping the newly arrived condemned into the forge, and Philip was hauled through the black gate. A second later it slammed shut with an earsplitting bang.

“Let me go. You promised you’d let me go,” Philip sobbed. He felt how powerlessness quelled his crying and stopped the tears. He felt empty.

“So you can run over and knock on the gate?” In the commotion, Victor’s hood had fallen back, and his face was visible. His hair was wet from sweat, and there was a peculiar gleam in his eyes. “Forget it.”

“But you promised!”

“Be quiet!” His father raised his arm, and Philip was sure he would have struck him if the top hatch in the door of the gatekeeper’s house hadn’t opened right then to reveal Ravine.

“What’s going on?” she said and looked at him, bewildered. “Philip, what are you doing here? And who is this?”

“It’s…” He stalled for a second, ashamed to say the words out loud. “It’s my father.”

Ravine glanced at the red-haired man, who offered a friendly but thoroughly fake smile. Then she opened her eyes wide, and even at this distance, Philip could read the shock in them. “That is not your father, Philip.”

The words hit him so hard that it felt as though he’d been slapped. “What?”

“You foolish old hag,” the man snarled and tightened his grip around Philip’s arm. He resumed dragging him off. “Don’t listen to her, Philip. She is a devil, and devils lie. Of course I’m your father. Now, come, we have to hurry.”

“Get away from him, Philip!” Ravine shouted. “That man is dangerous!”

Once again, Philip tried to free himself, really putting his shoulder to the wheel this time. He wiggled and wrenched, but the man held on tight. It was useless. “Let me go,” he moaned and pounded at the man’s arm. “Let me go!”

“You’re coming with me, Philip, whether you want to or not!”

“Let him go!” the cook roared, kicking open the bottom half of the door. Her silhouette appeared on the threshold like that of a furious monster. Her tail cracked like a whip, her eyes flashed and sparkled. “I said LET HIM GO!”

She attacked. Swiftly drawing up her skirt, dashing forward, roaring at the man, a tornado of rage. Her head was bent forward, her small bison-like horns pointing straight ahead. The ground shook under her weight.

The man who claimed to be Philip’s father gasped and yanked at Philip, using him as a human shield and Philip got the chance he’d been waiting for. He swung his right arm, and, with all his might, he thrust his elbow into the man’s gut.

The man gasped loudly as the air was knocked out of him, and his grip on Philip’s wrist loosened. It was enough for Philip to break free, leaving the man exposed. Terror spread on the imposter’s face, and he took a breath to let out a scream. He never made it that far. Without hesitation Ravine slammed into him like a steam locomotive, sending him flying. He landed some twenty feet away, rolling over a few times before lying still.

“Are you all right?” Ravine asked, turning to Philip. Her eyes, which only a moment ago had raged like a storm, held a mild and worried expression.

He nodded, and though it was true, he felt he was lying when he said: “I’m all right.”

The exchange couldn’t have taken more than three, maybe four seconds, but it was apparently too long, because when they turned to the place where the man had landed…

“Where did he go?” Philip burst out, looking around. There was nothing but darkness to see.

“I’ll be damned,” Ravine growled. “He escaped. Again.”

Confusion. Complete and utter confusion. “Again?”

* * *

“I recognized him. Because of this,” Ravine said, putting a creased sheet of paper in front of Philip. He was sitting in the kitchen in the gatekeeper’s house. Ravine was making tea. A good, strong cup of tea—that would calm him down, she said. Philip asked her to make it as strong as possible.

“It’s him,” he whispered, and once again, it was like a rug was pulled from under his feet. He was almost used to the feeling by now.

The paper had yellowed, and its corners were tattered. WANTED! it said. Below was a photo of the man who had pretended to be Victor Engel. His bloodshot, piercing eyes stared directly at Philip. Below the photo, it read: Have you seen this condemned? Call 666. Big reward.

“It’s him,” Philip repeated. “The condemned who escaped back then.”

Ravine nodded. “I found the notice under Honeybunch’s pillow. Imagine that—he slept with it all these years. He’s really suffered from bad conscience, poor thing.”

“But how… Why? That was one hundred and fifty years ago… I don’t understand…” He shook his head, couldn’t formulate all the questions. There were simply too many.

“How in the underworld could you think he’s your father?” Ravine asked and poured tea in a mug.

Philip clutched the mug, letting it warm his ice-cold hands.

“He looked like him,” he said, hesitating, studying the photo. Yes, he did look like his father. A lot. But… Because there was a “but,” wasn’t there?

He doesn’t look like I thought he would. Wasn’t that the first thought that had gone through his mind the minute he’d stood face to face with this man—this condemned, who had claimed to be his father?

And now, knowing the truth, he saw them. The subtle differences. It wasn’t just the beard. It was also the eyes. They were too close together. The nose was too pointy. The cheekbones were too pronounced. This was not his father. Philip knew Victor Engel only from fourteen-year-old photographs, and this man certainly looked like him, but only as much as a brother would, and now he couldn’t understand how he’d…

“How could I make such a mistake?” he mumbled.

Ravine sat down in front of him after pouring herself a cup of tea. “Maybe because you wanted to,” she replied. “Wanted to believe it was your father even though…”

“Even though, deep down, I knew it wasn’t him,” he finished the sentence and contemplated the fact that he’d disliked the man from the beginning. Maybe Ravine was right. Maybe he had wanted it so badly that he’d deceived himself? But that couldn’t be the whole truth. He had been tricked somehow—he was sure of it—only he didn’t know how. “But how did he know? How did he know what my father looks like? How does he know about me? And what did he want from me?”

“I can’t answer those questions any more than you can,” Ravine said and gave him a grave look. “But he was really out to get you, Philip. He took a huge risk, coming back here.”

Philip nodded. “But he failed. Thanks to you.”

“You have nothing to thank me for, my dear. I’m so sorry for you. Everything you’ve been through tonight. First regaining your father, and then losing him again like that. That must be awful.”

Philip didn’t say anything. Because, although it had been awful, and although he had been through a lot, it was neither grief nor disappointment that filled him right now. It was relief.

Relief that it hadn’t been his father after all.


CHAPTER 35

The Valley of Gallows

Philip waited for Satina outside school when the bell rang. A moment later, the doors opened wide, and the many devil kids streamed out. When Droel and his gang turned up, pushing one another, making a ruckus and laughing, Philip hid behind a wilted tree. They disappeared down the street.

“Satina!” he called when he spotted her. He waved, and she ran to him.

“Philip,” she sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Thank the Devil. I’ve been in the principal’s office all night. When I got back to class, and you weren’t there… I was so scared something had happened to you. It was Kokabiel, that mean demon, I think he kicked me out of class so you’d be all on your own. He knew Droel and those guys were after you and…” She suddenly fell silent. Looked him in the eyes. Furrowed her brows as she saw something in his gaze. “Philip? Did something happen to you?”

“Yes,” he said and told her everything. She stared at him, flabbergasted. Then the questions poured out of her—all the ones Philip had asked—and all he could do was shrug and say: “I don’t know. I really don’t know.” He paused. “But I am going to try to find out.”

“How?”

“Do you know how to get to the Valley of Gallows?”

* * *

The worst part was almost that it was so quiet. But worse still, that it wasn’t completely quiet.

The valley was full of gallows. They’d been constructed on the high hillsides, now rooted in the bloody grass. Writhing figures dangled from old ropes, but none of the condemned cried out in pain. The nooses were wrapped tight around their bleeding necks, turning their cries into moans, which were drowned out by the sound of the creaking ropes. They swung back and forth, back and forth.

And yet this was not the only sound this night. Farther down, a gragorn with wiry arms was digging a hole for new gallows.

Satina suggested that perhaps he’d be able to help them, and they approached the demon, who huffed for every shovelful of dirt. His enormous horns were battered, and his leathery wings had taken on a grayish tint.

“Excuse me, do you have a minute?” Philip asked cautiously.

The demon turned on his heels, whip in hand, ready to strike.

“No, no!” Philip and Satina yelled at the same time, holding up their hands.

The gragorn put a hand to his heart and lowered his arm. “You gave me a scare!” he said. Nodding toward the hanged, he continued: “I thought it was one of them speaking. Hardly used to that. What did you say?”

“Do you have a minute?” Philip repeated, casting a sidelong glance at the whip in the demon’s hand. “We have some questions we were hoping you’d be able to answer.”

“Certainly! And I’ve got more than a minute. My old bones need a rest. My weary fists have put up more than eight thousand of these gallows. A couple of hundred more and this old demon will be ready and set to stop. I desire to retire, you might say,” he chuckled, then rolled up his whip. “What’s this about?’

“It’s about the condemned who once escaped from here. One hundred and fifty years ago.”

A dark cloud passed over the gragorn’s eyes, and he raised one eyebrow. “An old case, and an embarrassing one. Forgotten by most, repressed by the rest. Why are you asking about it?”

“It’s for school,” Satina replied. “We’re doing a project on eyewitness reports of major events in Hell’s history. If you can tell us something, you’ll be credited in our report.”

“I see.” The dark cloud abruptly disappeared from the gragorn’s eyes, and he nodded, interested. “Tell me what you’d like to know, then. And by the way, my name is Fangtooth. That’s F-A-N-G-T-O-O-T-H, with an H like Hell.”

“All of it,” Philip said. “We’d like to know all of it.”

“All of it?” Fangtooth laughed drily. “That’s asking a lot. Especially in a matter such as this, where no one knows anything.” He was silent for a moment, then added with a secretive look in his eyes: “But of course some know more than others.”

“How did the condemned manage to escape?” Philip asked. “How come it wasn’t discovered?”

“Well, it was discovered all right—just too late. You see, the condemned who end up in the gallows aren’t monitored by executioners the way they are elsewhere. They’re left to themselves, because they’re just hanging here, and it ought to be impossible to escape. Most of them stay in the rope forever, but now and then we move a condemned to another form of punishment. Like that guy over there.” Fangtooth pointed at the gallows on the opposite hillside, less than a hundred feet from where they stood.

Two gragorns were loosening the noose around the man’s neck. Coughing, he fell to the ground, but almost immediately he was whipped back on his feet. The man was short—looked like a dwarf between the two gragorns—and had black hair, done in a tight side parting. Under his nose was a small mustache, and Philip’s stomach lurched. He knew only one man with that kind of mustache.

“Hitler,” he whispered. “It’s Hitler.”

“Well, well, well, someone paid attention in history class,” Fangtooth said, impressed. He yelled to the gragorns: “Where are you taking the little fellow?”

“He’s going over to the Suicide Plains to be buried alive,” one of them answered, and the man who’d started the Second World War was whipped as he moved up the hillside. “Get up there! The worms are waiting!”

“There you go,” Fangtooth said. “It was the same for the condemned that you’re asking about. He’d committed so many misdeeds that one punishment wasn’t enough, and he alternated between the Gallows, burning in the Lake of Fire, digging up the suicides, and being chased through the Forest of Fear. But one night, when they came to release him from the rope and take him to his next punishment, he was gone. I was at work myself that night, and I’ve never seen such a commotion. The entire city was turned upside down, and they searched everywhere, but the rascal was gone and has never been seen since.”

Until tonight, Philip thought, feeling a chill run down his spine.

“Under the gallows, the empty rope dangled, and under the noose were his shackles. The newspaper said he was gone without a trace, and that was true. But most people didn’t realize what that really meant, and that was a good thing. That’s what management wanted. To avoid distrust among our own ranks.” Fangtooth leaned closer and lowered his voice. “The ground here is muddy from blood and tears. You can’t take one step without leaving a print. Yet there was no trace of the man. None. You understand what I’m saying?”

Satina nodded. “Someone flew off with him.”

“Exactly. Have you ever heard of anything as outrageous as that? A devil helping a condemned escape? Unfathomable!”

“And no one knows who or why?”

“No. But there were other things that were kept from the public. It was discovered that the devil who helped him escape had visited him several times. Both here and at the other punishment sites. And they discovered it was a woman. They could tell from her voice.”

“Who could?”

“The other condemned who was… You know, hanging around.”

“But if they heard her, they must have seen her, too?” Philip said.

“They didn’t see a thing,” Fangtooth replied. “And that’s why we know they met several times. Because in order not to be seen, the she-devil poked out the eyes of all the condemned nearby.”

Philip tried to swallow but there was a lump in his throat. Fangtooth nodded, indicating that he too found that especially nasty. “This wasn’t discovered until later because the condemned here aren’t capable of screaming. At the other punishment sites, it wasn’t discovered because everyone was always screaming.”

Philip and Satina asked Fangtooth more questions, but he was unable to answer them. He’d told them all he knew, and besides, he’d better get back to work. The gallows had to be ready for their first clients—one of them a former president. And could they give him a hand as a thank you for what he’d told them? Surely that wasn’t too much to ask?

“Uhm,” Philip mumbled, receiving a flashing glance from Satina. He cleared his throat. “Actually, we have to…”

“That’s nice of you,” Fangtooth interrupted, thrusting a spade into Philip’s hand. “It won’t take long at all.”


CHAPTER 36

A Peculiar Confession

“That didn’t make us much the wiser,” Philip said as they left the Valley of Gallows and the sound of the creaking ropes faded behind them.

“But I did get three blisters on each hand.” Satina held up her hands. Six large, fluid-filled blisters had appeared. “Come on, Philip, you ought to know better than to give the Devil an inch.”

“Sorry,” he said. His own hands sported seven blisters, three splinters, and one cut from a stone. After they’d raised the gallows, it had occurred to Fangtooth that they might as well help him with another one now that they were there. And then another. And then one more, it’ll be no problem for you, you’re getting to be pros! They’d ended up spending all night digging the parched ground, and they hadn’t gotten away until Satina hid the rope under her cape and Fangtooth ran off to get another coil.

“Now what?” Satina asked.

“Don’t know,” Philip said. Fangtooth’s account was buzzing in his head. It didn’t make any sense.

They kept walking and were soon back in town. Suddenly Philip became aware of something else, pushing the entire matter of the condemned out of his mind.

“But I know this,” he whispered, stepping closer to Satina. “We’re being followed again. No, don’t turn around.”

“Who is it?”

“We’ll know in a minute. I’ve got an idea. As soon as we turn the corner…” Philip told her what he had in mind, and Satina nodded.

When they reached the intersection, they quickly turned right. Satina unfolded her wings, took off, and disappeared into the night without a sound.

Philip counted to five. It was risky, he knew. Their pursuer might have evil intentions. But he had to know who it was. He took a deep breath and stepped back around the corner.

Except for a skinny old dog that paused and stared at him, the street was empty.

Philip glanced around. No devils nearby. But he’d been so certain that…

Then he looked at the dog again, and everything inside him froze. That dog—it wasn’t just skinny, it was severely abused. Large tufts of its coat had been yanked off, revealing great scabs with congealed blood. Its left ear was torn halfway through, and the dog didn’t put any weight on its front right leg. But what Philip noticed more than anything else was the color of its coat. It was gray. Like the tuft they’d found on the staircase where a mysterious attack had occurred, and where Death’s die had exchanged hands.

Then Satina landed behind the dog. It spun around, startled. “Philip?” she whispered without taking her eyes off the animal. “That dog…”

“I know,” he said, also in a whisper.

“But… it’s just an ordinary dog. Not a beast. How could it have stolen the die from Mortimer?”

“Maybe someone trained it. If it’s the thief at all.”

The dog shook all over and looked alternately at the two kids approaching it from either side. Its tail was tucked between its skinny legs, the expression in its eyes panicky and wild.

“Do you still have the rope, Satina?”

“Yes.” She’d already brought it out and was tying a noose.

“We’ll catch it and bring it to Lucifer. Maybe he can find out who owns it.” Philip extended a hand and approached the dog, coaxing it gently. “Hey, doggy, don’t worry, we won’t hurt you. Just stay put.”

The dog crouched, and for a second Philip thought it had surrendered. Then it suddenly leaped forward, snarling and snapping at his hand, which he managed to withdraw, leaving the dog’s sharp teeth biting only air.

The dog ran past him, escaping down the street leading to the Lake of Fire. But it didn’t run fast. The creature couldn’t use its front right leg, and its flight was a sad sight. Philip and Satina went after it—he by foot, she by air.

Satina caught up with the dog as it made its way around the town pond. She whizzed in and out between the willows, gliding on her wings right above the animal, which tried to evade her. In vain. On her fourth attempt, Satina lassoed the dog, and its escape came to an abrupt stop. It fought as hard as it could. It writhed, chomped at the rope, and snapped at Satina, but it didn’t have much energy left, and the battle was soon over. When Philip caught up with them, Satina had tied the dog to one of the willows. It cowered by the trunk and stared at them, terrified.

“If you stay here and make sure it doesn’t run off, I’ll get Lucifer,” Philip told Satina.

“No!”

The yell froze Philip. Slowly he turned. Satina seemed equally stunned.

He stared at the shaking dog. “You… you can speak?”

At first the dog didn’t react, and he wondered if he’d misheard. Then it nodded. “I beg you,” it said. Its trembling voice was hoarse, as though it hadn’t had anything to drink for a long time. “I beg you! Not the Dark One! Not the Dark One!”

“Who… Who are you?”

“Promise me you won’t take me to him. Promise me you’ll let me go. Then I’ll tell you everything.”

“We promise,” Satina said before Philip had even opened his mouth. “Right, Philip?”

He nodded.

The dog slumped, lowered its head, and looked at the ground. It stood like that for a long time. “I had it,” it mumbled. “I had the die. But only for a short time.”

“It was you who stole it?” Philip exclaimed. “Why? Why did you do it? Who is your master?”

Once again, some time passed before the dog replied, and when it finally did, the words spilling out of its mouth were so odd that Philip felt them bumping against his own thoughts and turning his world inside out. How little he knew—how very, very little.

“I didn’t always look like this,” the dog said. “I used to be a man. In another time, another life. I wasn’t a good man, I’ll admit to that, but I would have never expected the punishment to be this severe. As you probably know, not all corrupt souls end up down here, and when death caught up with me one late summer night, my beliefs led me—as they so often had—down the stairs to Kunlun Mountain. That the stairs split and also led to this place, I had no idea. Not until…” The dog trailed off, lost in thoughts.

“Kunlun Mountain?” repeated Philip. “What is that?”

“Where souls are reincarnated,” the animal replied, and when Philip still looked baffled, it went on. “Where they’re reborn.”

Rebirth, former lives—Philip had heard of it. There were people who didn’t believe that death was final, but that their soul was reborn in a new body. What you were reborn as and how good your life would be depended on how you’d behaved in your previous life. If you had been evil, you weren’t punished in Hell, but in life.

“Reborn I was,” the dog continued. “In the body you see before you. A stray, flea-infested mongrel forced to eat garbage and rats. It was a horrific life. It was my punishment, and it didn’t end until the day a car sent me back down the staircase. Where a devil awaited me in the darkness.” The dog shuddered, and its eyes grew distant at the memory. “It was a small and hunched devil, a shadow among shadows. I never saw his face, but the voice—I’ll never forget the voice. Squeaky and rusty it was, and yet… soft. Alluring. Tantalizing. It was impossible not to listen to it. I’d been a good dog and served my time, it said, and the Jade Emperor would no doubt reward me with a human body for my next incarnation. Human. The word made my heart pound with longing. The moment I died, the memories of my earlier existence returned, and I felt a mix of horror and disgust at the body I now inhabited. I was an animal, a wretched crossbreed, and I wanted nothing more than to become human again. ‘How would you like…’ the devil then said, the voice—soft, whispering—suddenly up close, as though the speaker was no longer standing in the darkness before me, but had crept into my mind. ‘How would you like to become human for all eternity?’ I asked what he meant, and I listened to a strange account—the account of Death’s die. The die that ends life. And is able to stop death.”

The dog went quiet, and its gaze swept over the Lake of Fire and the burning figures in the water. But that’s not what it saw. Its gaze was turned inward, toward the curious conversation on the stairs to the Kunlun Mountain. “Whoever got hold of the die would be reborn as immortal, the voice explained. Human for all eternity, it said. Never again as an animal, it said. Never again a fly, a pig, or a stray mongrel. Always human. All I had to do was steal the die, and my happiness was secured. And it would be easy, it said. So easy. It told me where the die was and said that it had to be done now because tonight was special. Tonight, Death was at home and sleeping. I hesitated and asked what was expected in return for this favor. The devil answered with a dry laugh. ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Just the satisfaction of having done a good deed.’ Then the figure retreated, hobbling into the darkness, accompanied by the sound of a cane.”

“And then you snuck in and stole the die?” Satina asked.

The dog nodded. “It was as easy as I’d been told. The doors were unlocked, the old man’s sleep was deep as the night, and I ran off carrying eternal life on a chain around my neck. But my joy was short-lived. When I got back to the stairs, I was assaulted. I struggled but didn’t stand a chance, and my unknown enemy showed no mercy. The result is what you see before you. I would have been dead if… well, if I hadn’t already been dead. I was left severely injured, and when I came to, the die was gone.”

“So the devil that coaxed you into stealing the die,” Philip began, speaking slowly, giving himself time to catch up. “He waited for you to return, attacked you, and stole it from you?”

“No.” The dog shook its head. The movement caused one of its many wounds to open, and a droplet of blood trickled down its hairless skin. “The devil that told me about the die was small and hunched. I never saw who attacked me, but he was large, that much I know. And he didn’t carry a cane.”

“There were two devils,” Philip said. It was hard to make head or tail of it. The more they discovered, the more complicated the mystery became.

“The canine sense of smell helped me. When I had recovered a little and was back on my feet, I traced my attacker back here. I wanted the die back. But once I got to the gate, I lost the scent.”

“Why were you following us?”

“I heard a devil tell another that Death had asked you for help and that you were looking for his die. I was hoping you’d lead me to it.”

“You heard a devil say this?” Philip looked at Satina. The theft of Mortimer’s die was still a secret. Except for Lucifer and his cat, no one else knew that Philip and Satina were searching for the die. “Who was it?”

“I never caught the name, but he was thin and greasy-looking, with crooked horns.”

“Grum!” Philip clenched his hands. “I knew he couldn’t be trusted. He must have been eavesdropping when we were talking to Lucifer.”

Satina nodded, then turned her attention to the dog. “You said you were alone when you stole the die?”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t see anyone else at all? No other animals?”

“No. The forest was deserted.”

Philip knew what Satina was thinking of: The other paw prints they’d found in the forest. Paws as big as a grown man’s hands. Who had made those prints? Or rather, what had made them?

“What else can you tell us?” he asked.

The dog shook its head. “That’s all.” It looked him straight in the eyes, and for some reason, he could tell it was speaking the truth. It had told them everything. The question was, what were they going to do now?

“He ought to be thrown into chains because of what he’s done,” Satina said as though she’d read Philip’s mind. She glowered at the dog, which shrank under her dark gaze. “But he doesn’t belong here. He needs to go back to the Kunlun Mountain.”

“No!” the dog burst out, pressing itself against the tree trunk in fright. “Not that! Not that!”

“Would you rather meet Lucifer?”

“Have mercy!” it begged them. “I’ve done as you asked. I’ve told you everything. If the Jade Emperor discovers the theft… He’ll punish me for the rest of my lives. I’ll never become human again. Let me go. You promised you’d let me go!”

“Just be happy we’re not telling Mortimer about you!” Satina said, turning to Philip. “Stay here and watch him. I’ll go get a gragorn who can take him back to the Kunlun Mountain.”

“No!” The dog started struggling savagely, tearing and biting at the rope with all its might, causing many of its wounds to rip open. Philip thought it was a pitiful sight, but Satina couldn’t help laughing.

“You might as well give up,” she said to the struggling dog as it gnawed at the rope, blood streaming from its gums. “The rope is from the Valley of Gallows, and it’s impossible to…”

At that instant the rope snapped and suddenly everything happened all at once. The dog, which had pulled with all its weight to free itself, lost its balance. With a dumbstruck look on its face, it tripped and fell into the Lake of Fire, the burning water closing around its body with a muted sizzle.

Philip and Satina sprang down to the water’s edge, just in time to catch one last glimpse of the dog, whose wide eyes stared up at them in terrible agony. Then it sank into the fiery depths. The end of the rope—the rope that ought to have been impossible to break—disappeared a few seconds later.

“He got his punishment after all,” Satina said, and the glee in her voice gave Philip the shivers. “They say God works in mysterious ways, but so does the Devil.”


CHAPTER 37

The Scream of the Condemned

“Two devils.” Philip studied the horn tip in his hand, as though the answers to all his questions were written someplace on it. “Two tempters. One coaxes him into stealing the die, the other attacks him and steals it from him when he returns. Why? Why were there two of them? And why did they want the die?”

“Don’t know,” Satina said, but it sounded as though she wasn’t really listening. She was at the desk trying to copy her father’s signature on a piece of paper. They were in the castle chamber following the most eventful night of Philip’s life. So much had happened these last few hours, it was hard to fathom it all. Philip tried focusing on what the dog had told them, searching for clues that could help them in their search for the die. But his thoughts kept circling back to the incident with…

(his father)

… the condemned. In a single night he had found and lost a father, and his emotions left him a mess. Here, too, he had tons of questions. They piled on, denying him any peace of mind. And behind it all—behind all the thoughts, questions, and enigmas—Mortimer’s ice-cold voice kept on droning, ceaselessly and mercilessly: Time is running out, Philip. The sand is trickling and soon your mother’s hourglass will be empty. Soon it will be too late.

But what if it already was too late? What if her hourglass was already…

No. He didn’t want to go down that road. There was still time. He had to believe that. There was still time.

But it’s running out, Philip, you need to hurry.

“I know,” he growled. He was missing something. He knew it, he could sense it. Something to do with the broken horn and the devil on the staircase. The small, hunched devil. His squeaky and rusty voice. And Lucifer’s illness. Those three things. They were connected somehow, he was sure of it. But how? Come on, THINK! Think, goddammit! Think before it’s…

… too late… Soon it will be too late.

“That’s it! I’ve got it!” Satina exclaimed, and Philip’s chain of thought collapsed. He almost had it. Almost. And then…

“Have a look, Philip.” Satina walked to his side, carrying her teacher-parent message book in one hand and the papers with the forged signatures in the other. “Can you tell the difference? Look at the signature in the bottom right corner. My version almost looks more like my dad’s signature than his does. Kokabiel will never…”

Philip lashed out, grabbing the paper from her hand, tearing it to pieces, suddenly frantic and irate. He felt the frustrations mount, filling his body like a storm. A sharp ache flared in his forehead, but Philip hardly noticed it because he was absorbed in his own rage, and he started screaming, screaming at the top of his lungs, screaming out his powerlessness, terror, and anger. And all his hatred. Because at that moment, he was full of hatred. Dark, bottomless hatred. He hated Mortimer because he was so cold, and he hated his father because he was dead, and he hated his mother because she was going to die, and he hated himself because he couldn’t save her. He even hated Satina, and Philip screamed and screamed until he was out of breath, and the effort made him stagger.

“Ph-Philip?” Satina stammered warily when the only sound to be heard was Philip gasping for breath. “Philip, what’s happening?”

He coughed and sat on the bed.

“Why were you screaming?” She sat next to him and took his hand. “You sounded… You sounded like one of them—one of the condemned. And the bumps in your forehead, Philip. It looked as though they were beginning to grow. What under earth is going on?”

He withdrew his hand, suddenly ashamed. But she took his hand again, refusing to let go, and that was exactly what he needed.

“There’s something I haven’t told you,” he said. “Something I should have told you.”

And as he spoke, tears began to flow.

He told her everything—about his mother’s hourglass and his deal with Death—and Satina listened, misty-eyed.

“Your mother,” she whispered. “I can’t even imagine… It must have been awful.” She squeezed his hand. “I knew something was wrong. I could feel it. You seemed different, but I didn’t want to ask. I wanted you to tell me on your own.”

She let go of his hand and held his head instead, turning it toward her. “You should have told me, Philip. Nobody should carry something like that alone. Nobody is that strong. Why didn’t you tell me?”

He tried to smile but couldn’t. “I was afraid I’d start crying,” he said, and the tears began flowing again.

This time he cried for a long time, and Satina just sat and held him. When he was done crying, silence spread, and after a while Satina said: “I know you’re scared, Philip, but you’re the bravest person I know.”

She leaned closer, and when her lips met his in a long and sweet kiss, the darkness inside him shrank.

Then she pulled back and looked at him, curiously. For a while neither of them spoke.

“Do you feel better now?” she finally asked.

Philip, whose heart was now pounding for a very different reason, nodded.

The subsequent silence almost became awkward but then, thankfully, Satina’s growling stomach interrupted it. They laughed.

“Hungry?” he asked.

“Very,” she answered.

“Me, too. I’ll go get us something to eat.” He stood and walked to the door, then turned and cleared his throat.

“Satina?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“What is it you always say, Philip?” She pretended to be thinking hard. Her eyes had a playful look. “You’re welcome.”

* * *

Still with the sweet taste of Satina’s soft lips on his, Philip went down to the kitchen. His head spun. The dark emotions that had welled up in him weren’t gone, not at all. But Satina’s kiss had swiftly pushed them into the background, and Philip felt several pounds lighter as he walked down the stairs.

By the kitchen door he heard the rattling of pots and pans. Cautiously he opened the door. Ravine stood by the stove with all the burners turned on. Greenish steam rose from the lid of a large cast-iron pot. The lid was firmly secured, and something in the pot was knocking about, banging it as it screamed in severe pain.

“Hi, Ravine,” Philip said.

She turned around. Her teeth were clenched, and her eyes were hard as stone, but at the sight of Philip her expression softened, and she smiled. She walked over to give him a hug, seemed to change her mind, and stroked his cheek instead. Philip was thankful. Her apron was smeared in blood.

“Hi, dear. I’ve been thinking of you quite a bit. What an ordeal the other night, huh? How are you doing?”

“I’m all right,” he said, and he was. Now, he was.

“Have you found out what it was all about?”

“No, I still don’t know. How…”

“Hang on a minute,” Ravine cut in and stomped to the stove, where something was being boiled alive. She banged the lid with a large wooden spoon. “Quit it! It’s unbearable to listen to!” The screams continued unabated. “It’s you own fault, then!” Ravine said, turning up the heat. Tall flames licked up the sides of the pot. A few seconds went by. Then the thing inside the pot ceased banging on the lid and the screaming stopped. “There we go. It’s not what the recipe says, but at least we can talk. What were you saying?”

“I was just going to ask how you are doing?” he said and glanced at the pot out of the corner of his eye. He wondered what was in it, but didn’t really want to know.

“Don’t you worry about me, Philip, I’m fine. But if Lucifer thinks that my Honeybunch is going to spend the next one hundred and fifty years on that hellish mountain, he’s got another think coming, just you wait and see.” Once again, her eyes narrowed and grew hard. She pointed at tonight’s newspaper on the counter next to the sink. The picture of Grumblebeard was damp, and Philip was certain it was tear-stained. “Lucifer has kept secret the reason for his suspension, and no one knows that Honeybunch has been sent to Purgatory. According to the official version, he’s on vacation. Lucifer thinks that’s reward enough.”

“Reward for what?”

“For what? For saving you from that crazy woman. Remember the closing ceremony at the last Festival of Tricks?”

“Oh, right,” Philip said, and in his mind’s eye he saw the terrifying sight of Aziel’s mother, rushing toward him, the knife held high. If it hadn’t been for Grumblebeard…

“That’s all he could do. Those were Lucifer’s words. All he could do,” Ravine fumed and slammed the spoon into her palm, harder and harder. It sounded as though she was talking to herself rather than to Philip. “But that’s not up to him alone. That old devil has no idea who he’s up against.”

Philip decided that he was happy he wasn’t in Lucifer’s shoes. You wouldn’t want to get on the bad side of a woman like Ravine, and Philip quickly changed the topic before she got completely worked up.

“Ravine, can I bring some food up to my room?”

She stopped griping and lit up. “Food? Why yes, of course! You’ve got to be starving after that ordeal. I know exactly what you need. A helping of warm bat soup.”

Philip liked bat soup, and he told her that Satina would like a large portion, too. That was just what Ravine needed to hear, and her smile grew wide. She cut off some hunks of bread, then retrieved two bowls and ladled up from one of the smaller pots on the stove.

“What’s in that pot?” Philip said, pointing at the cast-iron pot. No sounds emerged from it now. Greenish steam clouded the sides of the pot.

“That’s for Lucifer,” Ravine said without elaborating. She handed Philip the plates. “Here you go.”

He was about to take them when she withdrew the bowls.

“Hang on now,” she said. “I don’t know what it’s like at your house, but no one eats food from my kitchen with hands that dirty.”

Philip looked and found that three of his fingers on his right hand were black. He frowned, then lifted his hand to smell them. His fingers smelled charred. “Where did that come from?”

“Never mind, as long as it comes off,” Ravine said, setting the bowls on the counter.

Philip went to the sink and turned on the faucet. He was about to wash his hands, when he caught sight of the newspaper again and froze. His mouth opened in a gasp.

“It’s him!” he whispered, lifting the paper. His heart started to gallop. The black stain on his fingers rubbed off on the thin paper. “It’s him!”

He turned on his heels and ran out of the kitchen.

“Philip, you can’t just…” Ravine said, confused. “Your soup…”

Then her voice faded behind him.


CHAPTER 38

The Broken Horn

Philip burst into the room with such force that he nearly stumbled. Satina, still seated at the desk trying to forge her father’s signature, jumped. Her quill jerked and left a black streak across the page.

“Oh, come on! You’ve got to be kidding me! Why did you have to—” When she saw the wild expression in his eyes, she cut herself off.

“I’ve found him, Satina!”

“Who?”

“Him! The devil that attacked the dog! I found him!” He smacked the newspaper down on the table in front of her and, with a shaky index finger, pointed at one of the photos on the front page, the one right next to the picture of Grumblebeard. The excitement made his voice crack. “We passed him on the way to school, but we didn’t realize it because we were only thinking about Grumblebeard. But his horns, Satina! Look at his horns!”

Satina leaned closer and stared at the picture of the former gatekeeper, Bucklehorn. The tip of his right horn had broken off.

“We were wrong! The horn tip wasn’t from a tempter but from a gragorn! It was black because of—” he held out his dirty hand, “soot.”

“He used to be an executioner,” she whispered. Then she nodded. “The soot never really comes off. I’ve seen it with my dad. It drives my mom crazy.”

Underneath Bucklehorn’s image, it said that the scandal that befell Grumblebeard was the second scandal in only a few hundred years, for more details, see page 4.

They turned to page four, which told the old story about the escaped condemned. “Bucklehorn S. Erpant had fallen asleep while on duty and was partially to blame for the condemned’s successful escape, and therefore was sent on an early retirement,” Satina read. “Hell Times contacted the former gatekeeper, who is now living in the retirement home Restless, but the aging devil offered no comment on the one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old matter, which still stands as a spot of light on the otherwise dark history of Hell.”

“Hang on,” interjected Philip, who’d been walking in circles as Satina was reading. He stopped. “Read that again.”

“That Bucklehorn has no comment…”

“No, before that. Where did it say he lives?”

“At Restless. The retirement home. All devils end up there some night when they can’t take care of themselves anymore. It’s on the edge of the Forest of Fear.” She kept talking, but Philip was no longer listening. His mind raced. Faster and faster.

Yes.

Yes, of course! That was it! That’s why Lucifer’s illness kept popping up in Philip’s head every time he thought of the broken horns. Lucifer’s horns had also snapped off back when he’d been sick. He’d been poisoned, and the poison had made him weak. Weak and… old. That was the keyword: Old. That’s why the former gatekeeper’s horn had broken in the struggle with the dog. It had grown brittle over all those years. And that’s why the tempter, who had told the dog about Death’s die, was stooped and used a cane: He’d been old.

“Retirement home. Retired,” Philip whispered to himself. He said the word slowly, as though he was tasting it. Then said it again, this time leaving the first syllable out. “Tired.”

Then everything fell into place.

“I think I know why the die was stolen!” he said. “And I think I know what it’s being used for. Come!”

“Philip, wait! What…”

But he didn’t have time to wait. He was out the door like a lightning bolt, his black cape flapping behind him. Satina rushed after him. They made it to the spiral staircase and almost collided with Lucifer.

“Oh my, you’re on fire!” the Devil said. “Where are you two off to?”

Satina opened her mouth to reply, but Philip beat her to it. “The movies,” he said, avoiding Lucifer’s black gaze.

“Oh, well then, have a good time. But now that you’re here, Philip,” Lucifer said, leaning closer and casting a glance over his shoulders as though he was worried someone was eavesdropping. “I just wanted to ask what Ravine served you for dinner.”

The question surprised Philip. He’d forgotten all about the food Ravine had dished up for them. Right now, their appetite wasn’t high on the agenda. “I think it was bat soup.”

“Bat soup? Really?” Lucifer mumbled, and Philip thought he heard a rumbling stomach.

“Why do you ask?”

“Oh, no reason.” The Devil smiled and shook his head. “But if you see her, tell her that…”

“We don’t have time. The movie begins in a few minutes! She’s in the kitchen, you can just…”

“You know perfectly well that the Lordship doesn’t set foot in the kitchen, Philip!” Lucifer’s smile disappeared, replaced by a surly frown. He walked past them quickly and continued up the stairs.

“I think she prepared something else for you,” Philip called after him. “I think it’s almost ready.”

“I’ve already eaten, thank you very much!” Lucifer snapped.

“Why didn’t you tell him what you’ve found out?” Satina asked when they reached the throne room. Their sudden arrival stirred the bats, causing them to dart about under the ceiling, screeching.

“I want to be absolutely certain first,” Philip said as he opened the bone-gate. They ran into the night.

“Certain of what? Or can’t you tell me either?”

“It’ll have to wait till we get there. It’ll make more sense then, I think.”

“Get where?” She gestured with her arms, exasperated. “Where are we going?”

“I was hoping you’d know the way,” he answered. “To the retirement home.”


CHAPTER 39

At the Edge of the Forest of Fear

Satina led, and Philip followed, annoyed that he no longer had wings. They could have flown there in no time instead of having to walk all the way through the city—where they almost ended up in a scrape.

They were approaching the town square when they heard raucous laughter and wet, smacking sounds from the next street. Where the statue of Philip stood.

They slowed their pace and moved cautiously nearer. Surrounding the tall statue was a group of young devils and demons. Some of them Philip had never seen before, but he instantly recognized Droel’s gang. They were having fun throwing blood, eggs, and tomatoes at the statue. The smacking sounds were accompanied by cheers. Droel was nowhere to be seen. A drooping figure stood by the plinth, peeing on the inscription.

“Grum,” Philip muttered, clenching his fists. “I knew it.”

“Well, well, well, aren’t you a smart little boy?” The hissing voice came from behind him, and he turned on his heels. Droel was standing there, smiling darkly. “I slip away for a second to get more tomatoes, and who should I run into but the maim character himself! On a silver platter with a ribbon and all. Now the real fun can begin.” He grabbed Philip by the collar, yanking him close. “Is the little angel smart enough to figure out what’s about to ha—” That was as far as he got before Philip’s fist shot out, hitting Droel in the gut. Philip knocked the air out of the young demon with such force that Droel’s sinister voice transformed into a deep groan. He released Philip’s collar as he buckled under, wheezing for air.

“Yeah,” Philip said. “I knew exactly what was about to happen.” Then he ran past the defenseless devil who was still trying to regain the power of speech. When Droel finally succeeded, and the streets were echoing with a furious roar, Philip and Satina were long gone.

“Way to go, Philip! You gave that idiot what he deserved,” Satina cheered when they were certain they’d made it out and could slow down. “I bet he hadn’t expected that to happen!”

“Yeah,” Philip said simply, wondering why it felt so good to hurt someone so bad.

Soon they were outside of town, running past Whipping Hill on one side, the Bog of Nightmares on the other. From the right they heard cracking whips and from the bog, slimy bubbles popping. Before them the Forest of Fear appeared like a monster in the night; the screams emanating from inside of it drowned out both the noise from Whipping Hill and the Bog of Nightmares. They weren’t screams of pain, but of sheer terror.

“Who ends up in the forest?” Philip asked, staring into the woods where darkness lay dense and heavy between the gnarled trees. The wind rustled the leaves, a creepy sound that made Philip feel something hideous was breathing down his neck.

“Murderers,” Satina replied in a gloomy voice.

They heard steps nearby, and a figure appeared between the trees. It was a man, and his pale, naked skin had been torn to shreds by thorns and flicking branches. His entire body shook, and he spun around, his eyes filled with horror. “Leave me alone,” he moaned, his voice choked with tears. “Please, leave me alone!”

A branch snapped somewhere behind the man, and he turned, screaming. Then he ran. Something followed him, but all Philip saw was a big shadow.

“What was that? What’s chasing him?”

“His victim,” Satina said. “Or so he thinks. That’s what he sees. In reality, it’s a husher. The forest is full of them.”

Hushers—the shadow creatures. The ones who fabricated nightmares. And madness.

They hurried onward, as Philip tried to shake off the shivers and convince himself that the shadows reaching out from the forest weren’t reaching for him—that that part was only his imagination.

Soon they arrived at a wide boulevard lit by small pillars of flame shooting from the ground, lighting the path all the way to Restless Retirement Home. It was a large, well-kept building consisting of numerous wings that intersected this way and that, like a maze. In front of the main entrance was a big courtyard surrounded by black walls with small white stone cupolas balancing on the top. Except they were not stone cupolas, Philip discovered. They were skulls. 
Of course.

He also realized that it was only at first glance that the place looked well-kept. Upon further examination, the signs of poor maintenance were everywhere: cracked windows, peeling paint, chipped bricks. The benches in the courtyard were rusty and needed a new coat of paint, a couple of the big planters had been knocked over, their wilted flowers spilling out, and there wasn’t any water in the fountain. Minor things, really, but it only added to the impression—that this place, and the people living in it, had been put away and forgotten.

There were no lights to be seen in the windows, but, then again, it was close to midnight. The old devils must have gone to bed ages ago. That was a good thing. As long as Philip and Satina were able to get in.

Which they could. The front door was unlocked, and as they snuck in, the screams from the Forest of Fear subsided, and the door closed behind them. Then it was quiet. And dark. The only light came from the small fires outside. The flickering light fell through the giant windows, revealing that they were standing in the middle of a great hallway.

“What now?” Satina said.

“We have to figure out which one is Bucklehorn’s room. Any suggestions?”

She nodded and told him that she’d once visited her great-great-great-grandparents in the retirement home. Though she’d only been there once, she remembered seeing a directory and map of the building on the opposite wall. She created a small flame and the names and room numbers of the residents appeared. After studying the list for a while, they discovered where Bucklehorn resided.

Slowly and cautiously they moved down the long, dark corridors. They didn’t run into anyone; the retirement home seemed deserted. Almost…

They weren’t far from their destination when a sound broke the silence. A door opening. Then steps. Slow, dragging steps that grew louder.

“Someone is coming!” Satina whispered. “We’ve got to hide! Hurry!”

Philip leaped behind a tall, many-armed cactus with needles long as bear-claws, crouching behind the huge planter. Satina got behind a nearby recliner. Carefully they peered out from their hiding places.

Farther down the hallway a figure emerged from a side-corridor. It was huge, wearing a long dark cape and carrying a candelabra with three candles, lighting up a face with gigantic horns. Even at this distance, Philip could tell that the tip of one of the horns was broken.

It’s him! Satina mimed at Philip as Bucklehorn turned down the corridor, nearing them. The years had slowed his gait, and the many wrinkles in his scaly lizard face were deep. His one hand clutched the candelabra, while the other was in the pocket of his cape, fidgeting with something. It wasn’t difficult to guess what that was, and Philip’s heart pounded hard against his ribs. The die. So close…

Unaware of the two kids hiding in the darkness, Bucklehorn continued past them down the corridor. His shadow crept after him. Philip gestured for Satina to follow, but when he stood, the sleeve of his cape stuck on one of the cactus needles. The cloth tore, and he froze.

Bucklehorn turned and stared through the darkness, and Philip felt as though the dragon-like yellow eyes looked straight at him. Then the gragorn shook his head.

“First your legs go, then it’s your hearing. Once you start hearing things that aren’t there, you really know you’re going deaf.” Bucklehorn snorted so hard the candlelight flickered, then trudged on.

Philip breathed a sigh of relief. Then, along with Satina, he snuck after the old demon.

Bucklehorn took them all the way back to the main entrance and beyond. He veered down a wide corridor, never spotting the two kids. He stopped in front of a door and glanced to each side. When he opened it, a soft light streamed out and then disappeared when he closed it behind him.

Philip and Satina crept over to the door. They could hear Bucklehorn’s voice on the other side, but no one else, as though he were talking to himself.

“Are you up for it?” Satina whispered so softly her words were practically drowned out by Philip’s thumping heart.

Are you? he thought, but didn’t say anything. He nodded and cautiously placed his hand on the door knob. Slowly, so slowly that it felt as though he wasn’t even moving his hand, he turned the handle. Carefully, very carefully, he pushed open the door, praying that it wouldn’t creak. It didn’t, and through the crack he saw…

Oh God!


CHAPTER 40

The Restless

Nothing could have prepared him for the terrible sight that met him, and Philip nearly screamed.

The room was filled with corpses. Dead devils—male and female—as shriveled and desiccated as mummies. They were arranged around a rectangular table, in couches and recliners, as though they’d been seated for a cup of coffee. It was a ghastly sight, something straight out of a nightmare. Philip turned to run.

Then one of the corpses suddenly blinked, and Philip was paralyzed for a moment. He glanced around the room and realized that he’d been wrong. These devils weren’t dead. They were… old. So old, so languishing, and so shriveled that they appeared dead.

They were skeletons, wrapped in thin skin, hardly more than a bag of bones. Their faces were labyrinths of wrinkles, pale and toothless, with eyes sunken deep in their sockets. They were so old Philip couldn’t comprehend how they were still alive. Their breathing was like the last breath of a dying man—and yet it went on and on.

Then he spotted Bucklehorn standing with his back to the door, addressing the ancient residents.

“My dear fellow devils. The time has finally come,” he said. “This night belongs to you. The first of the last.”

In the glow of the candles scattered around the room it looked as though the old devils were trying to scream, but a moment later, Philip realized that this was far from the case; on the contrary, they were trying to smile.

“Finally,” said one devil, bald as a billiard ball. A small glow was lit within the black grottos that held his eyes. He shook his clenched fists. “Finally!”

Several other residents joined his outburst, but their voices were too frail for Philip to catch what they said.

“No more talk, my friends. We’ve wasted enough time,” Bucklehorn said. “Let the games begin.”

He pulled his fist from his pocket and unclenched it. And there it was, in the center of his large paw. Death’s die. The force emanating from it was so strong you could almost feel it. Like frost on an ice-cold winter morning. It glowed like ember, iridescent with the death waiting to be released.

A gasp rolled through the crowd, and Philip had to restrain himself from leaping forward to grab the die from the demon’s hand. Right there, within his reach, lay his mother’s fate.

“Malthorn, you first.” The former gatekeeper handed the die to the small, stooped devil whose white beard reached all the way to the floor. Both of his horns had broken off. One of the countless wrinkles in his face opened into a drooling smile. Malthorn extended a spider-like hand but in the wrong direction, and Philip realized that the old demon was blind. Bucklehorn carefully placed the die in the demon’s gnarly hand. Everyone’s eyes were on Malthorn, who didn’t even have the strength to shake the die. It simply fell from his hands, rolled a few rounds, then came to a stop.

“What did I get?” the blind devil asked in a voice not much louder than that of a falling leaf. “What did I get?”

“Twenty-seven,” Bucklehorn replied, smiling. “You got twenty-seven. Congratulations, my friend.”

Some demons started clapping, others banged their canes on the table as they congratulated the old devil whose useless eyes welled up with joy. “Just twenty-seven more years!” he shouted happily, and tears of joy ran down his wrinkled cheeks.

“Your turn, Saden.” Bucklehorn grabbed the die and handed it to the devil next to Malthorn. With a hand crippled by arthritis, Saden picked up the die. “Roll the die and find your final hour.”

“This can’t be happening,” Satina whispered. “They’re trying to…”

“Yes,” Philip said at yet another muted applause and round of congratulations. Saden had rolled the die.

“But it’s not working,” he said.

He took a deep breath, inhaling air and courage. And then—before he had time to change his mind—he pushed the door wide open.

“No, Philip! What are you doing?”

“It’s not working,” he said loudly and stepped into the room. The aged devils who hadn’t lost their hearing jerked and turned their attention to him. Bucklehorn spun around as fast as his frail legs allowed. “What you’re trying to do—it’s not working.”

“Who… Who are you?” Bucklehorn asked. Then, when Satina also stepped forward: “And you? What are you doing here?”

“We’re looking for that,” Philip said, pointing at the gray die with one hundred sides. It stared back at him like an evil eye, seeming to challenge him. “I’m Philip, and this is Satina.”

“You’re… You’re not a devil,” one of the old demons gasped. That set off a series of similarly shocked outbursts that gained in strength when Philip shook his head and resumed speaking.

“I’m human. But I’m not a condemned,” he quickly added when he saw Bucklehorn reach for the whip at his side. “Mortimer brought me here. He asked me to help him recover his die.”

“Mortimer?” Bucklehorn asked and seemed to forget about the whip. Philip saw a shiver run through his enormous body. “You know Mortimer?”

Philip nodded.

“He asked you for help, you say? I didn’t think Death ever had to ask for anything.”

“We… We made a deal.”

“A deal? What kind of deal?”

“I find his die,” Philip replied. “And then he does something for me.”

“Bucklehorn, what’s going on? Who is this child? Why aren’t we rolling the die?” It was the she-devil next to Saden demanding to know. She adjusted her hearing aid. “It’s my turn to roll. Are you listening? My turn!”

But Bucklehorn didn’t seem to be listening; his black gaze was fixed on Philip, who could almost see the demon’s mind spinning. Bucklehorn quickly scooped up the die from the table and it disappeared into his huge mitt. Then he grabbed Philip’s collar. His fiery yellow eyes glowed, and black smoke rose from his nostrils, swirling around his demonic face. Philip stared at the skeleton-like devils who watched him with their pitch-black eyes. Some hissed at him and reached for him with their knotty old hands. Others had risen to their feet and threateningly unfolded their ragged wings. Even though the wings were full of holes and so threadbare that they were nearly transparent, the sight was nonetheless horrifying, and Philip began to panic. What had he been thinking? He’d walked straight into a room full of demons who had defied Death himself. And no one knew that he and Satina were here.

“Caught by a human,” Bucklehorn snarled, his gray tail coiling itself like a boa constrictor around Philip’s neck. “An unchained human. I ought to skin you alive. My hands are already itching.”

“Stop!” Satina begged. “Let him go, please, let—”

“Be quiet, or I’ll begin with you!” Bucklehorn said. He turned to Philip again, his eyes blazing. “How you found out about us, I don’t know, and I don’t care. But right now, I want to know what you meant when you said it doesn’t work. Spit it out, kid.”

“I… I know what you’re trying to do,” Philip said once the tail around his neck had loosened a little and he’d regained his voice. He’d have to talk himself out of this fix; it was his only chance. “It’s no use. Every time you throw the die, the years are applied to a human life. Not yours. We’ve seen it.” And quickly, so quickly the words practically sprung from his lips, Philip told them about their time with Mortimer and the discovery in Death’s basement, where the sand in some of the hourglasses of the immortals had begun running normally. “It was because you rolled the die. Without knowing it, you made the immortals mortal. But not yourselves. The die doesn’t work on you.”

Listening to Philip’s words, Bucklehorn suddenly seemed a hundred years older. His eyes became vacant, and he teetered. “You’re telling the truth,” he groaned, withdrawing his tail and letting go of Philip’s collar. “I can see it in your eyes. It… it doesn’t work. I don’t understand…”

“I don’t either!” said Satina, who couldn’t restrain herself any longer. She was practically shouting. “You stole the die, and now here you are, rolling it to become mortal. Why? Why are you doing this?”

A muttering broke out among the old devils. “Why? Did she ask why?”

“Look at us,” a raspy voice said. It was Malthorn, the blind devil, speaking. “It’s very simple, my girl. Look at us.”

The room fell silent, and the devils nodded glumly, or rather, those who still possessed the vigor, nodded.

“That ought to be explanation enough,” Bucklehorn said. “You’re looking at some of the mightiest and most terrifying devils Hell has ever produced. You should be trembling. Here’s old Malthorn, who wiped out a quarter of mankind when he coaxed Cain to kill his brother Abel. Here’s Saden, who tempted Judas to betray his master for the pathetic sum of thirty silver coins. Belial, whose chilling scream summoned the ten plagues of Egypt. I could keep going. Once such magnificent and proud devils!”

“And look at us now,” Malthorn repeated, and although his voice shrank to a faint echo of an echo, it rang clear. Very clear, in fact.

It’s as though his voice is inside my head, Philip thought. Although the tempter was old, he’d apparently not lost his grip.

“Dust and bones—that’s all we are now. Crippled wretches. All we can do now is sit here and fall apart, becoming mere shadows of shadows of what we once were. Alive but not living. Lifeless but not dead.”

Tired, Philip thought. Dead tired.

“It’s undignified, and it’s degrading,” old Saden said. His shrunken body was stooped and deformed from arthritis. “The years chip away at your flesh and mind, and it only gets worse. Delirium, insanity, arthritis, tremor, bedsores. The poison of time eats away at you. Many of us need help, but the caregivers fly off as soon as they can, so fast we barely see them. Isn’t it odd? There’s no time yet we have an eternity.”

“Eternal life,” a wheelchair-bound devil joined in. His gray tail was rolled up in his lap, resembling a dead snake. “To young ears, that sounds like a blessing. How old are you, young girl? One hundred and forty? One hundred and fifty?”

“One hundred and forty-six,” Satina answered, and some of the demons let out a wistful sigh.

“That’s no age at all, and you have many good years ahead of you. But—” the demon lifted a hooked finger and pointed at her with a long, cracked nail, “—you have even more bad years ahead of you. When you’ve passed the first thousand years, the next thousands lie ahead of you. And then the next one thousand. And the next. And so it continues, year after year.” The finger now pointed at Philip, and the toneless voice became a whisper. A hiss, almost. “You human beings have no idea how lucky you are.”

“Hell,” Malthorn said. He opened his eyes and stared directly at Satina and Philip with his dead gaze. “Hell is right here. There’s no worse punishment than immortality.”

“Now do you understand?” Bucklehorn asked quietly.

Philip, who’d understood from the beginning, nodded. After a few moments, so did Satina.

“We stole the die to end all this suffering,” the former gatekeeper continued. “To demand our right to die. Our right to rest in peace. It was an easy task for Rumjal. Back in the day he’d coaxed King Herod into killing all male infants, so he had no problem tempting the reincarnated mutt to steal the die. As one of the youngest residents of the retirement home, I was to take care of the mongrel when it returned with the die. That, too, was a piece of cake.” A crooked smile formed on his chapped lizard lips. “Even though I’m old, I haven’t quite lost my knack. Since then, we’ve rolled the die as often as possible. It’s not easy to meet up in secrecy, but already hundreds of demons have gotten peace of mind knowing that their lives will finally end. And now…” His voice dropped to a tearful groan. “Now you’re telling us it doesn’t work.”
Philip looked at them regretfully, and said, in a careful voice, “I’m afraid not.”

A deep silence arose, and for a long time only strained breathing could be heard.

“What are we going to do?” someone finally asked.

“Give us the die,” Philip said tentatively. “Let us take it back to Mortimer. It’s useless to you anyway.”

“We’ll be punished,” Saden whispered.

Philip shook his head. “Not when I tell him why you stole it. Mortimer will understand. I’m sure of it.”

“Besides, it’s not his job to determine punishments,” Satina added. “That’s Lucifer’s domain.”

“But they know one another. Mortimer will demand that—”

“Does it even matter?” old Malthorn interrupted and closed his blind eyes. “What punishment could possibly be worse than this?”

Once again, the room fell silent.

Bucklehorn’s gaze was fixed on Philip, and he looked as though he was mulling something over. Then he furrowed his brow and asked: “You said you know Mortimer?”

Philip nodded.

“And you said you made a deal with him?”

Philip nodded again, this time a little uneasily.

“Then tell him he can have his beloved toy back…” Philip was about to let out a sigh of relief, but then the former gatekeeper put the die back in his pocket. “But only on one condition.”


CHAPTER 41

A Matter of Life and Death

“On one condition? That’s what he said?” Mortimer stood up from the electric chair, fuming. He had to steady himself on the armrests. He stared at Philip with pale, bloodshot eyes. “And what is this condition, if I may ask?”

They were in Lucifer’s study, where Philip had recounted the conversation at the retirement home for the second time. After he and Satina had returned, they’d gone straight to Lucifer’s bedroom where they’d banged on the door until it was finally opened by a somewhat grumpy Satan. He quickly forgave them, however, once Philip told him they’d found Mortimer’s die. Lucifer demanded that they inform him of everything immediately. Then he’d grabbed the phone and called Mortimer’s number, which was a single digit placed after 9 on the dial, resembling a horizontal figure 8. Though it took a while, Death eventually answered the phone. He, too, sounded rather groggy and annoyed at being disturbed at such a late hour, but that didn’t last long. Half an hour later, he stood in Lucifer’s study, clothes ruffled, hair tousled, a wild glint in his eyes, and demanded to know what was going on. Where was his die? Was it true that they’d found it? Answer me! Answer me, dammit!

“My mother…” Philip said, disregarding the way Mortimer was fretting. “Is there still time?”

“Yes, yes, there’s still some sand left in her hourglass,” Mortimer practically growled. Philip felt a tight knot loosen in his chest.

Mortimer gestured impatiently for him to speed up. “Get to the point, kid. My die…”

“Yes, we found it,” Philip said, and the words made the old man’s legs buckle. With a sigh, he collapsed in the electric chair. For a second he looked like a resident of the retirement home—all tired and exhausted. Once again Philip and Satina shared what they had discovered during the long, long night. And the condition for Mortimer getting back his die? Hadn’t he already guessed?

“That you give them what they were trying to obtain,” Philip said. “Death. That’s their condition.”

“Oh, it is, is it?” snarled Mortimer. His gray eyes flashed furiously. Lucifer, sitting behind his desk with the cat in his lap, leaned back a little when the old man banged his fist on the table so hard the wooden surface cracked. His flashing eyes turned toward Philip. “Does everyone think they can barter with Death as they please? That I’m nothing but a simple merchant? Such arrogance! Who do they think they are?”

“They’re devils, and they need your help,” Philip said. “This is their way of asking for it.”

“Oh, it is, is it?” snapped Mortimer again, but a little more measured this time. Philip’s words seemed to have curbed the old man’s fit of rage. Death stood for a moment, composing himself, then nodded slowly. “Yes, well, I can’t claim that I don’t understand them. Poor wretches, cursed with eternal life. Lucifer, what do you think about all this?”

For a long time, Lucifer said nothing. His eyes had narrowed, horns lowered, and his lips were nothing more than a thin line.

“Can you do it?” he finally asked. “Can you do what they’re asking for?”

Mortimer returned the penetrating glance, and the atmosphere in the room grew more intense. Philip’s heart began to beat faster. Something was going on. He felt it. The way you feel when a big secret is about to be revealed. Or when you’re about to learn something you don’t want to hear.

“Yes,” Death said. “And no.”

“What does that mean?”

“I can make them mortal,” Mortimer said. “But I can’t do it only to them.”

For the first time since Mortimer arrived, Lucifer looked shaken. “You mean—”

Mortimer nodded. “It’s everyone or no one. To make them mortal, I’ll have to…” He glanced at Satina, whose eyes were wide open and fearful, “… make all devils mortal.”

“And there are no other options?” “No. The rules can’t be bent.”

“And… what about me?” Lucifer tried to speak in all his authority, yet he couldn’t hide the tremble in his voice.

“You are… How can I put it? You’re the exception that confirms the rule. You’re not just a devil, and it wouldn’t affect your status,” Mortimer replied, and Lucifer heaved a sigh of relief. “Unless, of course,” the old man continued and let out a dry laugh that made the Devil freeze up. “Unless someone puts a rabbit’s foot under your pillow. Then I’m happy to come and get you.”

Lucifer glowered at him but said nothing. His face had taken on a serious expression and behind his dark eyes, his mind was churning. “Everyone or no one,” he mumbled.

“What are you saying?” Satina blurted. She took a step forward and stared at Lucifer in disbelief. “You can’t seriously be thinking about doing this? You just can’t! We are devils—we are immortal. We’ve always been. You can’t just kill us off like that!”

“You’re not looking at it the right way,” Mortimer said. “I tried to explain it to you earlier. It would be a gift, really, because with death, you also receive lif—”

“Shut it!” Satina yelled, and Mortimer abruptly fell silent. He pursed his lips, and his cheeks reddened from indignation. “You just want to fill your basement with more hourglasses! Don’t you think I know you’re longing to add us to your collection? We’re the only ones you have no power over because we are immortal. And you hate us because of that!”

“Such horrible accusations,” the old man grumbled, and Philip could tell he was mustering all his self-restraint in order not to give in to the rage that Satina’s words had ignited in him. “You’re a devil, so you think like a devil, and I’ll forgive you this time. But if you make those accusations again—”

“And you!” Satina interrupted, pointing at Lucifer. Tears were streaming down her cheeks. “You wouldn’t even be considering this if it weren’t for the fact that it doesn’t apply to you!”

“You’re upset, and that’s understandable,” Lucifer said in a voice that was both soft as a summer breeze and cold as a winter gale. “But if you don’t hold your tongue, young lady, I’ll rip it out.”

The threat seemed to have no effect on Satina, and she would have probably continued if Philip hadn’t stopped her.

“Don’t, Satina,” he said. “I know it sounds awful, but think about it. Think about what we saw. You saw how miserable they were.”

“But…”

“They’re not devils anymore, they’re condemned. They said so themselves.”

“But…”

“And one night you’ll end up like that. Is that really what you want?”

“No, but… but…”

“Is it?”

She sniffled and shook her head. “No.”

“So maybe Mortimer is right. Maybe it’s for the best.”

“Regardless, I haven’t made a decision yet, and it’s not yours to make, my girl.” Lucifer stood. “This is a grave matter, and a serious request that requires careful consideration. Now that my sleep has already been disturbed, I’ll be going out to Restless to look more closely at the matter and talk to those involved, hear things from their side.”

“I’ll come along,” Mortimer said, pointing admonishingly at Lucifer, who was about to object. “I refuse to have my die held hostage in this devils’ game!”

“What about us?” Philip asked.

“Go to bed.” Lucifer looked at Satina gently, and now his voice was just soft. “Get some sleep. You look like you need it.”

* * *

“I don’t understand. The part about it being everyone or no one, I mean. Why doesn’t it apply to Lucifer?” Philip asked when they were heading toward the winding stairs. “Mortimer said he isn’t a devil, but he is.”

Some time passed before Satina answered. It was as though it took a while for the words to penetrate her thoughts. “No,” she said. “He isn’t a devil—he is the Devil. That’s different. He’s different. Like Mortimer, he doesn’t age like the rest of us. And that’s why… Philip, if Lucifer decides to do it, then…”

“Then what?”

Again, it took a while for her to speak. “I don’t know. I really don’t know, and that’s what scares me.” She stopped in front of the stairs leading to the throne room. Philip reached for her hand, but she pulled back and his heart sank a little. “I’m going home. I feel like being alone.”

I don’t, Philip thought to himself. But he didn’t say anything other than a quiet “Goodnight” as she slipped down the stairs.

Satina didn’t seem to hear and Philip watched her until she was out of sight. Then he walked up the spiral staircase and into his room. His mind and body were so tired that he felt like he was falling apart. Yet he couldn’t sleep, and for a long time, he just lay there staring through the window at the darkness outside, knowing full well that somewhere in the city, Satina lay sleepless, too. Was she wondering what he was wondering?

Where did devils go when they died?


CHAPTER 42

Through Hell

All the same, Philip managed to drift off and get some rest. His sleep was so heavy that it felt as if he’d just closed his eyes when a persistent knock woke him.

He glanced at the clock over the mirror and saw that he’d slept for more than four hours. He staggered out of bed and opened the door. It was Lucifax.

“They’ve returned,” the cat said. “Mortimer is waiting.”

The words were like a bucket of ice water to Philip’s face, and his weariness disappeared immediately. Quickly Philip put on his clothes and cape and followed the cat.

“When did they get back?” he asked.

“It’s been a while. Lucifer sent for you several times, but one of the castle servants seems to be missing. Mortimer wants to speak with you, and he is getting impatient.”

“One of the castle servants? Is it Grum?”

“Yes. Apparently, no one knows where he is.”

“Lucifax, about Grum—” Philip was about to tell how the castle servant had been eavesdropping at Lucifer’s door and participated in vandalizing his statue, but Lucifax interrupted him before he even got started.

“Not now, Philip. Like I said, Mortimer is waiting. And he is impatient.”

They reached the door to Lucifer’s study, and the cat nudged it open.

Mortimer stood by the Globe of Evil, one hand resting on the dark orb which glowed and glittered with black flashes. And something had happened to him since Philip had last seen him. His back was straighter, his furrows not as deep, his eyes more vigorous. Though he was still old as time itself, he somehow looked ten years younger. Philip discovered why. In a chain around his neck hung the gray, hundred-sided die. Lucifer was nowhere to be seen.

“You took your time,” Mortimer said. “Don’t you know we’re in a hurry?”

“You got it back.” Philip stared at the die, which was both dull and shiny at the same time. Like dusty gold. “Does that mean that… Was their condition met?”

“Perhaps,” Mortimer said enigmatically. “But they handed over the die voluntarily. It didn’t require a lot of persuasion. When Death and the Devil suddenly show up…” Mortimer laughed his dry, shriveled laughter. “If they could’ve died of fright, they would have.”

“What do you mean ‘perhaps’?”

“They argued their case, and they argued it well. I think Lucifer understood their wish. Now the final decision is his. He has withdrawn to think things over.”

“When do you think he’ll decide?”

“It could be five minutes or five nights. I don’t know, and I don’t care. It is a matter to be determined here and it has nothing at all to do with me. The only thing I’m concerned with is the decision itself and the question of whether my—how shall I put it—field of work is going to expand.” Mortimer clapped his hands and walked to the door. “Regardless, I got what I came here for, and it’s time to return. I’m behind in die rolling, but I intend to change that now.” Passing Philip, he turned his wrinkled face toward him. “I assume you’d like to roll it with me?”

Philip nodded slowly and felt his heart beginning to beat faster.

“You seem surprised,” Mortimer said. “I find that disappointing. You thought I’d go back on my promise?”

This time Philip didn’t nod. But he didn’t shake his head either.

“Like you, Philip,” he continued, “I’m no devil. I keep my word. But we have to get going. Time is short.”

Faster and faster his heart beat. He had to leave, and he had to leave now. Had to save his mother’s life. Only there was one thing he needed to do first.

“I want to say goodbye to Satina. Can I?”

But he knew the answer. “Another time. I have a lot to do and so do you. Death doesn’t wait, Philip. It’s now or never. But of course, the choice is yours.”

“Let’s get going,” he replied. “Now.”

“Philip?” Lucifax said as they headed for the door. The cat had been quiet during the exchange, and Philip had forgotten all about it. “What’s going on?”

“I have an agreement with Death,” Philip replied, pausing briefly. Mortimer didn’t wait but continued hastily down the corridor. Despite his small steps, he moved quickly.

“Give my best to Lucifer.”

Baffled, the cat said it would, and then Philip ran after the old man, who was already moving down the stairs. He had to run to catch up. They didn’t walk through the throne room but turned left, then right down narrow corridors, finally ending up at a door that took them to the castle courtyard.

“What are we doing here?” Philip asked, slightly winded.

“Saving time,” the old man replied, pointing. “We’ll be going by horse.”

The Hel Horse stood by the stables, munching on a tuft of moldy hay. Two stable boys stood farther down, uneasily watching the three-legged monstrosity. The scrawny horse snorted at the sight of Mortimer, then began making its way toward him. A swarm of flies followed, but that didn’t seem to bother the creature at all. A moment later Philip understood why: The second a fly touched the horse’s pale and yellowish coat, it dropped dead as though from electric shock. The corpse-like creature left a trail of dead insects.

“I… I’d rather walk,” Philip said.

“As you please,” Mortimer replied and caressed the horse’s muzzle. Philip didn’t see how he did it, but one second Mortimer was standing next to him, the next he was sitting on the back of the three-legged beast, its cobweb-like mane fluttering in the hot wind. “But then you’ll be too late.”

Philip nodded, resigned. “How do I climb on?”

“Step between the ribs.”

“The ribs? But…”

“Don’t worry, it won’t feel a thing.”

Philip grabbed Mortimer’s hand and placed the tip of his shoe between the ribs that protruded from the skeletal body. He was disgusted to see how the tip of his shoe disappeared into the mangy hide of the horse, enabling him to step on the curved rib as though it were a stirrup. Philip felt his entire body shrinking with goosebumps, and the hair on his arms stood on end once he was astride the horse. It felt as though he was sitting on a sack of writhing maggots and broken bones, and he had to gather all his willpower to ignore the rancid stench of blood and death pricking his nose and eyes like needles.

“Are you comfortable?” Mortimer asked.

“No,” he answered, and Death, breathing at his neck, laughed his eerie laughter. Then they were off.

Even though the Hel Horse was a wasted nag, missing one front leg, it was swift. It was only trotting, but it felt like a gallop, and the horse shot through the devil city at breakneck speed. The wind whistled in Philip’s ears and his cape rose like wings; it was almost as though he was flying. They tore past flames, the condemned, and more flames. It all whirled together into a screaming inferno, and devils and demons had to jump out of Death’s way as the horse and its two riders raced down the street.

Soon they reached the gate, and in a commanding voice Mortimer demanded that the gragorns open it and let it be now! Startled at the sight of the snorting Hel Horse stomping impatiently, one of the gragorns got to his feet and rushed to turn the handle in the cliff wall. The gate immediately opened with an earsplitting screech. The demon stepped aside, letting the horse pass through. The demon gawped at the sight of Philip. Philip stared back just as surprised. It was Grabclaw, the demon who’d collected the condemned that he and Satina had encountered in Outer Reach. Hadn’t Ravine said he’d be taking over as gatekeeper now that Grumblebeard had been sent to Purgatory? If Grabclaw wasn’t doing that job, who was?

Philip found out a moment later when he saw who was standing in the door of the small, half-timbered house.

“Grumblebeard!” he exclaimed. Caught by equal parts confusion and joy, he jumped off the horse and ran toward the house and the large, eagerly waving figure. Mortimer tried in vain to stop him. “Grumblebeard, you’re back!”

“I’m happy to hear you say that, my boy,” the demon said, smiling, his crocodile teeth gleaming in the glow of the torches. Smoke flowed calmly from his nostrils as though they were still smoldering from the fires of Purgatory. “I still have a hard time believing it myself.”

“But how…? We were told you’d be spending the next one hundred and fifty years on that mountain.”

“To be quite honest, I have no idea. But late last night, someone came for me—you’ll never guess who! Lucifax! He told me that Lucifer had reconsidered my case and decided to pardon me. Pardon me! It’s incredible, isn’t it? To my knowledge it’s never happened before in the long history of Hell. The word hardly even means anything here.”

“But pardon is such a lovely word,” the doorknocker interjected in a thin voice. “Just as lovely as it is to have you back, Mr. Grumblebeard. I myself tried to pardon the poor carpenter, you know.” Pontius Pilate emphasized the word and blinked his eyes innocently. “It was the only right thing to do, I thought, the man himself being such a strong advocate of forgiveness and—”

Grumblebeard caught hold of the brass doorknocker and banged it down hard on the talking head. Pilate’s words drowned in a groan. “Forget about it, you hypocrite. You’re exactly where you should be!” The gatekeeper looked back at Philip. “Tonight’s newspaper reports that an unfortunate mistake was made and that the many rumors about my sudden departure are unfounded. Why I was pardoned this soon, I have no idea, but I’m certainly not going to objec—” He suddenly fell quiet and narrowed his eyes. “You definitely did look surprised to see me, Philip. But you’ve gotten better at lying. Tell me, and be honest, did you have anything to do with it?”

“No,” he said, holding up his hands. “I swear.”

“Everyone swears down here.” Grumblebeard studied him for a minute. Then he nodded, satisfied. “I’m glad. A sham absolution is worse than no absolution at all.” The demon shifted his gaze to the old man on the horse farther down. “You’ve got a rather gloomy travel companion. What are you doing with him?”

Philip was about to reply, but was interrupted by a shrill howling that quickly grew louder.

“The tea water is boiling,” Grumblebeard said. “Give me a minute, I’ll be right back.” He disappeared from the door.

“Can we offer you a cup, Philip?” he heard a familiar voice ask from the other side of the house. It was Ravine. She was hanging Grumblebeard’s freshly washed capes on the clothing line. She cast a sidelong glance at Mortimer, and her eyes took on a sad expression. “Before you’re off? He can have a cup as well. If he asks nicely, that is.”

“No. Thank you,” said Mortimer sullenly. “Are you coming, Philip? We need to go.”

“How did you do it, Ravine?” Philip asked, ignoring a pouting Mortimer.

“Me? What makes you think I did it?” Then she smiled crookedly, leaned closer, and whispered: “I went for Lucifer’s soft spot. The hand that stirs the pot is the hand that rules the underworld. When you’ve been served your least favorite meal often enough, you’d sell your soul for a hunk of dry bread. But don’t say anything to Honeybunch. He’s so proud he’s been pardoned and…”

“Philip, you’re putting my patience to the test!” Mortimer called out, and the Hel Horse stomped.

“I’ve never cared for that guy,” Ravine mumbled. “Are you sure you want to go with him?”

He nodded. “I have to.”

“Philip, we’re leaving!”

“Oh, be quiet!” Ravine shouted, and Mortimer’s face scrunched up like a small child who doesn’t get his way. “He can take a minute to hug me goodbye, can’t he?”

“I can,” Philip said and stepped into her warm embrace, feeling her short, strong arms wrap around him. It wasn’t just her he embraced; it was also Satina. Mostly Satina.

“Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, my dear. Take care. And hurry off now, before I start bawling,” she sniffled and let go of him.

He walked back to Mortimer, who grunted, feeling snubbed.

“You’ve got some nerve,” the old man snapped, helping Philip back onto the horse.

It doesn’t feel like it, thought Philip, waving to Grumblebeard just as he appeared in the door with a mug of steaming hot tea. Though Grumblebeard returned the wave, he wasn’t smiling anymore. Ravine walked over and stood next to him, and he put an arm around her.

“Good luck, kiddo,” the gatekeeper said. “You look like you’re going to need it.”

Philip sensed that the words put a smile on Mortimer’s face, and the icy breath of the man chilled him to the bone, all the way to the innermost reaches of his soul. 
Then the horse set off, and soon darkness closed in on them. Philip and Death were alone.


CHAPTER 43

Angel of Death

The rest of the ride was silent as death. They didn’t exchange a single word until they reached the forest, and even then, it was brief. During the ride Mortimer clutched his reclaimed die as though he feared it would disappear again. Philip wondered if he’d ever let go of it, so Philip could roll it. That one, crucial roll.

They reached the top of the stairs and soon stood before the crumbling door to Death’s domain. Mortimer climbed off the horse and opened the door. Golden sunlight greeted them, and Philip glanced around, astounded, as the Hel Horse trod into the endless forest.

It was only—he counted on his fingers—three nights since he’d been in the forest. At that time the crippled trees had stood twisted in the icy wind and the muddy ground had been partially covered by leaves. It had been a lifeless place.

But no longer.

The leaves—now green and succulent—whispered softly. Tulips, roses, anemones, hyacinths, and a flood of other flowers in colors so bright it almost hurt your eyes had sprouted from the dry soil by the thousands. A unique color palette. Like standing atop a giant rainbow. Small cumulus clouds calmly drifted across the sky, driven by a warm wind that made the flowers sway. Behind the tree line the sun burned, sending slivers of sunlight between the dense crowns.

“It’s wonderful,” Philip said.

“Watch your mouth,” Mortimer snarled, slamming the door. The bang echoed in the endless summer forest. “Now that I’ve got my die back, things will soon return to their usual state.”

After that they moved on in silence.

They reached the small, half-timbered house and climbed off the horse. The beast stood staring after them as they walked to the door through a flourishing front yard, the tree branches weighed down by fruits.

“Ah, finally home,” Mortimer sighed when they stepped into the cramped hallway. His hand was still clasped around the precious trinket hanging from his neck and it occurred to Philip that the old man probably meant the die as much as himself. Mortimer looked at Philip, who couldn’t interpret the expression in his gray eyes. “Let’s have a cup of coffee. What do you think?”

“No,” he said. Not no thank you.

“Tea?”

“No. You said we had to hurry. I want my roll of the die. You owe me that roll.” He raised his voice, and the expression in Mortimer’s steely eyes changed. Philip still couldn’t gauge it.

“As you wish,” Mortimer said. From his pocket he retrieved a box of matches, lit the candle on the dresser, and then picked it up. He asked Philip to lead the way. “You know where to go,” he said.

Determinedly, Philip walked to the basement door and started down the stairs. Death followed close on his heels.

It was a long walk—endless, it seemed—and Philip was almost certain it would go on forever, until he finally saw the flickering lights farther down. He felt his heart chilling rapidly, and his legs suddenly felt so weak it was a wonder he was able to keep going. Nonetheless, he picked up the pace.

Soon they were in the enormous basement. The only sound was that of the running sand. It reminded Philip of Lucifer’s ominous whisper.

They walked down the long corridors, past thousands of hourglasses that gleamed in thousands of colors. As he led the way, Philip moved with unwavering determination. Until he spotted his mother’s hourglass. At that moment he halted, paralyzed for a moment.

Mortimer hadn’t been lying when he’d said they needed to hurry. There was so little sand left in his mother’s hourglass that he almost couldn’t see it. The fine, thin filament running from the top orb to the lower orb was the only evidence that any sand remained. But it was a matter of minutes. Maybe seconds.

If I’d accepted that cup of tea, he thought, feeling the goosebumps crawl over his skin, it would’ve been too late.

Maybe that was exactly what Mortimer had been hoping for.

“Give it to me,” he said, holding out his hand. He tried to keep a steady voice as he looked Death in the eyes, but didn’t quite succeed. He was too scared. “Give it to me. I got it back for you, and you owe me a roll.”

“You got my die back, and I owe you thanks.” Mortimer set down the candle and freed the die from the necklace. It glowed and glittered in his wizened hand. Somehow it looked alive. “One roll, Philip, and only one. That was the deal.”

With a throbbing heart and a trembling hand, Philip took the die. It was freezing cold. One hundred numerals. What number would it land on? How many years would he give his mother? Did he even dare to do this?

No, he thought, closing his hand around the die—around death, around life. So much power. But then why did it feel as though he had none?

I don’t dare.

Slowly he shook the die.

And rolled it.

It was as though time stopped. And yet everything happened so fast.

The die skittered across the table. The numbers whirled. The die hit his mother’s hourglass and changed direction, rolling past Death’s snake, which had suddenly appeared. Philip gave it no heed. He watched how the die rolled, came to a stop, spun around itself once and landed on…

No! NO!

…one.

Philip teetered, and he would have fallen if it hadn’t been for Mortimer grabbing hold of him. He stared at the die, at the number one, and it couldn’t be true. It couldn’t be true! One year, one lousy year! How could fate be so vile, so mean, so damned evil? He’d saved both the Devil and Death, but his own mother—he couldn’t save his own mother even though he’d had the chance, and his eyes fell on the snake, the hideous, nasty snake, and to his tear-filled eyes, it looked as though it was grinning.

Philip turned to Mortimer and saw that he smiled, too. But the rage, the immense hatred that Philip felt towards this ice-cold, merciless monster drowned in another feeling so overwhelming that he’d never felt anything like it. It was powerlessness and it consumed him in a split second—ate up his soul. He was empty. Dead. Just as his mother would be within a year.

Then, still smiling, Mortimer extended his hand and tapped the die. It tilted and landed on another number.

“Forty-five? Isn’t that what she’s turning next week?” he asked, and before Philip could utter a word, Mortimer took the hourglass and flipped it over. “You’ve given her a good birthday present, Philip.”

Philip stared at his mother’s hourglass, now full. Then at the old man, whose smile had already disappeared, and he flung himself around Mortimer’s neck with such force that Death was now the one to sway.

“Thank you,” Philip whispered, and then the tears came. “Thank you.”

“Thank you, my boy,” Mortimer said and put his arms around him. It was like embracing a winter wind, but it felt nice. It felt… good. “Now how about that cup of tea?”

And when Philip was finally able to speak, he dried his eyes and smiled. “I’d really like that.”


CHAPTER 44

An Unexpected Visit—Again

Philip knew that Death was unaccustomed to the role of host, but the old man did his very best to create a good atmosphere and make his guest feel at home. As Philip drank his tea—which for once was not icy cold but lukewarm—and Mortimer drank his coffee, they played the peculiar game of chess that the old man kept in his living room. Philip played black and he lost an otherwise equal game.

“Death always wins in the end.” Mortimer smiled and made the decisive move—shifting the small pawn shaped as a human boy. “Checkmate.”

“Damn,” Philip said and kept it to himself that he’d let his opponent win. He was secretly convinced that Death was an exceedingly sore loser.

“I’ve called for my sister, by the way,” Mortimer said as they set the pieces back on the board. “She’ll be here as soon as she can, but probably not till tomorrow morning. We better get you back before you’re buried.” He laughed his dead laughter.

“Tomorrow morning? I thought it was always evening here. Or night.”

“Where Vita is, it’s always morning,” the old man said and finished his coffee. “Besides, it’s not evening here yet. But it’s coming. As is fall.” He clasped his hands and stood. The die in his necklace swung back and forth. “Well, I better get back to business. I wish I had time for another game, but there’s work to be done, and my die is eager to get to it. Care to join me?”

Philip shook his head. “No, thanks. One roll was plenty.”

Soon after, Death disappeared into the basement, and Philip puttered about the house. He made another cup of tea, browsed the dusty books in the living room—which were all on poisonous plants or fatal diseases. Then he put on his cape and trudged into the woods to watch the underworld change from spring to fall in a single afternoon. It was an incredible sight.

Minute by minute, the wood faded. The leaves on the trees first turned flaming red, then flaming yellow, then they curled and fell, now ashen gray and blown down by a wind that was no longer mild and pleasant but harsh and biting. Heavy clouds gathered in the sky, the sun vanished behind the tree line, twilight unfolded, and the shadows crept from their hiding places like animals from their burrows. It grew colder and darker. Colder and darker by each roll of the die in Mortimer’s basement, by each death he assigned, and soon Philip could see his own breath like a fleeting ghost in the howling wind.

He was freezing and ready to return to the house when he suddenly spotted a figure walking through the dying world. A narrow, red ray of light from the evening sun cut through the skies for a second, bringing back some light. Enough for him to see who it was, and he was filled with joy. Satina.

He ran to her, and she to him.

“They said you’d gone with Mortimer,” she said when they caught up. “They said you were going home.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t have time to say goodbye. We had to move fast. There was something we… I needed to do.”

“Many things have moved fast,” Satina said, and Philip, who thought she was referring to how fall had arrived in just a few hours in the realm of Death, nodded.

On the way back to Mortimer’s house, he told her about everything that had happened since Mortimer had picked him up. He finished with the terrible minutes in Death’s basement where he’d played for his mother’s life. Told her about the terror he’d felt when he had rolled a one. About how Mortimer had tapped the die, so it had landed on another number.

“He helped me,” Philip said when they made it back to the house and stepped into the dark entryway. “He’s not as cruel as I thought, after all. He is in the basement now, busy making all the immortals mortal. That’s why the forest looks the way it does. You should have seen it when we got back. It was… It…” He stopped speaking when he realized that Satina wasn’t listening at all. Her eyes were distant, and it took her a moment to notice he’d stopped talking.

“It’s been settled, hasn’t it?” he asked. “The issue of immortality. Lucifer has made a decision?”

“He made it public a few hours ago,” she said, nodding quietly. “The castle issued a statement asking people to gather at the castle square at midnight for an important announcement. It caused quite a commotion. And lots of rumors. No one knew what to make of it. We’ve never been asked to gather like that. Although some of the rumors were pretty farfetched, no one had imagined the real reason for the assembly. At exactly midnight, Lucifer stepped onto his balcony and made his proclamation. He spoke for a long time and people listened, because Lucifer has a way with words. Then he said that based on what he’d seen and heard, he’d decided to do what he ought to have done long ago: To let death into Hell and put an end to eternal life.”

“So they got what they wanted,” Philip said hoarsely. Satina’s account had left his mouth dry. “When does it go into effect?”

“Tonight,” Satina replied. “Now.”

“So you’re no longer…”

“I don’t think so. You said it yourself—Mortimer is busy making the immortals mortal.”

A silence descended on them. Satina withdrew into her own thoughts, and Philip didn’t know what to say. They walked into the living room, where the fireplace kept a pleasant temperature. They sat on the couch. Outside, darkness and fall spread at an uncanny speed.

“How did they take the news?” Philip asked. “The devils, I mean.”

“Some were relieved and said it was about time for some common sense. Others were shocked, but it was clear that Lucifer’s words had made an impression. I think they understood his decision and thought it was the right one. But others were angry. Really angry. I’ve never seen anything like it, Philip. The mood… It was so vicious. So full of hatred.”

“What did they do?”

“Nothing. Not in front of Lucifer—they wouldn’t have dared. But how long their fear of him will keep them restrained, I don’t know. They muttered—hissed—that Lucifer had betrayed them; that he ought to be lynched for this deadly sin. It was mostly the young devils, but I could tell a good number of the grown-ups agreed. I’ve never heard devils talk about Lucifer like that. It was awful to listen to.”

“They probably just need to get used to the thought,” Philip said. “It must be a terrible shock. But it is the right decision. You know it, and I know it, and at some point, they’ll realize it, too.”

“I hope you’re right, but… I’m scared, Philip. Scared of them. All that anger, all that hatred. They’re devils. Forgiveness doesn’t come naturally to them. You never know what they might do. And that’s not the only thing that scares me.” She nodded at the floor—toward Mortimer’s basement, where he gave life to death. “It’s strange to suddenly fear something you’ve never feared before. It’s strange to know that you’re going to die some night. Always having to be careful because you never know when—”

Philip shook his head, interrupting her. “It’s the other way around, Satina. It’s because you don’t know when it will happen that you don’t have to be careful all the time. You can’t be, so you don’t think about it, and you shouldn’t either.”

“No, you should appreciate it,” a toneless voice said from the doorway. Mortimer stepped into the room. Gliding like a gray shadow. “Like we’ve talked about.”

Philip saw Satina stiffen. He kept an eye on Mortimer’s expression, looking for a triumphant smile on his lips, but Death was as impassive as ever.

“How long have you known?” Philip asked.

“Lucifer called right after he made the decision. It means more work for me, but I can’t claim not to understand it. What I don’t get is why it wasn’t decided sooner. In Heaven that decision was made millennia ago.”

“The angels aren’t immortal either?” Satina asked, baffled. “I thought they were.”

“Neither the angels, nor the saved souls that are let in through the pearly gates. It wouldn’t do to have despondent people moping about in that place. It wouldn’t be good for its reputation.”

“What happens to them when they die? Where do they go?”

“I don’t know,” Mortimer said. “I’m just the guy who sends them off.”

Satina opened her mouth to ask more questions, but a knock on the door cut her off.

“Oh my, she’s early,” Death said and looked at Philip over the rim of his glasses. “I hope you’re ready to go?”

He nodded slowly, his heart racing. Mortimer left the room, and Philip turned to Satina.

“I guess it’s time,” he said.

“Yes,” she said, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “Philip, before you leave, there’s something I’d like to—”

“It’s still dark outside,” he said abruptly, peering out the window. In the hallway Death fumbled with his keys.

Satina furrowed her brow. “What are you talking about?”

“Mortimer said it’s always morning where Vita goes. But it’s still dark. It can’t be her.”

Just then the door opened with a creak, followed by Mortimer’s surprised voice: “Who are you?”

“My name is Victor Engel,” a man answered. “I’d like to talk to Philip. I was told he’s here. He’s my son.”

The words were like an electric shock to Philip, and everything spun around him.

Don’t get your hopes up, a voice said inside him. It felt as though his mind was paralyzed. Maybe it’s him again, trying once more.

“You’re his father? I see. Well, come on in. He’s in here.” They heard steps in the hallway and Philip got to his unsteady legs just as the man who claimed to be Victor Engel walked into the room.

Philip felt his heart freeze. This person wasn’t the deceitful condemned nor some other bad copy that only resembled Philip’s father because Philip desperately wanted him to. This really was his father, the man from the photograph in his mother’s bedroom, and this time he recognized him for real: The shaved face, the red hair, the eyes that stared at him and now glistened with tears—there was no doubt about it. No doubt at all.

Yet Philip hesitated and stayed where he was. Awaiting the man’s reaction. Because if it was his father, if it really was his father, he’d…

“Philip!” The man exclaimed and rushed to him, a quivering smile on his face. There was no wavering in the man’s steps and he wrapped his arms around Philip, lifting him up and embracing him, whispering in his ears how he’d missed him, oh, how he’d missed him.

“It really is you,” Philip said and sank deeper into his embrace.

“It’s me, this time it’s really me.” His father put him down again and stroked his hair, his eyes examining his son. “You’ve grown so much. It’s hard to believe.”

Philip could only agree. It was hard to believe. All of it.

“How did you know I was here?”

“The gatekeeper told me. I was afraid I was too late. I’ve heard about everything that you’ve done, and I can’t tell you… I can’t tell you how proud of you I am.”

“I didn’t do it on my own,” Philip said and nodded sheepishly at Satina sitting on the couch. “Satina helped me.”

His father looked at Satina, and something happened in his eyes. It was as though a small spark flew. It happened so quickly that Philip barely registered it. Then it was gone, and his father’s smile broadened.

“So that’s Satina,” he said and approached her. He held out his hand. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Nothing good, I hope,” she said, shaking his hand.

He laughed. It was a joyous and pleasant laugh, one that made them join in—though not Mortimer, of course. And Philip, who for the first time ever heard his father laugh, thought to himself that this was exactly what he’d imagined his father’s laughter would sound like. “Good things, indeed. But I won’t tell anyone.”

Victor turned to Philip. He opened his mouth to say something. Then closed it again. “I have so much to tell you,” he said after a moment. “And there’s so much I want to hear about. Is there a place where we can talk in private?”

Philip looked at Mortimer, who nodded and told them they could use the basement. As long as they didn’t touch anything.

They left the living room, and with a burning candle in his hand, Philip led the way down the steep staircase while recounting everything that had happened, everything he’d done. He left nothing out, put all his thoughts and feelings into words, and it felt as though he became lighter and lighter—as though a major burden was lifted off his shoulders. His father had always been the best listener.

They reached the room with all the hourglasses that glowed and shone, and his father had to take a minute to absorb the impressive sight. Then he turned his attention to Philip.

“How I’ve longed,” he said. “How I’ve longed for this night.”

“When I heard you’d come…” Philip shook his head. “At first I didn’t believe it. It was another man… He tried to pretend he was you.”

“I’m sorry. I heard about it. I’m sorry you had to go through that. It must have been awful.”

“I knew it wasn’t you. Deep down, I knew it wasn’t you. There was something off about him. He wasn’t… He wasn’t like you.” Philip fell silent as he studied the man in the white cape. His father. The word seemed so strange to him.

“All those years, Philip. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do. Not a night has passed when I haven’t wished that I could change what happened, and that we… That I could have been there for you.”

“Even though you weren’t, you were always there,” Philip said. “When I needed someone to talk to.”

“I wish I could have heard what you told me. I wish we’d been together. The way we are now.”

“Me, too.” Philip fell silent again for a moment before continuing in a weaker voice. A sadder voice. “But I’m going back soon. Mortimer told me Vita will be here in the morning. Then I’m going home.”

His father nodded and for a while he said nothing. Then he asked, “Where is your hourglass standing?”

“Why?”

“I’d like to see it. To know what to expect.”

Philip didn’t understand what he meant, but started down the long hallway. Victor Engel followed.

“Technically, it’s not standing,” Philip said as they reached the spot. He glanced at his mother’s hourglass that was now full of sand—full of life. The sand in the glass had changed color—from yellow to royal blue—and the sight filled Philip with joy. He then pointed at the hourglass that lay on its side. “That one’s mine.”

“And tomorrow, it’ll be upright again,” his father said. The sadness in his voice broke Philip’s heart. “It holds a lot of sand. You’re going to live to an old age, my son. I gather you know what that means?”

He did, but he didn’t say anything. For many, many years to come he wouldn’t see his father. That was what it meant, and right now—having just gotten him back—the thought was almost unbearable.

For a long time, the only sound to be heard was that of the trickling sand. Like a faint whisper in your mind. If only it didn’t have to be like this.

“Philip?” Another whisper. At first, he thought the voice was in his own head, but it was his father speaking. His sad blue eyes shone in the light from the hourglasses.

“Yes?”

“It doesn’t have to be like this. There’s another way.”

“There is?”

“Stay.”

Philip stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“Stay,” his father repeated, and now the sad look in his eyes was gone. Now they were gleaming. “Stay with me. Come back to Paradise with me. The two of us can be together there. You and I—we’ll be so happy. Happy. That’s what you are in Paradise.”

Philip said nothing. He just listened. Listened to his father’s velvety voice.

“For fourteen years, we’ve been apart. Fourteen long years, and now we’ve finally found one another. If you go, we won’t see each other for an eternity. But the pearly gates of Heaven are open to you, Philip. I’ve made arrangements.”

And the words ran on in his head, sweet and soft as the sound of a cat purring: Made arrangements… The two of us… You and me… We’ll be so happy… happy… happy…

“You don’t belong here, Philip, and you know it. You said so yourself. All the times you’ve talked to me when something was bothering you. I haven’t heard it all, but I’ve heard some. Life can be hard, cruel, even, to a boy who is only doing his best. You’ve never felt better than in death, isn’t that right?”

Philip nodded slowly. “Yes…”

“So why go back?”

Yes, why, really? Wasn’t this everything he’d ever wanted? His biggest dream? It was being offered now, and he wanted, he really wanted to go with his father, who was everything he’d imagined he’d be. Why would he go back when death had given him everything he’d never had in life?

“And Satina,” his father whispered in a voice that wrapped around him, cradled him. “You can visit her as often as you want.”

Victor stepped closer, and Philip stared into his father’s eyes and saw all his dreams come true. All he had to do was say yes, and Philip felt almost hypnotized by the deep-blue eyes smiling at him. That’s how blue they were. Like an ocean you can disappear into. “Come with me, Philip. Please.”

And in his mind the same seductive whisper: Say…

“I don’t want to lose you again, son.”

… yes…

“What about Mom?” he asked. His voice was parched and cracked, drowned out by his heart’s pounding, the blood rushing in his ears, and the voice in his head. His father’s voice.

“Break her hourglass.”

“Wh-what?” Philip blinked and took a step backward, away from the blue eyes that shone in the glow of the hourglasses.

“Break it, and we will all be together again. Break it, and we will meet her at the pearly gates.”

“But…”

“Break it, the way our family was broken. Let us recreate it and be the family we always should have been.” The voice was no longer a murmur. “Break it now.”

“No, I… I can’t just…” He tore his gaze from the blue eyes, and at that very moment it felt as though something slipped out of his head, something soft and slimy. His thoughts loosened as though they were muscles that had been long tense, and he realized he’d been holding his breath. His eyes fell on Victor’s shadow that wriggled on the floor in the glowing light. It looked almost like a snake. And it looked almost as though…

Philip froze.

How I’ve longed for this night. His father’s words echoed in his mind and terror stopped his heartbeat. Night. He’d said night. Like a devil would.

The shadow on the floor wasn’t just one shadow, but two.

“You’re not my father,” Philip said, terrified, and stared at the tempter that had tried to coax him from Death’s domain.

The man in front of him stared at the floor and discovered what had given him away. Irritated, he snorted.

“Who… Who are you?”

“Who am I?” The devil repeated and lifted his gaze. “Who am I?”

Then his eyes turned feral and pitch-black, and his facial features changed. His skin became paler and from his forehead grew two needle-sharp horns. Under his cape, which had turned black, a pair of giant bat wings unfolded.

“Do you recognize me now, little angel?” Aziel hissed.


CHAPTER 45

Prince of Darkness

“You!” Philip gasped at the sight of his old arch enemy. He staggered backward, bumping into the table. The hourglasses clinked. His eyes darted around the room, looking for a way to…

“Forget it,” Aziel said, stepping closer, cornering him. “There’s no way out. And down here, no one can hear you crying for help. This… This will be our own private Hell.” He smiled. It was a sinister smile, reeking of unspeakable evil. “I can hear your thoughts, Philip. They’re spinning, shocked and bewildered. You don’t understand what’s going on. But it’s true, Philip. I’m back.”

“You… You knew I was here? But how?”

“I know a lot of things.” He paused, narrowing his eyes, as he observed Philip the way a wolf observes an injured lamb. “You ruined my plans and had me banished from Hell. There’s only one thing I’ve dreamed about since the black gate slammed behind me. One thing that kept me warm in the cold darkness of Outer Reach.” He didn’t say what it was, but it didn’t matter. Philip knew perfectly well what it was. Revenge.

“My search for you began long before you came here,” Aziel continued. “I heard rumors that Death’s die had been stolen, and I eyed an opportunity. I sent a werewolf to find the thief and bring me the die. With the die, I figured I could get you back here and finally give you what you sincerely deserve.”

“A werewolf?” Philip recalled the large paw prints in the forest. He shuddered.

Aziel nodded and there was a glint of pride in his black eyes. “One of the many accursed that reside in Outer Reach. The darkness is full of them. Lucifer thought he sentenced me and my mother to eternal nightmares when he banished us, but he’s an old fool. The accursed…” Aziel laughed menacingly. “They are hideous creatures, but they’re also cowards. Ever since I skinned the first one alive, they have cringed before me, obeying my every whim. Now, with the beasts, I’ve created my own Hell, and you, my little angel, were designated as our first condemned. If I could get hold of the die, I could get hold of you, giving you an early death.”

“But something went wrong,” Philip said. “You never got hold of the die.”

Aziel shook his head. “It wouldn’t have worked anyway, I later discovered. But it didn’t matter, because guess what? A vampire told me that it had met a boy near the gate. A human boy named Philip.”

Philip the angel. That’s what the vampire had called him. As though it knew him. Or had heard of him. And he recalled how the creature had crept in the dust when he’d held up the crucifix. It had thrashed in terrible pain, and yet Philip hadn’t been able to get a word out of it.

Some things are worse than the cross… He is worse…

Those were the vampire’s words. It had been talking about Aziel.

“It made everything much easier,” Aziel resumed. Then his voice fell to a growl. “If it hadn’t been for that damn devil hag.”

“Who?”

“That fat cook of Lucifer’s. She ruined everything.”

“Ravine?” Philip mumbled, confused. Then he understood. Without understanding anything at all. “You sent him to get me. The condemned that pretended to be my father.”

“And I almost succeeded. I almost had you. I was hiding in the darkness and saw you walk through the gate. My fingers were itching. So close…” Aziel licked his lips. His eyes had a maniacal gleam at the memory, and Philip knew his only chance was to keep Aziel talking, encouraging his bragging. It might buy Philip time.

“Who was he—the condemned?” he asked. “What made you think I’d fall for it?”

“Outer Reach turned out to contain more than the accursed.” A cloud seemed to drift into Aziel’s eyes, and he clenched his teeth hard, as if he was struggling to curb an immense anger. It sounded as though he almost couldn’t make himself continue. “I found… my father.”

For a second, Philip didn’t understand what Aziel was talking about. Then he realized, and his eyes opened wide in disbelief. “Are you saying that the condemned who escaped… That he’s your…”

Aziel stared at him, eyes ablaze. Philip didn’t dare finish the sentence. He feared the words alone might kindle Aziel’s rage, so he’d no longer be able to restrain himself. But Aziel had understood the question, and he nodded.

A lump formed in Philip’s throat as the pieces started to fall into place. If the condemned was Aziel’s father, then the devil who’d helped him to escape must have been—Philip swallowed the lump in his throat—Aziel’s mother.

“As much as I hate to admit it, you and I look alike,” Aziel said. His voice sounded more subdued now; he had managed to contain his anger. And he was right. The thought had occurred to Philip before, but he hadn’t thought more about it. In fact, it was creepy how much he and Aziel looked alike. They could have been brothers—if it hadn’t been for the horns, tail, and wings.

“That gave me reason to think our fathers resembled one another as well,” he continued. “I sent a mare, and it found you quickly. It made you dream about your father, and it brought the nightmare back to me. And yes, your father and mine did look alike, but not enough. Not enough for you to believe that the condemned really was your father. But the mare knew what to do, and it changed your dream. Or rather, it changed your father in your dream, making him look like…”

“The condemned,” Philip mumbled. That’s why he’d been deceived, even though he later didn’t understand how. “Who let it in? Who let the mare in?”

“Like I said, Lucifer is an old fool, and he’s blind as a bat. He doesn’t even see the things happening right under his nose. I may be banished, but I still have friends inside the walls. Coconspirators who’d be happy to see that stupid old imp kicked off the throne. They despise him, because he banished me and instead embraced a despicable human, a damned angel child! That’s what Lucifer is: despised, not feared.”

Grum, Philip thought to himself. I was right.

“Why didn’t you just do it yourself?” he asked. “Why didn’t you just transform into my father; why even use the condemned?”

“It would have been too risky.” For a second, Aziel lowered his eyes, and was Philip mistaken or did he see a trace of embarrassment in his black gaze?

He didn’t dare. The realization was so clear that for a moment, Philip was afraid he’d spoken out loud. Fortunately, he hadn’t. Aziel would have gone straight for his throat. No matter what he says, he’s still afraid of Lucifer.

“The risk was too great that someone would see my shadow and detect the disguise. But the condemned escaped one hundred and fifty years ago, so the risk that someone would recognize him was smaller. And if he was recognized, well, he’d be back where he belonged. To me he was nothing but a tool I could use to get to you. I had nothing to lose. And neither did he,” Aziel added in a dark whisper that sent shivers down Philip’s back. “He preferred returning to the Hell he’d managed to escape all those years ago to opposing me, the new Prince of Darkness. And when he failed… When he returned empty-handed…” Aziel’s voice grew darker. “He begged and screamed and pleaded.” Darker yet. “Right until I cut his throat.”

Silence. Terror. The whisper of the sand. And the question that remained a thought. But Aziel heard it anyway.

The devil-boy shook his head, smiling a loathsome smile. “No, he’s not dead. He’s still condemned, and the condemned can’t die. For all eternity, he will be lying there, bleeding, wracked with paralyzing pain, the first soul in New Hell.” Then Aziel’s smile faded, and even though it had been a dreadful smile, it was replaced by an expression that was far worse. “My mother, on the other hand—that’s a whole other matter.”

And Philip, who didn’t dare to ask, didn’t want to ask, asked: “What do you mean?”

His enemy studied him for a moment. “You were once a devil. Or a pathetic replica of one anyway. But perhaps there’s a little trace left somewhere inside of you? Grum seemed to think so. I don’t know what you saw in his gaze, but have a look now, Philip. Look into my eyes!” Suddenly Aziel grabbed Philip’s head between his hands, pulling him so close that Aziel’s pitch-black eyes were all he could see. “Look, angel!”

And Philip, who didn’t dare to see, who didn’t want to see, saw…

… fire. He is surrounded by fire. Small fires, with flames slithering like a thousand snakes. They form a circle. In the center lies a figure. It almost resembles a sacrificial site. Or an execution site.

He’s in a city of ruins. The fires are burning in the dusty streets, lighting up dilapidated buildings and decrepit houses alive with shadows. Darkness lies heavy, only the fires keep it at bay. These are the remains of an abandoned, ancient city, a ghost town amidst the endless darkness of Outer Reach, a relic buried in darkness, but uncovered with fire.

From the shadows eyes are staring at him and at the figure on the dusty ground. He can’t see them, but he senses them. The beasts. The monsters. The accursed. They keep away from the fire, these creatures of darkness. They fear it. And they fear him—Philip—though he doesn’t understand why.

He steps closer to the figure whose hands and ankles are tied. Now he can tell who it is. Aziel’s mother. She is scared to death.

“Aziel,” she whispers, her voice distorted by dread. “My son, don’t do this. I—I beg you. I’m your mother.”

At first, he doesn’t understand why she calls him Aziel. Then he moves and suddenly there’s a knife in his hand. The sharp blade gleams in the light from the flames, and he briefly catches sight of his own eyes reflected in the cold steel. They are black as death.

A second later he bends down and grabs hold of her hair, yanking her head backward, exposing her neck.

Philip tries to close his eye to what is about to happen, but he can’t. He can’t because this isn’t his body. This is Aziel, he is Aziel, caught in his mind, in his memory, and he hears himself mutter in Aziel’s voice, which is hard and cold as steel, “I have no mother.”

Then he slashes her throat…

The image contracted, disappeared into itself, into Aziel’s tomb-like eyes.

“She died,” he said, sounding surprisingly calm. “A few hours ago, when Lucifer made his decision.”

Philip stared at the terrifying monster standing before him, awash in fear. His heart raced. “You… you murdered your own mother? Why?”

“Why?” Aziel repeated, jutting his chin as his anger returned. “Why? Because she defiled me with human blood! Because she fell in love with a damn human! A miserable condemned! She deserved it!” Abruptly he fell silent, and when he resumed speaking, it was in a low voice. Almost sad. “She deserved to die, and you gave me the chance.”

“Me?”

“Who would have thought an angel would be able to wrap the Devil around his finger?” Aziel snarled, lowering his head a little so his horns pointed at Philip. “You convinced Lucifer that it was the right decision. If it hadn’t been for you, eternal life would still be ours to have! But you’ve destroyed everything! You’ve made us mortal! You’ve made us…” He closed his eyes. He almost couldn’t utter the word. Then his eyes opened again, revealing blazing flames of hatred, and his voice rose to a horrendous roar: “… HUMAN!”

And suddenly the dagger was in his hand. Philip stepped back, knocking into the table when Aziel lunged at him. The knife whizzed past him, only an inch from his face. His foot slipped, and he lost his balance. He fell on his back, only half-registering the clatter as one of the hourglasses tipped over on the table.

Aziel lifted the knife again, and Philip lurched forward and clutched the tail that protruded from under the cape. A loud howl followed as Philip sank his teeth into the soft flesh, and Aziel dropped the knife. It struck the table top, its tip boring into the old wood. Aziel kicked, hitting Philip in the stomach at full force, knocking the air out of him. He let go of the bleeding tail.

“You cursed…” Aziel growled and kicked him again, this time in the face, and everything vanished into pain. Philip felt blood pouring from his nose. It mixed with Aziel’s black blood running from the corner of his mouth. Then he regained his vision and saw Aziel bending over him, towering like a mountain of evil. Wheezing like a crazed beast, his eyes burning in everlasting madness, he bent forward and grabbed hold of Philip’s collar, pulling him to his feet. He reached for the knife speared in the table. Then he hesitated, and a nasty smile spread on his lips. His hand changed direction, and to his horror, Philip saw him reach for one of the hourglasses. The one that lay on its side. Philip’s hourglass.

He’s going to smash it, Philip thought, feeling all strength drain from his body. He’s going to kill me with my own life.

Aziel caught hold of the hourglass, and Philip gasped for breath in shock. It was as though a dirty and clammy hand had clutched his mind, his heart, his soul, and was squeezing violently. It was the worst of feelings.

What happened next, happened very fast.

Just as Aziel was about to lift the hourglass, the snake suddenly appeared. It attacked, fast as lightning, and Aziel let out a startled gasp. He withdrew his hand, staring at the two fang marks.

“Damn snake!” he growled and lashed out at the serpent. Hissing, it slithered underneath Philip’s hourglass as though meaning to protect it. Venom dripped from its needle-thin fangs. Aziel let go of the hourglass and reached for the knife once more. “That didn’t even hu…”

He fell silent, frozen in mid-movement. His eyes darted about anxiously.

“What’s happening?” he whispered, and Philip noticed he’d begun to shake. Small spasms surged through him, and a dazzling fear filled his eyes. “What’s happening to me?”

He doubled up, suddenly, pain distorting his face, making it unrecognizable. Then he screamed. Screamed like Philip had never heard anyone scream before—not even the condemned.

Aziel began to transform. His entire body changed, and Philip heard the creaking from his skeleton as it yielded, with legs, arms, and wings growing bigger and longer. His horns seemed to explode from his forehead as they grew to a terrifying size. The skin surrounding them cracked open and blood ran down his face, which changed character as well. His cheekbones became more distinct, his chin sharper, his skin coarser and more wrinkled as though he was…

… getting older, Philip thought, staring terrified at the horror playing out before his eyes. He is getting older.

Aziel’s hair grew. It flowed down his shoulders, growing longer and longer, and then a beard sprouted on his face. At first it was blazing red, then it began to lose its luster and became increasingly gray and frizzy as Aziel aged several hundred years in a matter of seconds.

Howling with pain, howling with terror, howling, howling, the devil stumbled off, fleeing through the basement, his cape flapping behind him. Then the screams faded, and soon the only sound was that of the sand, ceaselessly coursing through the hourglasses.


CHAPTER 46

The Strongest Poison

After some time—twenty seconds? Twenty hours? Twenty years? Philip had no idea, and what was time anyway?—he heard fast-paced steps on the stairs. At first, he feared it was Aziel returning, but it wasn’t his voice that resounded into the otherwise quiet basement. It was Satina’s.

“Philip! Philip!”

“I’m here,” he replied, but he had to clear his throat before his voice was audible.

Satina rushed toward him. Mortimer was right on her heels, sweat dripping from his forehead.

“What in the underworld is going on?” he panted when they reached Philip. “Here I am, enjoying a cold cup of coffee, and a stranger tears up the basement stairs, fleeing, screaming his head off. Who was he? That wasn’t your father.”

“No, it wasn’t my father,” Philip said and looked at Satina. “It was Aziel. He was behind it. Both times.”

He told them everything—both what had happened and what Aziel had shared with him, and as he did, he shuddered several times, especially when he reached the end. “He was going for my hourglass. I think he was going to break it. But the snake bit him and… I don’t know what happened, but it looked as though… He got older.”

“So, it was him that fled,” Mortimer mumbled. “And this time it wasn’t a disguise.”

Philip shook his head. “But how? What happened?”

Mortimer reached out to the snake coiled by Philip’s hourglass. With a hooked finger, he stroked the snake’s neck. Tempus lifted its head, enjoying being petted.

“His poison isn’t deadly, but it’s dangerous, and there is no antidote,” the old man said. “Such a concentrated dose… I can’t even imagine the pain he must have felt. His body—that’s one thing—but his soul… It must have felt as though he was being torn asunder.” Mortimer shuddered. “You see, Tempus is no ordinary snake. He… How can I put it? He is the one that makes the sand in the hourglasses flow.”

“Time,” Philip whispered, staring at the age-old snake, older than life and death, planets, stars, and whole galaxies. Stared at the fangs, dripping with poison, the strongest poison of all. The poison that was seconds, days, months, and years. “He is time itself.”
The snake flicked its tongue, and for a second it looked as though it was smiling. Then it seemed to have had enough of their company and slid away between the hourglasses.

“Oh no!” Mortimer said when he spotted the hourglass that Philip had knocked over when he bumped into the table. It had been half-hidden behind Philip’s, and none of them had noticed it until now. Mortimer picked it up, as careful as a mother picking up her infant. Philip started. He recognized that hourglass.

“That’s Sam’s,” he said at the sight of the black sand that contained only a touch of white. “Why is that here? When you showed it to me it was in a different spot.”

“Your hourglass and Sam’s have always stood side by side. I just moved it temporarily when I needed to get you back here. I didn’t want to pick up the wrong one again. Thankfully it isn’t broken.” Mortimer examined it carefully. Then he furrowed his brow and squinted, staring intensely at the hourglass. “But there’s a crack in the lower orb, and his death… I can’t really see his death. It’s all a bit hazy. How strange.” Then he shrugged and put the hourglass back. “Oh, well, it probably doesn’t mean anything. The sand is running the way it should.”

“Are you all right, Philip?” Satina asked, and Mortimer looked at him over the rim of his glasses.

He nodded but didn’t say anything.

“That’s good, my boy, that’s good.” The old man clenched his fists. “That little devil! I’ve never seen such cheekiness. I’d better call Lucifer and update him. Imagine that—showing up here trying to deceive Death himself.” Mortimer’s grumbling voice trailed after him as he walked through the basement toward the stairs.

Philip and Satina stayed, and she took his hand.

“Are you really okay?” she asked again.

He shook his head. He thought he’d start crying, but he didn’t. He almost wished he would. Wished his soul didn’t feel so hardened.

“I was so certain it was him,” he said, staring at the knife still speared in the tabletop. “This time I was sure. But it wasn’t him. It wasn’t him.”

“He fooled all of us,” Satina said and wrapped her arms around him, holding him tight. When he didn’t respond, she took his arms and wrapped them around her.

“I hate him,” he whispered to her soft hair. Or was he just thinking it? The words, or the thought, triggered a familiar pain above his eyes, and Philip pretended not to hear the little voice, asking who he really meant: Aziel because he had shown up, or his father because he never had?

Satina looked at him and he looked into her midnight-blue eyes, saw his own reflection in the depths, and realized he loved her. And that she loved him.

Maybe he opened his mouth to tell her this. But three other words came out.

“I hate him,” he repeated.

Then she kissed him gently, and he kissed her back, and the sound of the running sand finally faded.

Somewhere between the hourglasses Tempus slithered off soundlessly, leaving the devil girl and the human boy to spend some time together.

It was a sweet time. In an evil time.


CHAPTER 47

Parting

Philip awoke because the sun was shining on his face. Quietly he slipped out of a sleep that had been deep and dreamless. He opened his eyes, but had to close them to a squint. A warm ray of light shot through the window, striking him like an arrow from Heaven. He yawned and sat up. Looked at Satina still sleeping next to him. The ray of sunshine didn’t reach her, and she lay in the shade.

He felt strange watching her sleeping face and listening to her deep breaths. At once joyful and sad. He’d never felt like this. As though he’d lost something and found something new in its place. Something much more precious.

He gently covered Satina’s shoulder with the blanket and put his clothes on. He was quiet, and she didn’t wake. He left the black cape behind.

He walked to the window and wasn’t surprised to see that spring had returned. For a brief while, anyway.

The rising sun behind the fields lit up the cloud-filled sky in glowing colors. The garden, which had died during the night, was now revived in the early morning hours. The flowers had once again raised their heads, stretching toward the sun, and the grass was a luscious, light-green blanket. And was that a bird singing somewhere?

It wasn’t a bird, he realized a moment later. It was a voice. It came from the garden, and it was light and mild, as though the rays of the sun themselves were speaking.

“Philip?”

He leaned closer to the windowpane, but he couldn’t see her.

“I’m coming,” he whispered. He went into the hallway and opened the door, and there she was. Philip was forced to look away. So powerful was the light emanating from her that the morning sun was but a pale full moon in comparison. Her gossamer clothes fluttered in the warm breeze that always accompanied her.

“Hi, Vita.”

“Good morning, Philip,” she said in a pure and bright voice. “Did you sleep well?”

He nodded. He could still smell Satina’s dark hair. “Yes.”

“My brother sends his regards and thanks you for your help. I met him on the way here. Unfortunately, he couldn’t stay and say goodbye.” Her light grew brighter still. “He was in an awful hurry.”

“Give him my best.”

“Did he…” Vita hesitated, and it was as though a fluffy cloud drifted in front of the sun. “Did he treat you well?”

“Yes,” he replied. “He did.”

“That’s good. Sometimes he can be rather…” She searched for the right word.

“Cold,” Philip suggested, and the shadows fluttered when she nodded.

“Well, we can’t just stand here all day. Life is waiting.” She held out a hand of light toward him. “Are you ready to be revived? You know how it works. Or do you need to say goodbye first?”

He peered through the open door at Satina, who was still sleeping soundly. Her face was turned toward him, and she seemed to be smiling in her sleep. Smiling at him. Philip felt in his pocket, checking whether the small box was still there. It was.

There’s another reason I’m here, Philip, Satina had said when the night had been at its deepest and warmest. She’d taken his hand and placed something in it. A small black box that rattled. There are two, one for each trip. All you need to do is… She’d told him what to do.

Philip shook his head.

No, he thought, smiling. Not goodbye. More like “See you later.”

Then he took Vita’s warm hand in his, stepped into her warm embrace, and everything disappeared in the warm light.



  CHAPTER 48


  New Life, New Death


  The warm light suddenly turned cold, and something hit his face. Something wet. Rain.


  He opened his eyes and stared directly at a jagged bolt of lightning, its bright light illuminating the rainy night. A roaring thunder shook the earth.


  Philip knew where he was before he’d even glanced around. He lay on the muddy ground underneath the large tree in the courtyard. Or, rather, what was left of the tree. A bolt of lightning—the lightning he’d just witnessed?—had split it from crown to root. Thankfully it hadn’t fallen on him, but a thick branch had knocked him down and lay across his chest. It must have smacked him in the head; his forehead hurt quite a bit.


  He moaned heavily as he pushed his way out from under the branch, then got on his feet. His clothes were soaked and mud-splattered, and his right foot ached when he put his weight on it. He remembered that he’d twisted it. Sometime long, long ago. Or just half a minute ago.


  There was another flicker of lightning, but this time a couple of seconds passed before the boom followed. During that interval, the whipping rain shifted to a quiet downpour. The storm was abating. He hobbled across the courtyard, toward the staircase of his apartment building, and just as he reached the front door, the rain ceased. The wind died down as well.


  In the stairwell, he yanked off his shoes and silently slipped into the apartment.


  Home again.


  The words were unreal, and he leaned against the door, feeling winded. He stood like this for a moment, listening to the darkness, to the silence, to the steady breathing from his mother’s bedroom.


  In the bathroom, he pulled off his wet clothes and washed the mud off his body. He dried off, then rinsed his clothes and hung them on the drying rack next to the shower.


  Just as he was about to go to his room, his eyes fell on his reflection in the mirror above the sink. Goosebumps spread on his arms, and in his mind the horrible image he’d seen in the lower orb of his mother’s hourglass flickered. Right here… Right here he’d seen her die. First it had been dark, then the door had opened, and then…


  Then the door opened, and Philip’s mother stepped into the bathroom. She didn’t see him—he was standing behind the door—but he could see her in the mirror. Her half-closed eyes, her unsteady gait. It looked as though she were in pain, and Philip felt paralyzed by the sight.


  This couldn’t be true! It couldn’t be right—it had been changed! Her death wouldn’t happen now, not here, he’d saved her!


  Or had he? Had Mortimer deceived him after all?


  She staggered on…


  She’s tired—it’s only because she is tired, she is walking like that! Dear God, let it be because she is tired!


  … and then she raised her eyes from the floor. She stiffened and gasped, staring into the mirror, eyes wide-open, right at Philip, who felt everything inside him freeze.


  “Philip!” she cried out. “You startled me! What are you doing in here?”


  For a second he couldn’t find his voice, and when he finally succeeded, it was so feeble, she had to ask him to repeat himself.


  “I was going to the bathroom.” He was shaking. Shaking. “What… what about you?”


  “Me, too. So you were the one who turned on the light? I thought I’d forgotten to turn it off. Did the storm wake you, too?”


  “Sort of,” he said. “How’s your migraine?”


  She stared at him, a surprised look on her face. “I hadn’t thought of it, but it’s completely gone.”


  Relief washed over him so powerfully that his legs almost buckled.


  “You look pale, sweetie.” She approached him, stroked his cheek. “Are you feeling sick?”


  “No,” he said. “Just had a nightmare.”


  “Was it bad?”


  “Yes. But it ended well.”


  “And it’s over now.” She wrapped her arms around him, which was exactly what he needed. He found himself in the mirror and thought he looked different. Older, somehow. But he didn’t feel any older. Not right now, not in his mother’s arms. There he was still just a kid.


  Satina? he thought, squeezing the little box in his hand. Are you here?


  No answer. She wasn’t here. It was just him and his mother, and that was fine. Even though he already missed her, it was just fine.


  “Yes,” he said, when she let go of him. “It’s over now.”
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