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    CHAPTER 1


    Voices From the Past


    A drop of sweat slid down between the two scars on his forehead and continued along the ridge of his nose. It felt like a finger dividing his face in half.


     (Tell her that... No. I’ll tell her myself when she comes. Remember, this isn’t goodbye...) 


    He ran even faster. The autumn wind felt fresh and cool against his face and whistled loudly in his ears. But not loud enough.


    (About that. No...)


    Not nearly loud enough. Faster. The park’s trees and brush flew past him.


    Faster.


     (He asked me to say goodbye and tell you to remember the answer to your question...) 


    Faster, dammit! Faster!


    (You haven’t really been to Hell yet, angel. Not really —before now. Welcome...)


    He pushed himself to go faster, a mad dash, gave it everything he had, heaving for air between his clenched teeth, his heart slamming against his ribs, and his lungs burning. But at least the voices were gone, temporarily drowned out by the clamorous wind and the blood thudding in his ears, as he sprinted down the jagged park path. Faster, faster!


    He didn’t stop until he saw the bird, later noting how it was just like back then. Back when he first caught sight of the Devil’s cat and everything went to Hell, so to speak.


    He came to a sudden halt, and his whole body seemed to sigh with relief. His legs shook, his muscles burned from the lactic acid, and his throat was in searing pain, like something was trying to scratch its way out. He went back a few steps, the gravel crunching under his soles.


    The pigeon lay in the dense thicket and there was something wrong with it. One wing was unnaturally stretched out by its side and there was blood on the feathers, like it had narrowly escaped the claws of a cat.


    He stood there watching it. Its little beady eyes shied away from him. As he approached, it started to drag itself away. Then it tried to fly, but the injured wing wouldn’t move, and the bird helplessly tumbled onto its side.


    “Easy now,” he said, and it was strange. A second ago he’d been on the verge of collapse. Now… Now he barely even remembered the strain he’d been under. His voice was soft and quiet. Just like the beating of his heart as he stepped closer and held out his hands. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.”


    Like it understood him, the bird seemed to calm down as it crouched in the grass.


    “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.”


    He thought it might peck him, but it didn’t. It lay completely still, even when his hands folded around its body, so thin and fragile under the feathers. The wing sagged as he lifted the bird and gently stroked its back. He could feel its little heart beating, so delicate and fast.


    “I won’t hurt you,” he whispered. Then he gripped the pigeon’s neck and twisted the body and head in opposite directions, heard the crack of its tiny bones. He opened his hand and looked into its black inanimate eyes, and he figured he ought to feel something after what he’d done.


    At least... something.


    But he felt nothing.


    Nothing at all.


    Philip tossed the bird to the side and continued, running from the many voices in his head.


    * * *


    At the church gate he finally stopped, his legs buckling as he reached out for the iron lattice, frantically gasping for air. Black spots marred his vision, and he felt as if he was going to faint. This time the feeling didn’t go away, and he stayed there until he’d caught his breath. Then he pushed open the creaking gate and walked into the graveyard.


    He’d been there many times before. When the world was too lonesome and he needed someone to talk to. But lately he hadn’t, which was strange, because he’d never felt as lonely as he did now.


    He paused by his father’s grave. The bouquet in front of the gravestone had withered. Philip had put it there several months ago and his mother hardly visited anymore. It was more than fifteen years since Victor Engel had died, but only a year and a half since Philip had seen him. In a room in the Devil’s castle. They’d spent four hours together, then said their goodbyes.


    (Remember, this isn’t goodbye...)


    His father’s words, and Philip clenched his fists, the nails digging into the palms of his hands. A mere four hours. Afterward he’d told himself it was better than nothing, but was it? Was it really?


    No.


    No, because even if for a brief moment he’d gotten his father back—the father he’d needed and missed, the father whose sudden death had transformed the life of his unborn son—Philip had lost him all over again, and this time, forever. His mother had always told him that even though his father wasn’t with them, he was still there. Watching out for them from Heaven above. It was a nice thought.


    But untrue.


    Yes, his father had died and gone to Paradise, but he hadn’t been watching out for them. He couldn’t have, they were worlds apart, and throughout all those years, Victor Engel had never heard a single word of what his son had confided to him. His father had never been there for him and he wasn’t now either, and Philip finally knew it, although he wished he didn’t.


    There were a lot of things he wished he didn’t know.


    A lot of things he wished he hadn’t done.


    He gathered the withered flowers and threw them away. Then he continued down the gravel pathway, until he came to Sam’s grave. Rest in peace it said under two dates. In the beginning, after Philip had returned to life, those words had always made him smile.


    It was a year and a half since Philip lost his father for the second time, and a year and a half since Sam was killed in a traffic accident. In the days following Sam’s death, the general tone at school hadn’t exactly reflected a state of mourning. The worst bully of all time was gone. Walking down the hallways, Philip had seen the relief on the students’ faces and even heard someone whisper that Devil Sam had finally ended up in Hell where he belonged. That had made him smile as well, because the kid had no idea that he was spot on: Sam really was in Hell.


    Where no one rested in peace.


    That was a year and a half ago. Philip hadn’t felt a thing when he broke the pigeon’s neck, but now… What had begun as a faint tingling in the scars on his forehead grew into a dull ache behind his eyes.


    “Did you know him?” someone quietly asked.


    Philip spun around.


    The woman probably wasn’t much older than Philip’s own mother, but she looked it. He’d seen her before but never talked to her. It was Sam’s last foster care mother. He’d had four or maybe five of them—Sam hadn’t kept track.


    “Yes,” Philip said. “I did.” Then, sensing she was trying to make the connection, he added, “He was my friend.”


    She frowned, obviously surprised by his response.


    “He was a good boy,” she said, crouching as she lay a bouquet by the gravestone. She looked up at Philip like she was waiting for him to disagree. “Deep inside he was a good boy.”


    Philip nodded, but he’d seen the lie in her eyes. Not that it wasn’t true, because deep inside, Sam really was a good boy. The woman just didn’t believe it, and Philip was pretty sure her pages in Lucifer’s Soul Books would reveal that she breathed a little easier these days with Sam gone.


    “I feel your pain,” Philip said, and he did. Literally.


    His head was pounding.

  


  
    


Chapter 2


    Dead and Alive


    He was standing by the window in his room looking out at the courtyard when his mom knocked on the door. He stared at the place where the big tree had fallen. The tree, which one stormy night had been split apart by lightning, the fractured wood hitting Philip on the head and sending him back to Hell for the second time. For a while kids had used the tree as a jungle gym, but it had started rotting and been replaced by a seesaw. There was no trace of it ever having been there.


    “Philip? It’s dinner time.”


    “I’ll eat later. I’m doing my homework.”


    “That can wait. Food’s ready.” She opened the door and he could feel his pulse rising in irritation. Had he said she could come in?


    She glanced at the empty desk and the unlit computer. “What’s your homework?”


    He shrugged, didn’t even bother to explain. “We’re supposed to do some reading.”


    She looked at him for a while and that look… It irritated him even more. “Well, you’ll just have to read later. Come on. Before dinner gets cold.”


    “I’m not hungry.”


    “Fine, but you’re coming anyway.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I’m asking you. Just like I asked you yesterday, and the day before yesterday. I don’t understand why we’re even having this discussion again.” She stayed there, waiting for him in the doorway. It made him feel like a stupid little kid, and he nearly yelled at her. Like a stupid little kid.


    “Okay, I’m coming.”


    “Okay, I’m glad.”


    He held his breath as he passed her on his way out.


    While they ate she talked about something that had happened at work, but Philip wasn’t listening. He was thinking about Death’s basement, about the sand running through the hourglasses, and he could almost feel the hundred-sided die, hard and cold in his hand. He remembered how terrible it had been, but not the feeling itself. That was gone. Like it had only happened to someone he’d read about.


    If it hadn’t been for me, Mom,  he thought, you’d be dead by now. 


    She paused mid-sentence, and for a second he was afraid he’d been thinking out loud. Then he realized she’d asked him a question.


    “What?”


    “How was school today?”


    Of course that’s what she asked. The same pointless question every single day. It was driving him up the wall.


    “Fine.” Always the same answer. Didn’t she know by now?


    “What did you do?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Again? Isn’t it getting a little boring?” She smiled, and he knew she was trying her best, making an effort to change the mood between them. He felt bad about it. After all, none of this was her fault.


    She suddenly reached out and brushed his hair away from his forehead. He jerked away. “What are you doing?”


    “I just want to see those scars.” Her brow furrowed. “It looks like they’ve gotten—” She reached out again and he pulled away from her.


    “Stop it!”


    She lowered her arm and gave him a long stare.


    “What’s wrong, Philip?” she asked and her voice was so gentle and so entreating, that he almost burst into tears. Or was it laughter? Oh, God, didn’t he know the difference anymore? “Won’t you please talk to me?”


    He turned his head and studied the picture of his father on the wall. Those blue eyes, smiling at him. Felt that familiar tingle in his face, the subtle twitch of his cheekbones and chin. “It’s nothing, Mom. I already told you, everything’s fine.”


    The sensation spread, moved to his nose. He had to leave. Now.


    She reached for his hand. “Philip, does this have something to do with—”


    He jumped up. “I have to go to the bathroom. Thanks for dinner.”


    He took his plate and hurried off, practically running. He locked the bathroom door behind him and stood in front of the sink, turning on the cold water and splashing it on his face, again and again, until his hands were numb and the tingling in his face had gone away. He didn’t dare look, but shot a quick glance at the mirror anyway. Water dripped from his chin, making it look like his face was dissolving. But it was still him.


    Is it?  he wondered.


    This was the place. Right in front of the bathroom mirror. This was where his mother had collapsed, killed by a cerebral hemorrhage. To his absolute horror he’d watched it happen in her hourglass in Mortimer’s basement. But Philip had made a deal with the old man, had prevented his mother’s death. He’d saved her life.


    “Life,” he whispered and looked himself in the eye. He felt something streak down his cheek, and he thought it was a drop of water, but it wasn’t.


     (I just want to see those scars. It looks like they’ve gotten...) 


    What, Mom? They’ve gotten what?


    Bigger.


    No, it wasn’t a drop of water. It was blood.


    One of the scars on his forehead had burst.

  


Chapter 3


    Broken


    He stood by the window, holding the stone under the pale shimmer of moonlight. The stone from his father’s home by the coast in Paradise. At the start it had glowed a spectrum of beautiful colors, but over time it had gradually faded and gone gray. Now it looked like any other stone.


    He’d forgotten the stone in Hell, but Satina had brought it back to him, and on the other side he’d discovered five neatly written words.


    I will never forget you.


    But just like the colors, those five words had faded, too, worn away by all the times he’d clenched the stone. You could hardly tell they’d ever been there.


    He hadn’t heard from Satina since, and he knew why. Philip had made his decision, he’d chosen to go home. Chosen to abandon her.


    But maybe it wasn’t just that. Maybe the message on the stone had been a promise she couldn’t keep after all. Back when Aziel had kidnapped Satina and made her drink the water from the river Lethe, the River of Forgetfulness, she’d forgotten everything. Everything. Philip had helped her to remember, but there had been relapses. Brief and insignificant. But relapses all the same.


    Then there was the issue with time.


    For a while he’d thought he and Satina couldn’t be together because they were from two different worlds. He was a human, she was a devil, and he would grow old much faster than she would. Later it dawned on him that he was wrong. In fact, it was just the opposite. Time was different in Hell, where a second could last an eternity. It had been a year and a half for him, but it was impossible to say how long it had been for her. Impossible to say if—despite her promise—she hadn’t already forgotten him, and he sometimes wished it had happened to him instead. Wished he had been the one to drink from the river Lethe and forget everything.


    But he remembered everything.


    Every single detail.


    (What’s wrong, Philip? Won’t you please talk to me?)


    Yes, Mom,  he thought, tightening his grip on the stone so hard he felt the sting of the burn mark on his arm. The three circles, the mark of Aziel, which—unlike the stone’s colors—would never rub off. But  I can’t.


    (Philip, does this have something to do with —)


    She hadn’t finished her question, but she didn’t need to either. He knew perfectly well what she’d been about to say, and yes, it had something to do with that. It had something to do with everything.


    It had happened half a year ago, and Philip hadn’t seen it coming. Hadn’t even considered the possibility, because it shouldn’t have been a possibility. It wasn’t supposed to happen. It was… wrong.


    He remembered going into his mom’s bedroom one morning to get something, and he’d stopped in his tracks. The room seemed different somehow, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.


    A couple of days later, on a Saturday afternoon, she’d said she wanted to talk to him about something. She had seemed nervous—almost scared—and for a moment he was afraid something bad had happened.


    Which it had, but in a whole different way than he’d expected.


    Someone was joining them for dinner, she’d said. A man. She said she’d met him a while ago. His name was—


    It had felt like a kick in the stomach, and that very instant, Philip realized what was different in the bedroom.


    The picture of his mom and dad. It hadn’t been on the nightstand like it normally was.


    Philip didn’t hear the man’s name, all he heard was his own beating heart, pounding so hard he felt dizzy. It was impossible. She couldn’t do that! Dad was waiting for them, waiting for her, just like he’d done ever since that day he was hit by a car, you know that, Mom, you said so yourself!


    From somewhere far, far away: “He’s really looking forward to meeting you and…”


    He barely remembered the dinner afterward, the entire evening had passed in a daze. The only thing he remembered was that the man sitting in their living room had been polite to him, that his mom seemed happy, and that Philip hated his guts.


    And the worst part—the thing that was eating him up—was that it was his own fault. He was the one who saved his mom’s life, and if it hadn’t been for him, she would have been in Paradise with his dad by now. But Philip had changed everything with the roll of a die, and now… now everything was just wrong. 


    So he made sure it went wrong and it had felt… good.


    It was his third or fourth time at the apartment. He brought Philip’s mom a present. An expensive vase, one she’d been wanting for a while. Next time she would get the flowers, the card said, and Philip suspected she would have kissed him if Philip hadn’t been there. They made do with a hug instead. The man gave Philip a present, too, some kind of stupid book, and he asked Philip if he liked to read. Philip told him it gave him a headache.


    At some point during the evening, his mom went to the bathroom and Philip was alone in the living room with him. The man started explaining what the book was about and how much it meant to him when he was young, but the words merely buzzed in Philip’s ears. He looked at the vase and suddenly—an idea. Completely out of the blue, like someone had whispered it in his ear.


    He got up from the couch and went over to the vase. He wasn’t sure if it would work. If he could still do it. But he was pretty sure he could. He could… feel it.


    He picked up the vase as Mom flushed the toilet. Raised it over his head. The man finally stopped yakking about the damn book.


    “Oops,” Philip said and let go. The vase shattered on the floor, the sound reminding Philip of a scream.


    The man looked completely shocked. “What the hell are you doing?”


    His choice of words made Philip smile.


    “Oops,” he said again, straining his mind like a muscle. He looked into the man’s eyes, gathering every last ounce of energy and concentration into one single thought, and aimed it at Mom’s new boyfriend like an arrow:


     Hit me! I smashed it on purpose. Smashed it and smiled at you, so hit me! Come on, I deserve it! Do you hear me? Knock that grin off my face, come on, do it, DO IT, HIT ME! HIT ME! HIT ME, DAMMIT! 


    It worked. Philip could see the anger rising in the man’s thunderous glare, and in two quick steps he was next to Philip, his arm up and ready to strike. Then he hesitated. Blinked a couple of times, like he’d been dreaming, and from one second to the next he didn’t look furious, but scared. No, terrified. He stepped back, until he bumped into the dining table, lowering his arm.


    Philip’s mom showed up in the doorway. “What happened?”


    “I dropped the vase,” Philip said, his eyes still fixed on the man.


    “You…” he muttered. “You…”


    “Sorry.”


    The man abruptly turned and hurried past Philip’s mom. “I have to go.” He grabbed his jacket and rushed out of the apartment without shutting the door behind him. It sounded like he took the stairs two at a time. Philip crossed his fingers, hoping the man didn’t trip, because he would have laughed his head off.


    He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror that hung over the console by the front door, and even from a distance he could see it. What had quenched the man’s anger and replaced it with utter shock.


    “What was that about?” his mom muttered. She turned toward Philip, and he quickly looked down, so she wouldn’t see it, too. His eyes. They were black as night.


    “I have no idea.”


    “Were you hurt?”


    “No, Mom. I’m sorry.”


    “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”


    That night—despite his splitting headache—Philip fell asleep with a smile. He figured the man was never coming back, and he was right.


    But the picture of his dad in the bedroom was still missing, and the old darkness inside, which had never truly disappeared, began to fester.


    (What’s wrong, Philip? Won’t you please talk to me?)


    The fact was he wanted nothing more than to tell her. To take everything he’d been through, and everything he was going through, and put it into words. But he couldn’t, and that was the worst part.


    At the start, after he returned from Hell, he’d thought things could go back to normal. That it was only a matter of time, because time would keep moving forward, and so would he, and eventually he’d be able to put it all behind him. Besides, he had made the right decision—hadn’t God himself told him the meaning of life?


    Life, Philip. The meaning of life  is life. Do you understand?


    Yes. At least he thought he did, and maybe everything would have been fine, if only Sam hadn’t decided to stay. Then Philip would have had someone to talk to, someone to share his thoughts and memories with, and maybe—maybe—that would have lightened his burden.


    But Sam had chosen to stay in Hell and Philip had gone back alone, and that’s what made it almost unbearable. He’d experienced things that would drive most people insane and he had to keep it all inside, so yes, Mom, there is nothing I would rather do than tell you, but I can’t. I can’t tell anyone, I’m all alone, and I… I…


    What, Philip? Say it.


    Everything he thought he’d done right had turned out to be wrong. He never should have saved his mother’s life. She should have died that day in the bathroom. Then she and Dad would be together by now, and Philip could have stayed as well. Instead he’d left Hell, left Satina, and now…


    He was trapped, a prisoner of his own life.


    A while ago he and his mother had been out for a drive. He didn’t remember where they’d been heading, but at some point their route had led them through a forest and a sign along the road had alerted drivers about deer crossing the road. When Philip saw the sign, he’d wished—actually wished—for a deer to run out in front of the car, and for him and his mom to be killed in the crash. Later, he’d been horrified for thinking those kinds of thoughts, because that couldn’t be the meaning of life, could it? To wish you were dead?


    But he knew it wouldn’t happen anyway. He’d seen his own hourglass in Death’s basement and there was still a lot of sand in it. Philip was going to be an old man and that thought was unbearable, too. Both because of all the years that would pass, but also because of… That darkness within him… Those thoughts that occupied his mind… What if they started controlling him, made him do something…


    (evil)


    …  that had dire consequences? Not just in this life, but in the next one as well? Sometimes he was afraid that the only thing keeping his anger at bay was fear. The fear that he would eventually return to Hell, but this time as a condemned, because the only thing he felt when he visited Sam’s grave was envy. A deep, all-consuming envy that gnawed at him like a snake. Sam had decided to stay, he’d made the right choice, and Philip hadn’t, and it was all because of God, and because of his mother, and he… he…


    What, Philip? Say it. Come on, say it!


    “I’ve started hating her for it,” he whispered.


    When he finally fell asleep, he dreamed he was back in Hell.


     He’s in the torture chamber, with Aziel hovering over him like a monster and himself on his hands and knees, bleeding. Then he lunges at his enemy, bellowing as his cut-off horn digs deep into Aziel’s chest. Except it’s not Aziel anymore. It’s himself, and Philip is filled with both terror and hate as he retracts the horn and strikes again. 


    And again.


    And again.


    The night lasts forever.


    Just like Hell.

  


Chapter 4


    Sorry


    He sat in the back of the classroom, watching the autumn leaves swaying back and forth in the wind.


    His math teacher, Mr. Johnson, was standing at the front, telling them what to expect on the last big test before summer.


    Philip’s eyes wandered from the window to Sabrina, sitting at the front, on the opposite side of the room. As far away from him as possible. Sorry, he thought.


    They had gone out for a while at the start of ninth grade. Everything had sort of been building up to it, and one evening after a class party, they ended up kissing. “Told you so!” some of the girls had giggled, when word got out that they were a couple. For a while Philip tried to convince himself that it was good and that he was happy. But he wasn’t, because it wasn’t good, of course it wasn’t, and he stopped answering the phone when she called, and started letting go of her hand when they walked down the street, and at one point she asked him what was wrong, and he came right out and said it—because it’s wrong to tell a lie: “I keep thinking of someone else when I’m with you.”


    She was deeply hurt, of course, and to his horror, he realized, it was exactly what he’d been hoping for. Not only because he wanted her—just like everyone else—to leave him alone, but also just… because.


    That night he had woken up feeling strange, and when he walked to the bathroom and looked in the mirror, he almost screamed. It wasn’t just the shock of the jet-black eyes staring back at him, it was seeing the face of a stranger. He watched as the bones shifted under the skin.


    “Philip? Philip!”


    He looked up. “What?”


    “Pay attention. Go sit over there.” Mr. Johnson pointed at one of the tables, where Nick, Vernon, Matilda, and Christine sat waiting. They were supposed to play some sort of game together.


    Philip walked over and took a seat at the table. He noticed how the others—perhaps unwittingly—inched away from him. They probably couldn’t even say what, but there was something weird about Philip Engel, the kid who had once been so nice and good it made you want to barf. No, not just weird. Something scary.


    “Who goes first?” Christine asked.


    “Let’s just toss and see,” Vernon said, picking up the die. A shiver shot down Philip’s spine, like the die skidding across the table. It came to a full stop in front of him. “Four. Your turn, Philip.”


    He reached for the die, but suddenly it changed in both size and color, changed into Death’s die, and his hand started trembling, his whole body trembled, and he blinked. Everything returned to normal, and he tried to pick up the die, but he was frozen stiff and—


    “Come on, Philip. It’s your turn.”


    “I…” he whispered. His heart was in his throat, hammering like mad. “I…”


    “What’s up?” Nick asked, smiling. “Are you scared or something, Philip? Are you scared of…


    (death)


    … a die?”


    They laughed. Quietly at the start, then louder and louder. They thought he was joking. When the rest of the class turned to see what was so funny, Philip burst with anger. It shot into his blood like water from a rupturing dam, boiling and seething, because they had no idea. They had no idea what it meant to be afraid, what it was like to be filled with terror and be numb with fear. For them life was all fun and games, they didn’t know anything, but they would, he would rip those goddamn smiles off their faces, and the chair fell over as he jumped up and started to transform. Black wings sprang from his back like gigantic axe blades, ripping his T-shirt, and horns burst from his forehead with bittersweet pain. He looked down and saw a whip in his hand. He cracked it so hard it seemed to split the air in two, and now they weren’t laughing, but screaming. Screaming like never before, and fleeing the classroom:  It’s Philip, he’s turned into a monster, it’s Philip, it’s Philip, it’s  —


    “Philip!”


    He sat up with a jolt and looked around, befuddled. He was in his seat. He’d been in his seat the whole time. He was holding a pencil, not a whip. He looked up and saw Mr. Johnson standing in front of him.


    “Nice nap?”


    “Not really,” he answered.


    “Sure looked like it. I’m afraid I’ll have to call your mom again and ask her to tuck you in a little earlier.”


    In Death’s basement there’s an hourglass , Philip thought, annoyed by the condescending tone.  It’s yours, and the bottom bulb shows how you die. Wanna know how you’re gonna die? 


    Mr. Johnson stepped back, suddenly pale. Like he’d had a frightening thought.


    The whole class stared at them, but no one laughed or smiled. Except for one person, Philip noted. Martin, who was sharpening his pencil by the waste bin. A sardonic little smirk.


    “I… I…” Mr. Johnson stammered and shook his head, like he was still trying to shake off the unpleasant thought. He cleared his throat, but his voice was gravelly. “Could you stay with us, please?”


    Philip nodded and sighed. “Sorry.”


    Mr. Johnson went back to the board and the class turned around. Philip glowered at Martin as he walked to his seat. He wasn’t smiling anymore; maybe he wasn’t even aware that he had been. But he deserved to be punished, right?


    The second Martin sat down, his chair scooted to the right, and he landed on his backside with a howl.


    “Who moved my chair?” he yelled and got back up, his face bright red.


    “You did that all by yourself,” Vernon said, and people laughed and clapped. “Good work.”


    Thank you , Philip thought, smiling.

  


  
  
    


Chapter 5


    The Devil’s Son


    He fished out the key and unlocked the door to the locker room. He was met with silence and the smell of bleach. He’d gotten the key to the school’s swimming pool from Greg the janitor. Philip hadn’t even lured him, he’d just plain asked. Greg had helped Philip the day Sam died, and maybe the janitor had seen something in Philip’s eyes that others hadn’t. In any case, Greg had given him a long stare and said okay as he handed him the key, adding that if anyone ever found out, he’d be damned if the keys came from him, you got that, kid?


    That was the last time Philip saw him. Greg had died shortly after. A heart attack. Philip had ditched school and gone to the funeral, even though he hardly knew the man, not even his last name. But somewhere inside he felt like he did, because somehow the janitor reminded him of Grumblebeard, the gatekeeper in Hell, and Philip was sorry he was gone. He wondered if Greg had gone up or down the stairs between Paradise and Hell. It was weird how you could pass someone every day and not know anything about them.


    Philip walked through the locker room and opened the door to the indoor pool.


    The pool water quivered like a slumbering beast, reflecting the sudden light that came on as a sensor caught Philip’s movements.


    Quiet.


    That’s what he wanted. When he swam underwater, the world grew even quieter. Complete and utter silence, which for a moment muted the voices in his head. Sometimes he held his breath for so long his lungs hurt, but at the last second he’d break through the surface, wondering what would happen if he waited a little longer.


    He hadn’t brought his swim trunks, but this time, he hadn’t come to swim. Seeing Martin roll around on the floor had given him an idea. He’d come to test it out.


    Philip didn’t really understand how he’d moved the chair, he’d just done it. Willed it. Just like that time with the candles in the church.


    That was last May, when the whole class was getting confirmed. Almost the whole class; Philip was the only one who had opted out. His mom had been surprised, she’d always assumed he believed in God.


    “I don’t,” he’d said, and he wasn’t lying. He didn’t believe, he knew. Knew that God existed, and that there was a Paradise waiting for them on the other side. If you behaved, that was. And he knew what was in store if you didn’t.


    But he couldn’t do it, because when it came down to it—his loneliness, his sacrifices, his existence as a prisoner of his own damn life—wasn’t it all God’s fault? God, who claimed he was good and all-knowing and almighty and that people were free to make their own choices. But Philip hadn’t been free to choose, he hadn’t even wanted to choose, and a good, almighty God wouldn’t have forced him to eliminate one for the other, chaining him to life, like the condemned were chained in Hell.


    So, no, he couldn’t get confirmed. It wasn’t the Devil he’d renounced, it was God.


    But Philip had gone to church with the rest of them that day, mostly because he was curious, and it certainly turned out to be an… enlightening experience.


    The priest’s sermon to the kids was about faith. Faith in life, faith in the future, faith in oneself, and—of course—faith in God. He said there was nothing greater than faith and explained what Jesus had told his disciples: “Truly, I tell you, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there’, and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you.”


    The priest went on and on, but Philip was still stuck on the quote. It was all a bunch of nonsense, of course, no faith was strong enough to move anything at all, but Philip didn’t just have faith, he had insider knowledge, and wouldn’t it be funny if—


    Deep inside he hadn’t thought it would work. That it was even possible. Or he probably would have tested it out with something else.


    Or maybe not.


    His eyes fell upon a girl a couple of pews farther up. She’d stood up and had been about to take a picture, although the priest had specifically requested people to wait until after the ceremony. A candle burned at the end of each pew and the girl’s curly hair was dangerously close to the flame. Although not quite close enough, and nothing would have happened if not for…


    The flame suddenly grew and stretched horizontally as though caught by a random gust of wind. Like a thin snake of light it struck at the girl’s hair, which crackled as it burned. Her frightened scream interrupted the priest’s speech, and everyone jumped in their seats. The girl sitting next to her sprang to her feet and quickly clapped out the fire, but for the rest of the ceremony the stench of burned hair lingered in the air. A smell that made Philip, sitting at the back with his heart in his throat, feel right at home.


    He couldn’t move mountains, but he could move small things. Like a candle flame. Or a chair.


    Back in the classroom it had occurred to him that maybe there were other possibilities.


    He took off his shoes and socks and went over to the edge of the pool. Looked down into the water.


    Raised his foot and took a step forward.


    He didn’t sink, but stood on the surface, the cool water solid beneath his feet. It wasn’t even hard to keep steady. The water reflected his image, making it look like he was standing on top of a distorted version of himself.


    He took another step. There seemed to be a membrane between him and the water, and his feet didn’t even drip when he lifted them.


    He could walk on water! He could walk on water like God’s only begotten son and it was… It was fantastic, some would have said, but he didn’t feel fantastic. He felt nothing but utter disgust and regretted ever going in there. He was neither angel nor devil, and he certainly wasn’t human, either. Not anymore.


    A freak. That’s what he was.


    Out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed a movement.


    The swimming pool building was in the farthest corner of the school grounds. The windows on one side looked out onto a little path that led down to a grassy area, where students sometimes went to sneak a cigarette in the breaks. There was a kid there, on his own, his hands in his pockets, his earphones plugged in. He sniffed his jacket, nodding to himself, checking it didn’t smell of smoke.


    Over here , Philip thought, spurred on by a new idea. Look at me.


    The boy paused and looked around, confused. Took out an earphone. Listened.


    Over here. Look over here!  Philip silently yelled, spreading his arms like wings. Look at me! 


    Slowly the boy turned toward the windows.


    BEHOLD THE DEVIL’S SON!


    The boy’s eyes shot wide open at the sight of Philip standing in the middle of the pool with the water swirling under his feet. Shock was etched into his face as he slowly backed away. Then he spun around and ran off like… well, like the Devil was at his heels.


    “You can’t tell anyone,” Philip whispered. “You can’t ever tell anyone, because they’ll never believe you.” He slowly lowered his arms, feeling the scars pulsing on his forehead. “Now go see how that feels.”


    He looked down at his own restless reflection in the water, a mirror image that continued to be torn apart and connected, torn apart, connected.


    Torn apart.

  


  
  
    


Chapter 6


    What the…?


    It happened shortly after, and the events that followed were so unexpected and went so quickly that afterward, Philip wasn’t sure what he’d seen or even what he thought he’d seen. But from that moment on, nothing was ever the same. Again.


    His head wasn’t feeling any better when he left school and started home; on the contrary, it hadn’t been this bad for a while. It felt like his entire skull was pulsing and throbbing, and sometimes he saw little red dots. He walked to the intersection, his face turned toward the sidewalk, and that was why he saw it.


    There was a big puddle in his way, and he was about to side-step it when he froze in his tracks. He saw himself and the steel gray clouds reflected in the water but something else, too. Something that shot though the sky and steered straight toward him. A horrid, familiar figure that rapidly grew bigger, galloping on three legs, its mane like strands of spiderweb beating in the wind. It was the Hel horse—Death’s horse—and it whinnied, a terrible, piercing scream that scraped the ear drums like a dull knife. Philip looked up, searching the sky for the horse and Mortimer astride it.


    But there was nothing. Only a thick layer of clouds heavy with rain.


    He looked around and saw something on the road. In the beginning it was only a vague flicker, and Philip momentarily blamed his headache. Then the flicker took shape and it looked like—


    “Sam?” he gasped.


    It was him. Right there, no more than twenty feet away, wholly clear and with a wholly bewildered look on his face. At the sound of Philip’s voice Sam turned his head and their eyes met.


    “Philip?” There was a hint of a smile on his lips.


    Then everything happened too quickly.


    At first Philip thought he heard the Hel horse whinnying again, but it was the screech of tires against asphalt. Sam had popped up out of nowhere right in the middle of the road. And right in front of a truck. It swerved sharply to avoid him and mounted the sidewalk, where a class of fourth graders were walking in two single-file lines. The kids stared as the truck thundered toward them and there wasn’t even time to scream. But the accident was miraculously avoided as the driver managed to yank the steering wheel at the very last second. The truck practically seemed to arch around the kids, coming so close the air pressure made their hair stand on end. The back end swung out into the oncoming traffic with a deafening clatter. It hit a car as red as the Hel horse’s bloody eyes, a red car that made Philip do a double take, although he didn’t know why. The collision sent the car spinning and something whizzed past his head. The car careened toward a boy on the crosswalk, who watched, petrified, as the chaos unfolded before him. Philip recognized him on the spot. It was the boy he’d seen from the swimming pool. The boy he’d scared out of his wits, and who was about to be torpedoed by the runaway car. He didn’t stand a chance.


    But Philip did.


    STOP! he yelled in his mind, and the car came to a screeching halt, like it had hit an invisible wall, a mere three feet from the boy, who glanced wide-eyed down at his limbs as if he couldn’t believe he was still in one piece.


    Philip searched for Sam, but he was gone.


    Then—the sound of a car door opening. Running feet. Children crying. Shocked voices shouting, “Is anyone hurt? Is anyone hurt?” 


    Not a single one. Miraculously everyone had escaped with only a scare. Philip hurried away. Before he turned the corner, he looked back and saw that the driver of the red car had gotten out. A young woman, badly shaken by the collision. Philip didn’t recognize her, but for some reason the sight of the car made his mouth feel like sandpaper and gave him goosebumps. What was it about that car?


    And what on earth had he just seen?


    First Death’s horse had come galloping toward him. Then Sam had popped up in the middle of the road.


    Or was he mistaken? Was it all just something he’d imagined?


    No. Sam had been there, the proof was behind him: the street looked like it had been hit by a natural disaster. Philip wasn’t the only one who’d seen Sam. The truck driver had, too, because Sam was the one he’d tried to avoid in the first place. Sam, who’d disappeared as quickly as he’d appeared.


    Except he’d looked different somehow, hadn’t he? Something about his face?


    Moreover... Hadn’t Philip noticed something else? Glimpsed it out of the corner of his eye, when he brought the red car to a standstill. Not Sam, but someone else.


    Who?


    Philip ran and didn’t stop before he’d got home and locked himself inside the empty apartment, panting and gasping for air.


    “Sam?” he said. “Are you there?”


    Silence. Other than his heart that still hammered, hammered, hammered.


    He hurried into his room and with trembling hands pulled out the old newspaper clipping from his desk drawer. Sixteen-Year-Old Boy Killed in Traffic Accident, read the headline. Below was a short description of what had happened. Or what they thought had happened. Above it was a picture of Sam. The picture showed a smiling boy—for once in his life Sam had been in a good mood—and Philip had been wrong. Sam hadn’t looked different at all. He’d been his old self and—


    Then it hit him.


    That’s what was wrong.


    Sam had looked like his old self, but that was impossible. Sam was a devil now—he’d already showed signs of changing back when Philip left Hell.


    “You should have had horns,” he muttered. “Where were your horns?”


    They reported the traffic accident on the radio a half-hour later. A boy had run out in front of a truck, which had caused a multiple-vehicle collision. Fortunately, nothing untoward had happened.


    Wrong , thought Philip, because something had happened. He kept staring at Sam’s picture.


    But for some reason Sam wasn’t what he saw in his mind’s eye.


    It was the red car.


    The red car.


    * * *


    The red car.


     That’s what he’s thinking about as he’s walking down the sidewalk toward the intersection. He doesn’t know why the thought keeps coming back, but it does. Over and over again. 


    The red car.


    The red car.


     It’s coming. It will be here soon, he’s sure of it, because he’s back. It’s the whole scenario all over again, and he knows exactly what’s going to happen. That in a few minutes he will get to the puddle, and then everything will happen too quickly. 


    He gets to the puddle and everything happens too quickly. 


     He sees Death’s horse reflected in the muddy water, sees Sam pop up in the middle of the road, sees the truck heading for the children on the sidewalk and bypass them at the last second. Sees it swerve out into the oncoming traffic, and here it comes, the red car. Hit by the back end of the truck, it spins toward the boy on the sidewalk, and something whizzes past the left side of Philip’s face, and he does it again, stops the car through sheer mind power, saving the boy’s life, and the cacophony of screeching brakes, screaming tires, crushing glass, and bending metal is replaced by a moment of silence. Complete and utter silence, and that’s when Philip sees a figure out of the corner of his eye. 


     It’s like time has stopped. The incident is frozen in time. There is no sound, and no one moves. 


     Other than Philip, who slightly turns his head to cast a side-long glance at the figure across the road. 


    Jehovah. 


     He is standing in front of the truck, staring at Philip. Sweat trickles down his forehead and he looks like he’s seen a ghost, which is strange, considering he’s God. 


     There’s a clatter of hooves and the Hel horse shows up next to Jehovah. Mortimer is astride his horse, his stone-gray gaze fixed on Philip, the bushy eyebrows furrowed, and Philip can’t make out if the old man looks confused or furious. Is it because of the boy on the sidewalk? Is he mad because Philip saved him and stopped Death from doing his job? 


     Jehovah opens his mouth like he wants to say something, but no words come out and… 


    … Philip awoke with a start. For a moment—just a brief moment—he thought he was back. On the stairway between Heaven and Hell, where the dark was so black, it was blinding.


    But he was in his bed and it was the middle of the night.


    “That’s who I saw,” he whispered, feeling the pounding pulse in his wrists. “God. He was there.”


    Along with Death, who had come in vain.


    What was happening? What in the world was happening?


    For a long time Philip lay awake in the dark, speculating. He felt jumpy, but that wasn’t strange, considering what he’d just dreamed. Considering what he’d just discovered. He didn’t think he would be able to fall asleep again, but in the end he did, and this time there were no dreams.

  



    Chapter 7


    Weird


    He sat on a bench near the intersection where only yesterday everything had gone berserk.


    He’d skipped class after second period, saying he felt sick. Which wasn’t exactly true; he didn’t feel sick, just… weird. But he couldn’t put his finger on it. He didn’t have a fever and he wasn’t nauseous or anything, but sometimes he sensed a subtle tingling in his arms and legs, like his whole body was asleep.


    Philip went to the intersection, hoping that Sam would show up again, but nothing happened, and the strange feeling inside became something else. This time Philip recognized it. Desperation. The feeling of having missed his chance. He’d gone a year and a half without a sign or a word from any of them, then—out of the blue—Sam, God, and Death turned up unannounced. It couldn’t be just coincidence.


    Then they’d all disappeared again.


    An old man with a cane walked by. He stopped and decided to sit down on the bench. Not next to Philip, but on top of him. Like a kid plopping down on his mother’s lap.


    “Hey!” Philip yelled. “What are you doing?”


    The man jumped.


    “S-sorry,” he said, shaking his head in embarrassment. “I didn’t see you.” He moved down to the end of the bench and sat down. “The old eyes aren’t as sharp anymore. Sorry.”


    Philip didn’t say anything, he just got up and walked away. Nothing was going to happen anyway.


    He was almost home when he spotted the Devil’s cat. At least for a split second he thought he had, but when he got a closer look, he discovered it wasn’t even a cat. It was a fox. It was hiding by a tree at the side of the road, looking in the opposite direction. It hadn’t noticed him. He’d seen foxes in the neighborhood before, but only rarely, so maybe… maybe it wasn’t really a fox?


    He moved closer. The fox tilted one ear at the sound but didn’t turn to look.


    Closer. It couldn’t possibly have not noticed him, but it stayed still and let him come even closer. That didn’t seem normal for a fox.


    Who are you?  he wondered. He wasn’t more than three feet away. He could have reached out and touched its red fur. He could see the shadow it cast and his anticipation gave way to disappointment. One shadow, not two. It wasn’t a transformation.


    “You are just a fox,” he said, and at the sound of his voice the animal jumped. It really hadn’t noticed him at all. The fox ran off, dived into a bush, and disappeared.


    Weird.


    His mom was home when he opened the door to the apartment. She was on the phone in the living room. She mentioned Philip’s name as he kicked off his shoes and his ears pricked up.


    “I just don’t know what to do, because I have no idea what’s wrong. He doesn’t tell me anything… What? No, not Philip, I’m sure… I don’t know, but sometimes it’s like I don’t know who he is anymore. It’s like I’m living with a stranger. He seems so… so angry… I’ve talked to his school about it and we’ve agreed to…” Her voice trailed off as she walked into the bedroom.


    Philip went to the kitchen and made a sandwich. He thought he was hungry, but he felt full after just one bite, even though he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, which had only consisted of a couple of crackers. Was he getting sick?


    A few minutes later his mom joined him in the kitchen. She glanced at him but didn’t say anything, just went straight to the fridge and poured herself a glass of milk.


    He furrowed his brow. “Hi?”


    She was so startled she spilled the milk. “Jeez, you scared me,” she said, clasping her hand over her heart. “I didn’t even see you.”


    What was she talking about? She had looked right at him.


    I didn’t see you.


    That was what the man on the bench had said. Philip thought of the fox. The fox that hadn’t sensed his presence, even when he’d walked up and stood right next to it. It hadn’t seen him either.


    Very weird.


    His mom grabbed a dishcloth and wiped up the milk, and he thought she would ask if he’d had a good day or what they’d done in school. That’s what she usually did. But she didn’t. She rinsed out the dishcloth and left the kitchen. She didn’t even spare him glance.


    “Mom?” he said.


    She stopped in the doorway. Turned around slowly and looked at him. “What is it, Philip?”


    “Is something wrong?”


    She hesitated. Then shook her head. “No,” she said. Just like what he would have said.


    And he usually lied.


    * * *


    For the second night in a row he didn’t dream. Yet he woke up in the middle of the night, awakened by a sound. Was it laughter?


    He got out of bed and walked through the dark apartment. The sound came from his mother’s bedroom. The door had been left ajar. The light wasn’t on.


    He quietly pushed it open. She was sound asleep. But it wasn’t laughter he’d heard. Even in the dark he could see the tears trailing from her closed eyes down to her pillow.


    He went to her, stroked her cheek, wiped away the tears. He thought she would wake up, but she didn’t. She stopped crying, as if he hadn’t only brushed away the tears but the nightmare as well, and her breathing grew as still as the shadows that surrounded them.


    What were you dreaming, Mom?


    She rolled over onto her side, away from him, like she was ashamed.


    He wasn’t expecting an answer to his question, but that’s what he got the very next morning, when he came to the kitchen and saw breakfast was waiting for him.


    He yawned, and she looked over the top of her newspaper.


    “Good morning, sweetheart. Did you sleep okay?”


    He nodded, looking into her eyes, which were bloodshot and a little puffy. Looking into her. “What about you?”


    “Fine,” she answered, and he could see she didn’t know it wasn’t true. She didn’t have the faintest recollection of the nightmare that had her crying in her sleep. He could see it as clearly as he could see the dream in her eyes.


    She dreamed about me , he realized with a shudder, remembering how it initially had sounded like she was laughing. She dreamed I was dead.


    “Sit down and eat your breakfast.”


    He sat down. But he couldn’t eat a bite.

  


  

  
    


Chapter 8


    The Principal’s Office


    The office called on the intercom during fourth period. They were reading about Greek philosophers and their teacher, Mr. Peters, was in the middle of explaining something he called Plato’s grave analogy, or something like that. Philip wasn’t paying attention. Or he wasn’t until he heard the grating sound of a voice calling his name through the loudspeaker.


    He looked up. “Me? Why?”


    “I guess you’ll find out,” said Mr. Peters, who looked equally surprised to hear the announcement. It certainly wasn’t the first time a student had been called to the office, but it was the first time they’d asked for Philip. The principal wanted to speak to him. Right away.


    The principal’s office was on the first floor. Reaching the open door, Philip thought he’d feel nervous. But he didn’t. He didn’t feel… anything.


    The secretary wasn’t at her desk and the door to the principal’s office was closed. Cogito, ergo sum, said a hand-painted sign over the door. Philip glanced at the three words and at the translation underneath: I think, therefore I am.


    Lame , was all that crossed his mind. Then he knocked.


    “Come in.”


    The principal sat behind his desk sifting through a stack of papers. He glanced up at Philip but didn’t say anything.


    “You wanted to see me?”


    “Philip Engel.” The man waved him in. “Some students pop by my office once a week, and some we never see at all. It’s your first time here, am I right?”


    He nodded.


    “The question is, will it be your last?” He reached out and at first Philip thought he wanted to shake hands. “Give it to me.”


    “What do you mean?” he repeated, slightly confused. “Give you what?”


    “The key to the swimming pool.”


    Philip shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have the—”


    “Hand it over, Philip. I know you have it.”


     It was him. The boy who saw me. He told on me. He friggin’ told on me, I saved his life, and he  —


    Philip clenched his hands. Felt his headache creeping back like a venomous creature from its den.


    He is going to pay for this. 


    “I’ve only been there to go swimming,” he said. “That’s all.”


    “I know, Philip, and I wish I could allow it, but I can’t. I know you’re a responsible boy, but what if you had an accident.” The man smiled. “I mean, it’s not like you can walk on water.”


    Philip raised an eyebrow. What was that supposed to mean?


    “The key, thank you.”


    “I don’t have it on me. It’s at home.”


    The principal gave him a scrutinizing stare, like he knew he was lying. He rested his hand on the desk. “Bring it to my office first thing tomorrow, got it?”


    Philip nodded and figured that would give him more than enough time to make a copy. He turned to leave, but the principal called him back.


    “That wasn’t the only reason I called you in here.” He took off his reading glasses. Folded his hands in front of him on the desk. “I’ve spoken to your mother and your teachers. They’re worried about you, Philip. They feel you’ve changed. Both at home and at school. With every reason, of course.” He patted the little stack of papers on the desk. “Your grades have fallen this past semester, and your teachers unanimously agree that you’ve gone from being their absolute best and smartest student to hardly participating or not at all. They say you seem indifferent, withdrawn, and sometimes downright…


    (evil)


    …  hostile.” His tone was neither patronizing nor critical. Rather, he came off as friendly and warm. Almost sympathetic. As though he knew more than he let on. He paused, waiting for a reaction, but when nothing happened he asked, “Would you say they’re right, Philip?”


    He shrugged. “That’s their opinion.”


    “And what’s your opinion?” The principal rested his chin on his hands and leaned forward. “Does it have anything to do with Sam’s death, Philip?”


    Even though he was doing his best to hide it, he was slightly rattled by the question. By its directness. By its truth. It was the first time he’d ever been to the principal’s office. The first time he had ever even talked to the man who every student feared, but who suddenly understood him better than his own mother.


    “How…” did you know? he was about to ask, but refrained. “Why do you say that?”


    “You were there,” he said. “You witnessed the whole thing. An experience like that can affect a person more than they realize. And maybe even more than they can handle.”


    He held Philip’s gaze for a little while, and it felt like he knew. Like he wasn’t just talking about Sam’s death, but about all the rest as well, about all the terror and horror and pain Philip had been through, and Philip suddenly had an uncontrollable urge to pour his heart out to the man. To let it all out. “I…” he started.


    “Yes?”


    “I have a headache.”


    The principal leaned back and nodded, like it was exactly what he’d expected. “At least that’s something we can fix here and now,” he said and pulled out a drawer. He found a pill and handed it to Philip, along with a glass of water that was already on his desk. “I haven’t had a sip yet.”


    “Thank you,” Philip said and washed down the pill.


    “You’re welcome, son.”


    Philip waited for him to say something else, but he didn’t. “Um, can I go now?”


    “It’s not like you’re chained here,” he replied, and Philip couldn’t help but smile. “Alright, see you…” The principal faltered like he’d forgotten what he was about to say. “… tomorrow. When you come back with…”


    (the red car)


    Philip blinked. “What did you say?”


    “I said, when you come back with the key to the pool. You didn’t forget already, did you?”


    “No.” He nodded. “Sure thing.”


    “See you later, then.”


    Philip stepped out of the office and walked down the empty hall. He could hear people talking behind the classroom doors and it almost felt like they were in another world. His headache wasn’t worse, but it hadn’t gotten better either. He still had a bitter taste in his mouth from the pill, which he hoped would start working soon. Hanging on the wall were a series of pictures of the different classes gathered in the courtyard. He stopped and had a quick look at the third to last picture. It was from when he was in the seventh grade, before he’d ended up as the Devil’s apprentice. He was standing on the far right, apart from the others. Sam was on the opposite side. He’d turned his back to the photographer and even from a distance, the words on his leather jacket read loud and clear. Go to Hel! His motto, which he couldn’t even spell. The teachers had decided to ignore it. They thought it was hilarious.


    Philip continued down the hall, started down the stairs, and didn’t see the pencil before he’d stepped on it. He lost his footing, and as he tumbled, he heard a whisper.


    Then the voice disappeared.


    So did the sensation of falling.


    And everything else.

  


 
    Chapter 9


    Dead Again—and Again


    He wasn’t sure what he expected to see when he came to, but it certainly wasn’t this.


    He was in a kind of banquet hall. In front of him were endless rows of long tables with food piled high, but then he caught sight of his mirror image on the opposite side of the room and realized it was only an optical illusion. The hall was enormous, but it looked bigger because the walls were mirrors, transforming the space into a never-ending horizon of food.


    The scent washed over him like a tidal wave, making Philip, who had hardly eaten for two days, weak at the knees. It was everything he liked and much more. The air shimmered above the platters, which were steaming and filled to the brim. In between were jugs filled with water, wine, and frothy beer.


    Where in the world was he?


    No, where in the underworld was he?


    He was dead, that much was clear. He understood that, even before the darkness receded.


    But this couldn’t be Hell, where the nightly grub usually made your stomach crawl.


    Where, then?


    Paradise?


    Or some other place?


    The sight of the lavishly set tables made his mouth water and his stomach rumble. He didn’t have the faintest idea where he was or why he was here, and he didn’t care. He’d never been so hungry in his life—or death—and he practically sprinted to the table and dived into the food, chomping down on a big juicy drumstick. And gagged as the chicken transformed into a chunk of pure rot. It felt like there were maggots twisting on his tongue, and he spit it out, grabbing one of the jugs to wash away the flavor. But his mouth wasn’t filled with water, it was sand, and his throat tightened like someone had put a noose around it. He couldn’t breathe, his windpipe closed, and he desperately tried to cough up the sand, all while still goggle-eyed and staring at the fraudulent food.


    At least now I know where I am , he thought. I’m back in Hel—


    Then the final breath escaped his lungs, a black, impenetrable darkness swept over him, and once again—the sensation of falling.


    * * *


    The sand in his mouth and throat vanished and he gasped, taking in big gulps of air. The darkness receded.


    A little.


    He looked around. He wasn’t in the treacherous banquet hall anymore, but in a big, murky cave, surrounded by gray shadows. The air was clammy and smelled like the food in the banquet hall should have smelled—rancid and musty. Rough, slimy walls and grimy rock pillars gave the impression of being inside the cadaver of an enormous animal. Above him the ceiling looked like a tangle of snakes, but taking a closer look he saw they were merely tree roots.


    Where am I? Did I die again? Did I choke? Is this… He swallowed a lump and scanned the ominous darkness around him. Is this the after-afterlife?


    He saw something between the roots. Something moving. Something big. He couldn’t immediately tell what it was, but as his eyes grew accustomed to the dark, Philip had to bite his lip not to scream. In between the billowing roots a gigantic dragon-like creature dangled like an oversized bat, its wings fraying like the sails of a shipwreck. Strange growths protruded from its scaly skin, and this time Philip figured his mind had gone haywire, because the growths… They looked like humans. Dead bodies.


    Sensing his presence, the creature turned its head and looked at him with its fiery eyes. He thought it would attack, but it turned back to gnawing at the thick roots, its mouth dripping with saliva.


    Philip backed away, but he hadn’t gone more than three steps when he tripped over something and fell. He heard a faint murmur—like a choir of breaths—that instantly faded.


    He got back on his feet and saw that he’d stumbled on a step. An entrance to another cave, even bigger than the first. A chamber.


    A throne room.


    But for what god?  he wondered, staring at the empty throne in front of him. Carved from granite, it was neither resplendent nor awe-inspiring, and yet it was strangely menacing in its subtlety. Or for what devil?


    Nearby the throne stood a canopy bed. Its ash-gray curtains were drawn and motionless, and yet nuances of color within the fabric weaved in and out, creating patterns and strange silhouettes, as though the material were alive, and for a second he thought he saw…


     (Aziel hovering over him like a monster, and himself, bleeding and on his hands and knees) 


    … something. A glimpse of an old nightmare that he quickly shook off.


    Next to the bed was a little table with a clay dish and a rusty knife.


    At first Philip thought the throne room was deserted. Then he realized it wasn’t. Far from it.


    They were lined up against the rock walls, silent as the shadows they merged with. Grayish-green figures, hundreds of them—no, thousands. Philip’s heart skipped a beat.


    They were people. Naked people. But it was hard to tell because their bodies… Their faces… Dear God…


    They were decayed and worm-eaten, like long-forgotten corpses. Their bones peeked through where the skin had split and the flesh had been hollowed out. Here and there the maggots turned and twisted.


    The people looked at Philip with their sunken eyes and he saw that most of them were women and children.


    A little boy, whose skin was covered in boils and festering sores, raised his arm and pointed at Philip. The woman next to him swiftly pulled the boy back to protect him. Half her face was gone and only a bloody skull remained.


    One of the silent stepped forward. A man who was different from the others. Younger. In better shape. His muscular body was untouched by the rot that had ruined the rest of them. His golden locks reached his shoulders and his skin was fair and unblemished, other than the crust of dried blood around the deep hole in his chest. Even in the twilight, Philip could see his blue eyes shone with desperation.


    The dead man opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came out. His lips trembled and his eyes pleaded. Philip took a step back. The man followed him.


    “What do you want?” Philip asked. “What—”


    “Is it done?” gasped the man, as though Philip’s question had recovered his ability to speak. His voice was faint and hoarse, like he hadn’t used it for decades. “Tell me, is it done? Did they cry? Did they all cry? Can I come back now?”


    Philip took another step back, alarmed by the insanity in the dead man’s gaze. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “But…” The man kept shaking his head. “You’re alive. Are you not here to take me back? It’s been so long, and Hother promised that… that…” He paused mid-sentence, his eyes darting to something behind Philip. His desperate expression filled with horror.


    “She’s awake,” he whispered and withdrew into the shadows, back into the crowd of living dead who shifted nervously in place.


    Philip turned around and saw the bed curtain slowly move to the side, drawn by a pale wrinkled hand.


    “Who disturbs Hel?” rasped a voice, as a hideous woman crawled into view. She had the face and body of an old woman, but her legs were the blue-black color of a corpse, shriveled and shrunken. She reached out for a crooked cane and raised herself heavily from the bed. Slowly, she shuffled from the bed, warily eyeing Philip. A gray tongue moistened the colorless lips. Then she halted. Sniffed. “You’re alive?”


    There was a growl by the throne and something stepped out from behind it. It was a dog, enormous and as tall as Philip, with paws the size of a horse’s hooves and a gaping, salivating muzzle, big enough to swallow Philip’s head. Its chest was matted with blood.


    “How dare you!” hissed the goddess of death, pointing with her gnarled finger. “How dare you awaken Hel!”


    Philip didn’t know what to say, but there wasn’t time either. The wrinkles in the woman’s face parted to show her horrifying toothless grin.


    “Eat him, Garm,” she commanded, and the dog attacked. The woman’s voice rose to a high-pitched scream, “Eat him! Eat the—”


    The House of Gluttons . The words hit him the instant the dog lunged, and above the bloodthirsty growl that resonated like thunder in the enormous cave, he heard it once more. The voice that had whispered in his ear as he fell down the stairs. That’s what it whispered to him. The House of Gluttons.


    “—intruder!”


    Then the front paws pounced on his chest and slammed Philip to the ground. He squeezed shut his eyes and prepared to have his throat ripped to pieces.

  



    Chapter 10


    The House of Gluttons


    But nothing happened.


    Then he realized that not only was the dog’s savage growl gone, there weren’t any paws on his chest, either.


    Philip slowly opened his eyes and saw the beast hovering over him, its green gaze fixed on—“Philip?” it said. “Philip?”


    He blinked and discovered he was wrong. It wasn’t a dog. Far from it.


    Lucifax? he tried saying, but his voice was helplessly stuck in a mouth full of sand. In a sudden coughing fit, he forced it out.


    “Gracious evil! Here, my friend, drink!” The Devil’s cat held out a glass of water with its tail. Philip got up and was about to wash it down. Then he hesitated.


    “Don’t worry, this time it’s water,” Lucifax said. “Hurry up and drink before you disappear again.”


    Philip brought the glass to his lips and poured it down in big slurpy gulps.


    “Thank you,” he sighed, setting the glass down in exhaustion. He was back in the banquet hall with the lavishly set tables and the treacherous food.


    “Like the famous Philip Engel once said, ‘You’re welcome,’” smiled the cat. Then it became serious. “What happened, Philip? Where did you go?”


    “What happened?” he repeated. His chest ached where the dog’s colossal paws had rammed into him. “You’re asking me what happened? How should I know? One second I’m here, the next I’m in Hel, where I almost got—”


    “Hel? You were in Hel?”


    “I think so. At least, that’s what she called herself. I have no idea how I ended up there or how I got away, but it wasn’t a moment too soon.” He described his encounter with the dog, which the furious goddess of death had sicced on him.


    “What a mess.” Lucifax shook its head. “I warned master against it. Those summoning pills can be a real pain, as you well know.”


    “Summoning pills? What do you mea—”


    Tonight , he thought, picturing him in his mind’s eye. The principal at his school. With that heartfelt tone and those warm eyes, he had seemed to know more than he let on, and Philip had nearly poured his heart out to him. And he’d conveniently had some aspirin for Philip’s headache, along with a glass of water.


    It’s not like you can walk on water , he’d said.


    It’s not like you’re chained here , he’d said.


    See you…  he’d started. Then hesitated. … tomorrow. 


    But that wasn’t what he’d been about to say.


    See you  tonight.


    “It was Lucifer,” he whispered. “The principal. And the pill he gave me wasn’t for headaches.”


    “Far from it. By the way, he was the one whispering in your ear as you fell down the stairs.”


    “The House of Gluttons,” muttered Philip. “That’s what he said. But why? What does it even mean?”


    Lucifax made a sweeping gesture with his front paw. “This. It’s our latest punishment, which we’re still testing. For people whose sin is—”


    “Gluttony,” he said, staring at the table that seemed to wobble under the colossal weight of the food. Which wasn’t food at all.


    “Excellent, Philip. It’s been a while, but you haven’t forgotten a thing.”


    I haven’t forgotten a thing , he thought to himself. That’s the whole problem. 


    “But you know master. He figured it would be fun, seeing how gluttony was the only one of the seven deadly sins you never committed during your apprenticeship. Of course you got the easy version. You could have bitten down on a shard of glass or a razor blade in the other dishes, and good thing you didn’t take a sip of wine.”


    “Is it blood?”


    “Acid. We tell the condemned that some of the dishes are real, but we’re lying, of course. So what do you think?”


    He looked across the table and his stomach began growling again. It was incredible. Even after everything he knew about the horrors hiding in the food, it still looked so delicious and smelled so fantastic, he could barely resist. He wanted to gobble it up, even when he knew it was the dumbest thing he could do. The condemned would know it, too, but eventually—hoping to bite down on the real thing—they would lose the battle. Again and again.


    “It’s good,” he said.


    “Good?”


    “Evil, I meant. It’s really evil.”


    “Too evil, almost,” the cat said. “I think it was the sand that made you cough up the pill, sending you somewhere else. But don’t ask me how you ended up in Hel.”


    “Go to Hel,” Philip mumbled, remembering the school picture with Sam standing with his back to the photographer, showing the slogan he’d written on his leather jacket. “I must have been thinking about it as I fell down the stairs.” He shivered. “A nasty place.”


    The cat nodded. “Nasty and cruel, if you ask me. In Hel, good deeds and sins go unchecked, it’s how you die that counts. If you died in battle, you’re off the hook, but if you died from natural causes… An afterlife in Hell is tough, but at least we’re fair. No one gets in unless they deserve it. In Hel poor souls languish simply for getting old and sick.”


    “There was a man there,” Philip started. “He was different from the others. He seemed fine, other than the hole in his chest. He thought I’d come to get him. He kept asking about people crying?”


    “Oh, yeah. Him. That’s Hother.” The cat thought for a moment. “Or maybe it’s Balder, I can never remember who’s who. It’s a pretty funny story, but let’s save it for another night. Master says he’s been waiting for you, which no doubt means that he’s been waiting for too long.”


    “Why did he bring me back, Lucifax? And how? Mortimer told me it wasn’t possible.”


    The cat did something that looked like a shrug. “I don’t know. I was told to bring you to the study, after you’d enjoyed your… meal.” Lucifax headed for a door in the mirror wall, then turned around again. There was a smile in its green eyes and its voice was close to purring. “It’s good to see you again, Philip. I can’t believe you’re back.”


    “No,” he said. “Me neither.”


    Right before he followed the Devil’s cat out of the hall, Philip looked over his shoulder and caught sight of his own blue eyes in the mirror behind him. The pill he’d been given by the transformed Devil king hadn’t been for headaches, but it had done the trick anyway. His headache was completely gone.

  


 
    Chapter 11


    Home, Weird Home


    They stepped out of the House of Gluttons and into the screaming furnace of Hell, and in a heartbeat, Philip felt twenty pounds lighter.


    It was like coming home.


    The black sky above. Flames spouting from cracks in the earth. The cracking whips. The hordes of condemned, crying, screaming, and begging for mercy.


    A year and a half had gone by. A year and a half where his life had felt just like this. Hell. Yet here he was, back in the heart of evil, and Philip couldn’t remember the last time he felt so good.


    But not good enough. Not yet.


    “See you, Lucifax,” he said and turned to go, and for a second—just a split second, he actually tried to unfold his wings.


    “See you?” the cat repeated, confused. “What do you mea— Hey, where do you think you’re going? Philip! Philip!”


    “Say hi to Lucifer from me and tell him I’ll be there soon,” he yelled as he ran.


    “Philip, no! Come back! Master’s waiting and you know there is nothing he hates mo—”


    The cat’s voice was already far behind. Lucifer might be waiting, but Philip had been waiting for a lot longer. For a year and a half, to be exact, and he rushed past the Rock Bearers’ field, where the condemned dragged jagged rocks from one side to the other and back again. Past the Guillotine Grotto, where heads were separated from the bodies and sewed back on, separated and sewed back on. Past the Lake of Fire, where burning figures twisted in the flaming waters. Past the memories that washed over him like a tremendous wave, and he ran faster, faster, faster! This time not to drown out the voices in his head, but simply because he couldn’t stop, and it almost felt like he was flying.


    A long line of condemned came shuffling toward him as he turned the corner, and Philip stopped in his tracks. He couldn’t tell what was wrong, but they didn’t seem to be walking right. They seemed to jerk and twist with every step, encumbered by the heavy chains.


    Then it hit him.


    They were walking backwards. Only not exactly, because the upper part of their bodies was facing forward. The condemned had been cut in half and sewed back together the wrong way, and the one farthest to the right... Hadn’t Philip seen him somewhere?


    On TV , he remembered. I’ve seen him on TV. I think he was a politician. 


    “Move your feet, you hypocrites!” roared a gragorn behind them. “Or stop walking backwards if you can’t keep up!”


    One of the condemned tripped over a rock and the sudden jolt ripped the seam around his waist. The man screamed like his guts had fallen out. Which a part of them had. Philip felt his stomach turning. This place… He’d been missing this place. But it took a little getting used to.


    “Dammit, not again,” sighed a gragorn, flinging his whip. “Pick ’em up, and stop being such a whiner! They’re not getting back in by themselves.”


    The man bent down and scooped up his stomach and a couple of intestines, and the group plodded on again.


    Philip was about to set off when a hand clamped down on his shoulder.


    “Got you!” said a voice. “Finally!”


    He turned and saw a familiar face. “Hi, Flux.”


    The demonic smile on Flux’s lips disappeared in a look of total confusion. Then the devil’s eyes shot open and he pulled back his hands in shock. “Philip?”


    He nodded, observing how—even though Flux looked familiar —he’d changed a lot since Philip first met him. That was back when Flux was still hanging out with Aziel. He’d sprouted and the baby fat was all but gone now. His horns were a good size, too.


    “You’re back? But I thought… Since when?”


    “I just got here,” Philip said, massaging his shoulder. “That’s a hell of a grip you’ve got there. Who did you think I was?”


    “A condemned. One of the new ones got away when the gate opened. Your clothes threw me off.”


    “New ones? You’re the gatekeeper now?” he asked in amazement. Bucklehorn, who had temporarily returned to his old position after Grumblebeard’s death, had died in the war, and as far as Philip knew, the post had been unmanned when he left.


    “No, I’m just interning.” Flux shook his head. “It’s a nightmare. People just keep coming. We can barely keep up, and a couple nights ago one of them escaped in all the confusion. And then just when I think I’ve caught the cursed soul, it turns out it’s Philip Engel, that Hell of a boy.”


    Philip sighed but couldn’t help smiling. “Is that thing still there?”


    “All bright and shiny.” Flux nodded and Philip pictured it. The statue that Lucifer erected after Philip’s first trip to Hell. Placed for all to see in the middle of the town square with the inscription:Philip Engel— The Great Bane of the Conspiracy. A Hell of a Boy. “But it doesn’t really look like you anymore. You’ve changed.”


    “Who’s the gatekeeper, then?” he asked, his smile fading.


    “He’s called Schrillclaw and he’s absolutely awful at it. Which makes my job a lot harder.”


    Schrillclaw. The name rang a bell.


    “He sleeps all night long and makes me take care of everything. So things aren’t quite as evil as they could be. If Lucifer finds out a condemned is on the loose… By the way, you better borrow this so no one makes the same mistake.” Flux took off his cape and handed it to Philip. “But how can you be back? Sam said it was impossible.”


    “That’s what I thought,” he said and pulled the sulfurous-smelling black cape over his shoulders. It fit to a tee. “Until half an hour ago. By the way, do you know where Sam is? I need to talk to him.”


    Flux shook his head. “I haven’t seen him for a while. I’m living at the gatekeeper house these nights, although it’s not much of a life,” he added. “In addition to his non-stop snoozing, Schrillclaw snores as loudly as the condemned can scream.”


    “I—” saw Sam two days ago, Philip was about to say, but he kept quiet. No, he didn’t know how he could be back and more importantly—he didn’t know why he was back. All he knew was that he’d seen Sam two days ago. Sam, who had suddenly popped up in the middle of the road, causing major havoc, and before he knew it, Philip was back in Hell, summoned by the Devil himself, and somehow the two events had to be connected. But Flux seemed oblivious to what Sam had been up to, so perhaps it was best to let sleeping dogs lie. At least until Philp had some information.


    “What, Philip?”


    “I’ll come help you one of these nights,” he said, and Flux brightened up.


    “Good ol’ Philip Engel is back! I would love that. Where are you headed?”


    “To Satina’s,” he said. It felt weird saying her name again. Saying it so… so casually. Out of all the crazy things that had happened so far, this felt the most surreal of all.


    Flux’s expression changed, and for a moment he looked kind of worried.


    “Philip, don’t you know that—” He bit his lip.


    “Don’t I know what?”


    He shook his head. “Nothing. Forget it.”


    “What, Flux? What were you going to—”


    “Hey, there’s that damn... um, damned,” he burst out. “I gotta go, Philip. See you!” He spread his wings and flew off.


    Philip knit his brow. What had Flux been about to say? Or rather, what hadn’t he dared to say?


    Philip started running again, but there wasn’t the same spring in his step as before.


    A year and a half. A lot could happen in a year and a half. A lot could happen in a split second, Philip knew that better than anyone.


    Soon he reached the house with its little black picket fence. It was just like he remembered, other than some prickly new shrubs. His heart was pounding, and he hesitated before pushing open the garden gate. He walked up to the front door and rang the bell.


    Silence.


    He was about to ring again when he heard footsteps.


    The handle slowly turned and the door opened.


    Philip stood face to face with a demon he’d never seen before.

  


 
    Chapter 12


    Homework


    “Yes?” the demon grumbled, clearly annoyed by the disturbance. He was a gragorn and a thick stream of ominous black smoke spewed from the nostrils of his scaly, reptilian face. His rough hands were red with blood. So was his apron.


    “Um,” Philip mumbled, looking around. Had he gone to the wrong house? No, this was Satina’s house.


    “Are we going to stand here all night?” the demon said impatiently. “As you see, I’m kind of in the middle of something. I hope you didn’t come here peddling some sort of stuff I don’t need.” He leaned forward and snarled: “I hate door-to-door salesmen.”


    “No, no, sorry,” Philip said, trying not to look at the demon’s bloodstained hands. “I’m looking for Satina. She… I thought she lived here.”


    “You must have the wrong address. There’s no one here with that name.” The gragorn started shutting the door with his elbow. “Goodnight.”


    Philip looked for the name on the door. The sign was made from a cracked skull and the letters had been burned across the forehead. The Legion Family.


    “Sorry, but…” Philip said again.


    The gragorn scrutinized him through the crack. “You’re full of apologies, aren’t you? You almost sound like one of the chained.”


    “A girl used to live here,” he continued, pulling his hood down to hide his missing horns. “Satina Dargue. Her parents are Demeona and—”


    “Blackhorn Dargue!” shouted the gragorn, his expression changing from hostile to friendly. The door opened wide. “Ahh, I see. Yes, I bought the house from them, and now that you mention it, they had a girl named Satina.”


    “They moved?”


    “Yes, a long time ago.”


    “Do you know where they live?”


    “I believe they bought a house on Pain Street. Or was it Anguish Avenue? No, it must have been Pain Street. But I don’t know the number. So, you’re a friend of the war hero’s daughter, huh? Well whatdoyouknow? Blackhorn Dargue played a big part in the great war, but you probably know more about that than me.” The demon shot him a curious look, and Philip was pretty sure that if the gragorn had been a tempter, he would have tried to lure him into telling the whole story.


    I probably know it better than anyone , he thought, but he shook his head. “I just know his daughter.”


    “One of his horns was cut off.” The gragorn shuddered. “Can you believe it?”


    Philip could.


    There was a wet smacking sound from somewhere inside the house, followed by shrill screams of pain and terror.


    “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming, hold your Hel horses!” the gragorn yelled over his shoulder. Inside the house the tortured cries intensified.


    “Could you tell me how to get to Pain Street?” Philip asked.


    The demon gave him the directions. “Well, I’d better get back and finish what I started. It’s a lot more fun when the ‘poor’ soul’s awake.” The gragorn showed Philip his bloody hands. “I’m working from home tonight. I hope you find what you’re looking for, kid.”


    The demon closed the door, quelling the screams behind it.


    Philip made his way down the front walkway. As he opened the garden gate, he looked back at the house. Satina didn’t live there anymore. Was that what Flux had tried to tell him? That she’d moved? But why hadn’t he just said so?


    Then he remembered what the gragorn had said and which he’d completely forgotten to ask about. That the demon had bought the house…


    A long time ago. 


    How  long? How much time had passed?


    He quickly made his way to Pain Street, where the houses were lined up like dark pearls on a string. Some were hidden behind hedges with bone-colored leaves, others had little black fences. Little black pitchfork fences, Satina had called them.


    Philip couldn’t see any other way than going from house to house, so that’s what he did. But he didn’t ring the bell, he made do with reading the sign on the door and continued on to the next house.


    And the next.


    And the next.


    One of the front yards had a soccer goal and it looked so ordinary he nearly forgot where he was. Until the soccer ball suddenly blinked. Which wasn’t a soccer ball at all, but a severed head. A living severed head, all beat-up and bruised.


    “P-please…” it cried with a raspy voice, and Philip hurried on.


    He’d checked about half of the houses and was just turning the gate at the next one up when the front door opened.


    He stopped in his tracks, his stomach twisting into one big knot. He didn’t even dare blink, too afraid she’d disappear if he did.


    She hadn’t seen him because she was looking at her watch, like she was late for something. Then she sensed she wasn’t alone and looked up. Their eyes met, and for a moment that felt like eternity, Philip and Satina just stood there.

  



    Chapter 13


    Once upon a Time…


    He didn’t think it was possible, but she was prettier than he remembered. She looked less like the girl he’d left behind, and more like the woman she was becoming. She looked older, but not more than him. Was it really true? Had it only been a year and a half for her as well?


    “Ph-Philip?” She hesitated, then stepped toward him. Stopped. “Philip?”


    “Hi, Satina,” he said, realizing that the happiness he’d anticipated was gone, tied up in a knot of anxiety. His heart was beating hard. What did he expect? That she would come running and wrap her arms around him, that nothing had changed between them, that everything would be perfect?


    He had abandoned her, even when she’d begged him to stay, so why had he thought she would feel anything other than contempt and—


    “Philip!” she shouted again and ran toward him, and they met in a warm embrace that washed away his worries. All that remained was unbridled delight, and this… this was exactly what he’d wished for.


    She let go and stepped back, studied him with her dark eyes. So dark and so deep you could drown in them. And so confused. She opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out.


    “I know,” he said. “I can’t believe it either.”


    She reached out and stroked his cheek as if to check she wasn’t dreaming. “How? Are you… Did you really die this time?”


    He shook his head. “Lucifer brought me back.”


    “Lucifer? But… Mortimer said you couldn’t come back. That your hourglass—”


    “The Devil works in mysterious ways,” he said. And he thought he may as well really be dead this time, because even if he could go back, he wouldn’t. No way he’d make the same mistake twice. The only thing he regretted was not having said goodbye to his mom. And that he’d been so mad at her.


    “Why?” she asked. “Why did he bring you back?”


    “I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him yet. He’s waiting for me at the castle, but…”


    “But what?”


    “Someone else came first.”


    Inside the house there was a strange babbling, followed by a high-pitched scream, and Satina grabbed his hand, leading him away. “Come on, let’s go somewhere where we can talk. It’s too noisy around here.”


    He glanced back at the house and heard Blackhorn’s gruff voice through the door. “Is your dad also working from home?” he asked.


    “You might say that. He’s babysitting.”


    Philip did a double take. “Babysitting?”


    “I’m a big sister now.” Satina sighed and shook her head. “I thought I was too old for that to happen, but apparently not. If only they’d been satisfied with one, but no, they had to go and have twins. Two little boys who scream and cry all day long. Dad loves it. He says it reminds him of work.”


    “Is that why you moved?”


    She nodded. “We needed more room. By the way, how did you find us?”


    He explained. And heard the demon’s voice inside his head: A long time ago.


    “Satina?”


    “Yes?”


    “How old are the kids?”


    “They’re...” She started, but paused as she realized what he was getting at. “How long has it been for you, Philip?”


    “A year and a half,” he replied, but that was only half the answer, wasn’t it? Because it wasn’t only a matter of how much time had passed. It was also a matter of how long it felt. And that wasn’t a year and a half. Not even close.


    “A year and a half,” she muttered. “Is that all?”


    “How long have I been gone, Satina?”


    “The twins are five now,” she said, and it felt like she’d slapped him in the face. Then slapped him again when she added: “Eight years, Philip. It’s been eight years since you left.”


    He felt dizzy and sick to his stomach. Eight years. That was… That was an eternity. But he didn’t get it. Satina was as young as him, she didn’t look like she’d bypassed him by seven years.


    Then he remembered the sounds he’d heard from inside the house—the screaming kids—and that’s when he understood just how wrong he’d been.


    Time will pass differently for me . That’s what he’d told her before he left. He wasn’t a devil and he would age much faster than her, and that was one of the reasons he couldn’t stay.


    Later he’d wondered if he might have been wrong. Perhaps it was the other way around. Yes, time was different in Hell, where a second could last for days, which meant Satina would age much faster than him.


    But he’d been both right and wrong. Because the children in the house had screamed. Screamed like they were babies. Which was what they were. Babies. Even though they were five years old.


    Satina was eight years older than him, but she wasn’t human, therefore she didn’t age at the same rate as him, and it seemed like those eight years for her…


    … are  equal to a year and a half for me , he thought. His head was spinning, but at the same time he felt strangely relieved. She’s much older than me, and yet… yet we’re about the same age.


    “I…” he muttered, unsure of what to say. Other than the truth. “I’ve missed you.”


    “Me, too.”


    He wanted to put his arms around her. She was right there, no more than a breath away. But the gap between them was suddenly too big. Eight years too big.


    “I better go meet Lucifer,” he said. “Would you like to come?”


    “Unfortunately I can’t.” She checked the time again. “I have to go to work. I work part-time at the library.”


    “Can I walk you there?”


    She shook her head. “I have to fly. I’m already late. But why don’t you come have dinner with us tonight? My parents would love to see you.”


    “And I’d love to see them,” he said. “And your brothers.”


    “Be thankful you only have to see them. Try living with them.”


    “Your brothers or your parents?”


    “Both.” She spread her wings and briefly hovered in the air above him. “See you, Philip.” She smiled as she shook her head. “I never imagined I’d say those words again.”


    He watched her fly away and he didn’t like it one bit. It brought up bad memories. There were a lot of those down here, too.

  



    Chapter 14


    Cause


    The bone castle loomed formidably over the devil city, but instead of continuing up Maim Street to the castle gates, Philip turned at the courtyard. There was someone else he wanted to see first.


    But the kitchen was empty, the castle cook wasn’t there, and once again, his fears started eating away at him. Eight years. Maybe Ravine didn’t work there anymore. Maybe she wasn’t even...


    He drove the thought out of his mind and went up the stairs, continued down the wide hallways, lit by torches along the walls, until he came to the Devil’s study. He could hear voices inside. No, that wasn’t right. Only one voice. Lucifer’s. And he didn’t sound happy.


    “You can come out now, Lucifax. I said I won’t hurt you! Now come here!”


    Philip knocked on the door, but the Devil was yelling so loudly he didn’t hear it. Philip opened the door and stepped inside. The light from the fireplace gave the room a soft glow and his eyes swept across the long shelves weighed down by Soul Books, to the almost-living paintings on the walls and the severed heads in the liquid-filled glass containers. And, of course, the Globe of Evil, as black and glowing as a demon’s eye. Lucifer, on the other hand, was nowhere in sight.


    At least not until Philip approached the electric chair. The Lord of Darkness was on all fours behind his desk, trying to grab hold of Lucifax, who was hiding out under the commode.


    “But, master,” the cat whined. “It wasn’t my fault. He just ran off. Master knows better than anyone how impossible that boy is—”


    “I just want to talk to you, Lucifax,” the Devil growled between clenched teeth. “And if you don’t come out here before I count to three, I’ll skin you alive!”


    “But master will do that anyway!”


    Lucifer pounded the floor with his fist and got back on his feet. His long tail flicked back and forth. “Cursed kid! Damn typical! We haven’t even said hello, and he’s already driving me insane!”


    “Sorry,” said Philip. “I came as fast as I could.”


    The Devil spun around. His face brightened momentarily, then shrank back into an angry grimace.


    “There you are,” he grumbled. He ran his fingers through his hair, taming his wild mane. “So you managed to drag yourself up here.”


    “I came as fast as I could,” he said again.


    “Oh, you did, did you?” Lucifer snickered. Then he slowly softened. “Did you see her?”


    Philip nodded.


    “Well, I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same. Even though you and I both know, money isn’t the root of all evil, it’s women.” The Devil gave him a scrutinizing look, and Philip couldn’t tell if he was relieved or disappointed. “Or maybe not. You’ve changed.”


    At first Philip thought Lucifer was talking about the year and a half—or the eight—years, which had passed, but then it occurred to him, that wasn’t what the Devil meant. Lucifer had seen him just a couple of hours ago, appearing as the school principal. He was referring to how much Philip had changed since then.


    “But I’m assuming you’re still man enough to shake hands with the Devil?” Lucifer smiled and held out his hand.


    Philip clasped his hand, expecting to be drawn into the Devil’s embrace, but all he got was a handshake. He looked into the ink-black eyes and saw the delight within them, but something else as well. Worry. Philip might have changed within the few hours that had passed, but he’d also changed in the year and a half that had gone by. “Welcome back, my boy. It’s good to see you again.”


    “Same here.”


    “You must be the only one who’s ever said that. Come on out, Lucifax, the kid’s back. No thanks to you, may I add, but never mind.”


    The cat crept out from under the commode and scowled at Philip. “It’s been eight years since I got skinned alive,” it grumbled. “But the minute you stick your horns down here—”


    “Shut it, Lucifax,” said the Devil. “You’ll just end up making him apologize again. Take a seat and rest your legs, Philip. From what I gather, it’s been quite a journey. I hope Hel appreciated your visit?”


    “Not exactly. She sicced her dog on me.” He sat down in the electric chair. There was a smell of singed hair, like it had been used recently.


    “Well, she’s not exactly known for her hospitality. Luckily little doggy missed out on his goody.” Lucifer laughed at his own joke and sat down behind his desk. He looked at Philip while scratching the skulls at the end of the armrests. One of them looked new. It was still white and had most of its teeth, whereas the other skull was missing a jaw and was red as rust.


    “Old Herodes needed some company,” Lucifer said, when he saw what Philip was looking at. He patted the brown skull, then the white one. “This miserable soul is quite new. The most wanted man in the world, until… Well, until he wasn’t anymore. And you, Philip. You must be the most wanted man in the underworld. Imagine, after all these years, you’re back.”


    “Why did you bring me down here? What’s going on?”


    “Because something must be going on.” The Devil leaned back in his chair and stroked his goatee. “When Philip Engel pops up, all Hell’s about to break loose, isn’t that right?” He grew quiet and then he flung out his hands. “Nothing.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Just that. Nothing’s going on. As far as I know, everything is as it should be and it’s been like that for a while. But,” he added, tapping a finger on the desk, “I’m starting to wonder if he’s been telling me everything. In any case, something’s definitely bothering him, although he’s trying his best to hide it.”


    “Who?”


    The finger pointed at the ceiling. “It was the old fellow himself who asked me to get you. He wants to talk to you, but he didn’t say why. I asked the same questions you’re asking, but he stubbornly insisted there’s nothing wrong. Not that it has to be true. The Ten Commandments were meant for mankind, and Jehovah’s never had a problem breaking them himself. But you want to know what’s strange?” The Devil leaned forward and looked at Philip with eyes as black and twinkling as the darkness between the stars. “He wasn’t lying. I could tell.”


    “But there must be a reason? Besides—how is it even possible? Mortimer said there was no more going back and forth. That the next time would be the last time.”


    “That’s what I thought, but Jehovah claimed it wouldn’t cause any problems.” The Devil folded his hands under his chin. “However, it should, seeing how your death wasn’t the real one, and seeing how—according to Mortimer—you can’t go back again.”


    “It would mean the collapse of everything,” Philip muttered, thinking about all the trouble Sam’s wrongful death had caused. The breech of fate. The end of the world. No, of the entire universe.


    “Exactly. Unless of course...” Lucifer stopped, a little smile playing upon his lips.


    “Unless I decide to stay this time,” Philip said, when he understood the implications of the Devil’s words. “Then there’s no problem.”


    Lucifer nodded. “Jehovah has relied on mankind’s free will before, even though it’s had major consequences. The old man doesn’t always listen to people’s prayers, but sometimes… sometimes he does.”


    Philip stared at the Devil. Was he serious? Was that really the reason? That God had seen how the life Philip had chosen was tearing him apart? Was that what this was about? Did God know Philip had changed his mind and had brought him back to give him another chance? Just to be… nice?


    That didn’t seem like the God Philip knew and he didn’t believe that was the reason. And besides, something had happened.


    “I saw Sam,” he said. “Two days ago. He popped up in the middle of the road and caused a major traffic accident.”


    Lucifer sighed and rolled his eyes. “I know. The school’s biggest overachiever was so eager to try out his skills, the stupid kid summoned himself too early. I don’t even want to think about how badly it could have ended.”


    “But nothing happened, because Sam wasn’t the only one there, right? Jehovah was there, too.”


    “And Mortimer, whom God prevented from working overtime. And then one more, don’t forget.”


    “Who?”


    “You, Philip, who usually ends up center stage and is the all-important piece of the puzzle.”


    “So it wasn’t a coincidence? That Sam happened to appear right where I was?”


    The Devil shook his head. “Sam thought of you when he summoned himself.”


    “Why?”


    “You just happened to cross his mind, he said. He had to think of something. What he didn’t think of, was how insanely dangerous it was. The enormous risk he was taking. Mortimer would have been a busy man if Jehovah hadn’t intervened. Or if you hadn’t, Philip.”


    “What would have happened?”


    “A disaster of infinite proportions. Jehovah showed me, so that I could show Sam what he would have caused. I can’t even begin to describe it.” Lucifer leaned in close and his dark eyes seemed to widen. “Would you like to see it?”


    That was the last thing Philip wanted, but something told him it was important. “Show me.”


    “As you wish.” The Devil held out his hand. “But I’m warning you: Your old classmate was pretty shaken up afterward. In fact, he could barely stop crying.”


    “Show me,” he said again, holding out his hand toward the Devil, whose long, smooth fingers folded around his, and in the blink of an eye…

  


 
    Chapter 15


    And Effect


    …  he is back on the street, mere seconds from impending disaster. He is standing in the shade of a tree  —or perhaps he is the shadow of a tree—  and he sees himself on the sidewalk no more than fifteen feet away, and he hears himself gasp: “Sam?” 


     Sam is there, too. In the middle of the road, where he turns to see Philip. He looks like he’s seen a ghost. 


    “Philip?” he says, and there’s a trace of a smile on his lips.


    Then everything happens all over again. 


     It starts with the truck that just barely manages to swerve around Sam, who pops up right in front of it, and the truck mounts the sidewalk. Like a killing machine it heads for the line of fourth graders walking there, and the driver tries to avoid them by giving the wheel one last twist. But it’s not enough. This time it’s not enough, because this is what would have happened if Jehovah hadn’t intervened, and this time the truck doesn’t manage to... 


    Oh, God.


     Philip tries to shield his eyes from the horrific scene, but he can’t. The Devil asked him if he wanted to see and now he sees. Sees the collision and hears the sounds, the gut-wrenching sounds of children screaming and even worse  —  the silence of those who no longer can. The truck’s rear end swerves into the traffic and hits an oncoming car. The red car, which gives Philip the shivers, although he doesn’t know why. The driver loses control, and the car starts spinning toward the boy on the sidewalk. The boy who Philip saved by bringing the car to a standstill, but this time it keeps spinning unabated, ploughs into him, and that should have been the end of it, but it isn’t, because there’s a whizzing sound, and Philip doesn’t know how he knows it, but he does. Knows that the runaway red car has driven over a rock that got caught between the tire and the asphalt, sending it flying like a bullet. It whirrs through the open window of a passing bus on the opposite side of the road, hits the driver in the left temple and kills him on the spot. He falls face forward across the steering wheel, with his foot still on the gas, and the bus accelerates, heading straight for the school playground. The collision is unavoidable, and Philip sees himself in the middle of the fatal scenario, at the center of blood and death and screaming and then… then silence, except for a quiet vibration in the air, and all of a sudden everything  —the ground, the cars, the sky, the fabric of reality itself—  seems to be made of glass. Thin, fragile glass. He hears a loud crack, unrelated to the traffic accident, and the empty space in front of him suddenly rips apart.   There is no other way to describe it. It tears like a piece of paper, and behind the void  —that indescribable hole that keeps expanding—there’s nothing, absolutely nothing, and then something lets go of Philip’s hand and then everything…


    * * *


    … disappeared. He was back in Lucifer’s study and he was sick at heart. He broke out in a cold sweat, felt dizzy, and wished he’d listened to the Devil’s warning.


    So terrible.


    But for some reason it wasn’t just the accident that kept running through his head, it was the sudden gap in the space in front of him. Out of all the horror he’d seen, that was the worst. To look at it... The nothingness it unleashed... It was like losing your mind.


    So terrible.


    But not real. He had to keep reminding himself. It hadn’t been real, it hadn’t happened, and no one had gotten hurt. Gradually he caught his breath.


    “Like I said.” Lucifer shuddered. “Unimaginable. Sixteen killed, most of them children, and that would have been sixteen too many. Did you see the crack?”


    Philip nodded. He was still speechless.


    “Do you know what it was?”


    He nodded again. A year and a half ago he and Sam had both died a wrongful death. It was a breach in the natural course of events, and everything had teetered on the brink of collapse. But a resolution had come at the last minute, and fate had been restored. This, on the other hand… It would have been too much. Sixteen dead who shouldn’t be dead. An irreparable rift that would have pulled the carpet from under reality’s house of cards. The black void of space, the vacuous nothingness behind it… It would have been the end of everything.


    “But it’s not what would’ve happened,” Philip said, clearing his throat to get his voice back. “Not exactly.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “What you just showed me. Jehovah wasn’t the one who saved the boy from getting hit by the red car. It was me.”


    “It certainly was.” Lucifer nodded, smiling subtly. “A special boy has revealed he’s got a special talent, not because he truly believes, but because he knows. I think that part especially surprised the old fellow, and yes, you’re the one who saved the boy. Jehovah was busy redirecting the truck and the stone that would have killed the bus driver.”


    “But in this version I didn’t save him. Why?”


    Lucifer shrugged. “Change causes change. That’s the whole problem. If Jehovah hadn’t prevented the truck from hitting the children, then for some reason you wouldn’t have saved the boy. You probably would have been too shocked to react in time. Strangely enough, the only one who would have escaped without a scratch would have been…” A finger pointed at Philip. “… you. Strange, right? When it’s usually the other way around.”


    “So that whole scenario, and the fact I was brought back down here, aren’t related?”


    “Not as far as I know.” A few wrinkles surfaced on Lucifer’s brow and his hand reached for his goatee, stroking it in deep contemplation. “Although yours and Sam’s fates seem to have a habit of getting tangled.”


    “Even if no one got hurt, it still caused a traffic accident,” Philip said. “That wouldn’t have happened if Sam hadn’t broken the rules. And change causes change, you said so yourself.”


    “Sharp as always,” Lucifer said approvingly. “Luckily the flap of a butterfly’s wing doesn’t actually cause a hurricane. They were only minor changes and hardly something that affects the bigger picture. In any case, Jehovah promised he would take care of things, and I promised I’d take care of Sam.”


    “Where is he?”


    “In the Classroom, paying the price for what he almost caused. He has to do sixteen nights, one for each death. A light sentence, all things considered, but the kid had good intentions… Or I mean evil intentions… Or, um…” The Devil shook his head. “You know what I mean.”


    Philip smiled.


    “Like I said, I don’t know why the old fellow wants to talk to you, but if he’s worried about something, he’ll be eager to see you.” With a twinkle in his eye, Lucifer added, “So why don’t you stay the night? Since you seem to like testing people’s patience. You can sleep in your old room. We haven’t touched it since you left. Lucifax, will you make sure the exhibit’s closed?”


    Philip sent him a puzzled look. “Exhibit?”


    “Did you forget how famous you are down here?” The Devil smiled. “Your old room is one of the castle’s main attractions these nights. Who would have guessed—after all these years—that you’d be needing it again? I assume you still remember how to get there?”


    “Yes.”


    “And Philip?” Lucifer said, as he headed out the door.


    He turned around.


    “I know you weren’t planning on asking for permission, but be my guest.”


    “To do what?”


    “To bring Satina.”

  



    Chapter 16


    The Last Deadly Sin


    His old room was exactly like he’d left it—aside from various… additions. Lucifer hadn’t been joking.


    The bed was roped off from the rest of the room and a little sign nearby threatened visitors with Purgatory if they touched anything. Next to the closet was an exhibition case that brought a lump to Philip’s throat: It contained his cut off horns, tail, and wings.


    On the wall, above his desk, which displayed the latest edition of Lucifer’s autobiography, hung a portrait of Philip. If you looked at it from one side it showed him as the boy he once was, and from the other side, the devil he’d become. He stared at his own demon self, into his grave black eyes, and thought it would make him shudder. But it didn’t.


    The closet was open, revealing his old capes on the clothes rack, along with the whip he’d received from Satina’s father. As far as he remembered, the rabbit’s foot should have hung on the same peg as the whip—he’d stopped wearing it because it gave him a rash—but it wasn’t there anymore.


    He undid the rope around his bed and sat down on the mattress, feeling overwhelmed. Not because it felt unreal, but because it didn’t. He was back. He was really back. Back in Hell, back with Satina, and he was going to Paradise, and the tiny smile on his lips spread into laughter. It bubbled out of him, and he leaned back on the bed, laughing so hard he cried.


    But as the laughter died down, the tears continued. For some reason they just kept coming.


    * * *


    He didn’t realize he’d fallen asleep until he woke up. He’d been out cold and slept deeply without any dreams.


    He’d heard a sound. A clatter out by the spiral staircase, followed by a heavy sigh.


    The door to his room opened and Ravine stepped in, dragging a bucket of soapy water, a mop, and a feather duster. Completely unaware of Philip in the bed, she put her things down and started dusting the room, humming. She hadn’t aged a day.


    A night , he corrected himself. Hasn’t aged a night . You haven’t forgotten where you are, have you?


    He got out of bed and cleared his throat.


    Ravine dropped the duster and spun around with a gasp. “Who are you? What are you doing in here?” she shouted. Then she noticed the rope on the floor and lowered her little buffalo horns for battle. “You touched his… his…” Her voice trailed off and the furious glare became an astonished stare. “Philip?”


    He put his hands up and smiled. “Guilty as charged.”


    “Why, I never! Philip!”


    She ran to him and her short, stout arms wrapped around him like chains. “He told me we would be having a distinguished guest, but this… This! My dear boy, I barely recognized you!” She released him and stepped back, examining him from head to toe. Above those chubby, ruddy cheeks, her eyes sparkled. “How you’ve grown! You’re hardly a…


    (angel)


    (devil)


    (human)


    … boy anymore, but a handsome young man! How did you—” She grew silent and gave him a long searching look. A touch of concern flashed across her face. Perhaps she’d noticed his eyes were a little swollen. Or that his cheeks were streaked with dried tears.


    “How are you?” she asked, although she’d been about to ask about something else.


    “I’m fine.” His stomach grumbled like it didn’t agree.


    “Fine and hungry. That’s what I like to hear,” she smiled, patting his cheek. “Follow me, I’ll quiet that stomach of yours. Maybe then I can actually hear, when you tell me how under earth you ended up back in your old room.” She picked up the duster and was about lift the bucket, but Philip beat her to it.


    “I’ll get that,” he said, picking up the mop with his other hand.


    “Philip Engel.” She shook her head and looked at him. “My dear, dear boy.”


    “I though you said I wasn’t a boy anymore.”


    She patted his cheek again. “To me you are and always will be.”


    Down in the kitchen Ravine quickly cooked up a storm, serving all of Philip’s favorite dishes. Hell’s kitchen never offered a lot of choices, but there was always plenty of it, and he sank his teeth into another fat slice of blood sausage while he talked about turning up at the House of Gluttons. The Lord of Darkness’ idea of a practical joke.


    “That monster,” Ravine said, shaking her head. Then she raised an eyebrow. “But was he right? Was gluttony the only deadly sin you never committed?”


    He nodded. “The food down here isn’t exactly… I mean…”


    “What, Philip?” Her eyes narrowed, her hands flew to her hips. “The food down here isn’t exactly what?”


    “W-well,” he stammered. “It’s… It’s not, you know…”


    “No, I don’t know, Philip Engel.” She lowered her horns. “The food down here isn’t what?”


    “Um, I just meant… It… Well, it’s…”


    “Relax, my boy.” Ravine’s expression eased and she chuckled so hard her double chin jiggled. She winked at him and placed a big plate of wolf steak in front of him. “I can be funny, too. Eat up and let’s see if you can commit that last deadly sin.”


    While he ate, he explained that there wasn’t much to tell. He didn’t know why he was back, only that Lucifer had fetched him upon Jehovah’s request.


    “Sounds important,” Ravine said, taking some more newly baked bread out of the oven.


    Philip agreed, remembering what Lucifer had told him. That nothing had happened. That everything was exactly like it should be.


    That’s the impression he got from Ravine, too. That nothing much had happened during the eight years Philip had been gone. Other than Madhook not working at the castle anymore.


    “But then again, technically, he never did,” Ravine hissed. She got a lot more done now that she didn’t have to spend every waking moment scolding that lazy demon, she said. Last year the kitchen help had gotten lost collecting potatoes in the basement. It took three nights before they found Madhook, his face white as chalk. Whatever happened to him down in the dark, no one knew, but it had scared him enough to never set foot in the castle again. The Devil’s home was no place to get lost.


    On the wall above the kitchen table was a framed picture of Grumblebeard, and Philip felt a pang in his heart. In his mind’s eye he saw the old gatekeeper. Not as he remembered him—with a good-natured smile in the eyes behind the reading glasses, smoking a pipe—but the way he saw him last: With blood dripping from his chin and the dagger jutting from his chest.


    Ravine noticed what he was looking at but didn’t say anything.


    “What do you guys believe?” he asked. “I mean, what do you think happens when you die?”


    “It depends on who you ask. I believe the same as some of you humans,” she said. “That it depends on how you lived your life. I’m sure Grumblebeard has gone somewhere he deserves. I bet it rains there,” she added, after a short pause. “He always dreamed of seeing rain.”


    A Paradise for Devils , Philip thought, and wondered what that would be like.


    “But his murderer.” Ravine clenched her fists. “He’s elsewhere.”


    And a Hell.


    “But I don’t want to think about that now,” she continued. “I have nothing to spare for those cursed traitors, because that’s the ultimate punishment. To be forgotten.”


    Philip agreed, but he knew she’d made it sound a lot easier than it was. Some things weren’t easy to forget.


    Someone knocked on the door to the castle courtyard, and Satina popped her head in. “Hi.”


    Philip waved.


    “Oh, so you’ve already said hello to each other?” Ravine asked, winking at her. “Isn’t he a sight for sore eyes?”


    Philip was delighted to see Satina blushing.


    “I got off early at work,” she said.


    Philip looked down at his half-filled plate and anxiously glanced at Ravine. “I can’t eat any more.”


    “Of course you can,” the cook said, pointing a finger like she was scolding him. Then she smiled. “Just not right now. Run along, my boy. Never keep a girl waiting.”

  


 
    Chapter 17


    A Handsome Young Devil


    “So did you find out?” Satina asked as they cut across the castle courtyard. “Why they brought you back?”


    “Still no idea.” He explained what Lucifer had said and finished by asking if she wanted to go to Paradise with him again.


    She was beaming as she looked in his eyes and told him she would love to. Then her gaze seemed to waver and he sensed a hesitation.


    “What is it?”


    “Nothing. I just have to check if I can get off work.”


    “What about school?”


    “That’s no problem.” She smiled. “It’ll be like a school field trip.”


    “Speaking of which, I need to go by there.”


    “School? Why?”


    “There’s someone I’d like to see.” He told her the other half of the story. About the episode with Sam, and how Lucifer had put him in the Classroom. He also explained how Jehovah had interfered at the last minute and changed the course of events, preventing a major disaster, but he left out the part about himself having saved the boy from being hit by the car. He didn’t like thinking about it. About his new… talent, Lucifer had called it.


    They’d almost reached the school when Satina pulled him to the right and down a side street. “Come on, let’s go this way.”


    “But school is this—” he started.


    “This way’s just as fast,” she interrupted, glancing up at devils and demons crisscrossing overhead. She hurried, tugging at him so that he practically had to jog behind her. “Come on.”


    “Satina, what’s going on?” he said and managed to wrench himself free. “Who are you running away from?”


    “A girl from class. An unbearable bimbo. We won’t have a moment of peace if she knows you’re here. Luckily she didn’t see us.”


    They finally made it to school. It was quiet and deserted—apart from the Classroom, which was crowded with condemned. Damned souls who hadn’t behaved in school and who now faced the blackboard, chained to each other for all eternity, forced to write with flaming hot chalk: I’ll never do it again! over and over.


    “I don’t see him,” Satina said, as she looked through the window at the people and their swollen red hands, covered with burn blisters. “And I haven’t heard anything about Sam being—”


    “Come on, hurry up, you don’t have all night!” they heard someone shouting, followed by a thwack. “I mean, you do, but still—hurry up!”


    Philip and Satina exchanged glances and followed the sound of the voice. It came from one of the devil’s classrooms. They peeked in through the window and caught sight of Sam, sitting in a chair with both feet on the table and a whip in his hand. Two impressive horns curved their way through the curly hair on his head.


    Over by the blackboard one of the condemned was scribbling sentences like his life—or rather his death—depended on it. The board was half empty, but the man’s hand was already smoking. The room smelled of burned flesh.


    “Sam?”


    The sound of Philip’s voice gave Sam such a start he fell off his chair. He jumped to his feet and looked around, scared.


    “Philip?” he gasped, clasping his chest when he caught sight of Philip and Satina behind the window. “Is that really you?”


    Philip nodded.


    “Christ on a cross, you nearly gave me a heart attack.” Sam took a deep breath. “I thought it was Lucifer.”


    “What are you doing?”


    “Just a sec.” He picked up the whip and turned to the condemned, who had stopped writing and was watching them, big-eyed with curiosity. The crack of Sam’s whip over the man’s head sent him scrambling back to his task. “Slack off again and I’ll stick that flaming chalk where the sun don’t shine!”


    Sam went to the window and stared at Philip with a kind of worried expression. He bit his lip. Opened his mouth. Closed it again. Swallowed a lump and asked: “Was… was it me?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Was it my fault? You were there. Lucifer told me nothing happened, but… Did one of the cars hit you? Is it my fault you’re dead?”


    “No, no, nothing happened to me,” he said. “At least not there. Lucifer brought me back.”


    “Phew. I thought maybe—Lucifer brought you back?” Sam interrupted his own question with a: “Why?”


    Philip shrugged and nodded toward the condemned before Sam asked too many questions. “What are you doing? Aren’t you supposed to be the one getting punished?”


    “I am.” He smiled smugly. “Every night I cover the blackboard from corner to corner. Or rather—he does. I snatched one of the condemned to do the hard work for me. That’s what they’re here for, right? And you know what’s really cool?” He pointed at the man at the blackboard. “He’s a former principal. All I have to do is sit back, crack my whip, and count the nights.”


    “And make sure you don’t get caught.”


    He nodded. “That’s why I nearly had a heart attack when you said my name. If Lucifer finds out…” The mere thought of it made Sam pale. “But he won’t, right, Philip?”


    “I’m not going to tell. Unless he asks, of course. Then I’d have to…” He couldn’t help smiling at Sam’s terrified expression. “… lie.”


    Sam let out a sigh of relief and Philip suddenly noticed how much he’d changed. Just like Flux, in the beginning Sam had looked more like a gragorn than a tempter, but since then he’d transformed considerably. Not into a handsome young man, but into a handsome young—


    “Devil,” Philip said, nodding toward his horns. “You’re a real devil now.”


    “With all the gear, too.” Sam smiled and spread his wings. He beat them once and his tail rose behind him.


    “But when I saw you on the street,” Philip said. “When you summoned yourself, you looked like your old self again. You didn’t have horns or wings?”


    “No, of course not, and that was one of the reasons it… Well, all went to hell. I had to transform at the same time, so that people didn’t panic when they saw me. It was insanely complicated, but at least I got that part right.”


    “The summoning worked pretty well, too,” Philip said. “People only panicked because you popped up in the middle of the road.”


    “I know, I know.” He sighed. “It was just bad luck. It only happened because I was nervous it could happen. If she hadn’t warned me—” He stopped talking and bit his lip, clearly ill at ease.


    “She?” Satina said. “She who?”


    “Nothing. Forget it. I—”


    “She who, Sam?”


    “Argh!” He buried his face in his hands. Glanced up at the condemned. Then he leaned in and whispered, “You promise you won’t tell Lucifer?”


    They nodded.


    “I mean it. Not a single word.”


    “She who?” asked Philip.


    Sam took a deep breath and said: “I don’t know. I’d never seen her before. She...” A sheepish smile crept onto his lips. “She was gorgeous. I mean really. She was the one who gave me the summoning pills. She said she thought I might be evil enough to use them.”


    “You got tempted?” Satina blurted out.


    “Shh, tell the whole underworld, why don’t you!” Sam whispered, then stared at the floor. “Yes.”


    “From the beginning, Sam,” Philip said. “What happened exactly?”


    “I was at the school library doing homework. It was after school and I was the only one in there. At least that’s what I thought, until she showed up. She kept lingering in the back, like she was shy or something. I thought she was a couple of grades above me and that she… Well, that she had a crush on me and that’s why she gave me the pills.” He stalled like he was waiting for them to call him crazy, but neither of them said a word. “She asked me if I knew how to use them, and I said of course, you just had to think of the place you wanted to go.” He looked at Philip. “I thought of you. I wanted to see how you were doing. And everything would have been fine, if only she hadn’t warned me. That’s the reason everything got screwed up.”


    “Because she warned you? Against what?”


    “She said the pills could be dangerous. Told me to be careful.”


    Philip shook his head. “So what? Why was that a problem?”


    “Because she told me right as I swallowed the pill. ‘Never think of a street,’ she said. And then—”


    “Then you thought of a street,” Philip finished his sentence for him. Just like the summoning pills, one’s thoughts were sometimes hard to control.


    Sam nodded. “That’s why it went wrong. Technically, it wasn’t even my fault.”


    “And you have no idea who she was?” Satina asked.


    “Only that she’s a tempter. That’s why I haven’t told Lucifer. He’ll explode if he finds out I got tempted. I haven’t seen her since, but then again, I’ve been trapped in here most of the time. Maybe you can put in an evil word for me, Philip? So I can get out of here.”


    “It’s not like you’re suffering.” Philip glanced at the condemned, whose handwriting was getting more and more illegible as the burn blisters swelled. “As much as you could be.”


    “True, it could be worse. But would you mind? For some reason Lucifer listens to you.”


    “You have chalk on your cape,” Satina said. She reached out and dusted Sam off.


    “Ha, Philip really is back,” he chuckled. “And his niceness is spreading as usual. Just leave it, Satina. It makes it look like I’ve been slaving away.”


    They said goodbye to Sam, who had turned his attention—and his whip—back to the condemned, and left the school.


    “He’s changed,” Philip said. “Did he actually say he’d stayed after school to do his homework? A lot of crazy stuff has happened down here, but hearing Sam say that has got to be the craziest of all.”


    “He’s kind of like you, Philip,” Satina smiled. “Every mother-in-law’s worst nightmare.”


    “I’ll show you nightmare,” he laughed, and chased after her as she ran off. She unfolded her wings and flew, hovering in a circle a few feet above him.


    “Come on, catch me if you can!”


    “That, Satina,” he said, “is just plain evil.”

  


 
    Chapter 18


    Him (I)


    “If it was up to me, kid, they’d all be yours.” Blackhorn nodded toward the war medals hanging on the wall.


    He and Philip were in the living room at the Dargues’. Satina had told her parents she was bringing a guest home for dinner, she hoped that was okay? Her father had received the message with a grumble—more mouths to feed meant less food to go round—but when Philip had popped his head round the door and said hello, the joy of seeing the boy had trumped Blackhorn’s growling stomach, and Philip had been warmly welcomed.


    “I mean it,” Blackhorn added, when Philip shied away from the compliment. His left horn, which had been cut off during the war, had grown back, and he seemed himself again: big, ominous-looking, and grim as hell. “What you did out there... I never had a chance to thank you, Philip.”


    “You don’t have to—”


    “Yes, I do.” He put a bristly hand on his shoulder. “You saved this place from a devil worse than Satan himself, and you saved me. But most importantly, Philip, you saved my daughter, and for that I owe you everything. Everything.” Blackhorn let him go and gestured for him to follow. “Come on, there’s some little devils I’d like you to meet, and it sounds like they’re awake now.”


    They left the living room, entering what looked like a house of horrors but turned out to be the nursery.


    The wallpaper was covered with realistic drawings of people strung up on gallows, crucified, or who lay headless on the guillotine. The floor was strewn with miniature versions of instruments of torture, child-size whips, and teddy beasts with hideous bodies and sharp teeth. Dangling above a crib was a mobile made out of seashells. Philip got a closer look and his stomach turned. Not seashells, kneecaps.


    “Did Satina tell you she’s a big sister now?”


    Philip nodded and looked down into the crib where two devil children lay side by side. He held his breath. While Satina had inherited her mother’s good looks, the twin boys had their father’s. Or rather, his lack thereof.


    “Have you ever seen such beautiful creatures?” Blackhorn asked, admiring the two scaly green demon babies, who were just waking up.


    Philip was pretty sure he’d never seen anything other than more beautiful creatures, but he quickly shook his head.


    “This little guy came first,” Blackhorn said, pointing to the gragorn baby on the right. “That’s Blackhorn Junior. And this here—guess what his name is.” The demon winked at Philip. “It’s probably the first time in history a devil has shared a name with one of the disciples, but of course that’s not the Philip he’s named after.”


    “Really?” Philip muttered. “Um, thank you.”


    “Like I said, kid: It’s me who should be thanking you.”


    The twins started opening their yellow eyes. As they yawned, gray smoke seeped from their mouths.


    Blackhorn covered his face with his hands, stuck his whole big head into the crib, opened his hands, and yelled: “Boo!”


    The kids were so startled they belted out a screech that could break glass.


    “Dear, you’re scaring them again!” Demeona called from the kitchen.


    “Oh, they love it,” Blackhorn said. He stuck his head down again and spouted off a bunch of babble, which made the babies cry even louder. Blackhorn let out a hearty laugh.


    During dinner Satina told her parents that Philip had invited her to go to Paradise and Philip explained how God had asked Lucifer to bring him back to Hell.


    Blackhorn whistled, impressed. “The kid’s well-connected. What’s on your hand?” He pointed at Satina with his fork.


    “Where?” She looked at her hand. “Oh, just some chalk.” She tried to brush it off but ended up getting it on her other hand, too.


    “That’s not chalk.” Blackhorn grabbed her hand and sniffed at the white stuff. He nodded. “That’s soot.”


    “Soot?” Philip said. “But it’s white.”


    “Because it’s from Purgatory. Did you have a field trip there?”


    “No. I don’t know how it got there.” Satina threw Philip a questioning look. It wasn’t chalk she’d dusted off Sam’s cape, but soot. From Purgatory, the mountain of fire, where flames were as black as the sins they burned away and the shadows whiter than snow. Shadows and soot. But Sam hadn’t said anything about going to Purgatory. He’d let them in on more than what he’d told Lucifer, but had he told them everything?


    Satina got up and went to wash her hands.


    “By the way, did Satina show you…” Blackhorn started, then lowered his voice to a whisper, “… him?”


    “Him?” Philip asked. “Who?”


    He opened his mouth to answer, but was interrupted by Satina returning to the table.


    “No, Dad.” She sounded stern. And slightly upset. “I haven’t.”


    “Blackhorn, you know we don’t talk about him,” Demeona reprimanded.


    “I’m not talking about him. I just asked Philip if he’d seen him. The kid has a right to know.” He tapped his finger loudly on the table and glared at his daughter. “Some things shouldn’t be forgotten.”


    “He should,” Satina responded.


    “Who?” Philip glanced back and forth between them. “Who are you talking about?”


    Blackhorn’s eyes rested on Satina a little longer. Then his yellow gaze slowly slid to Philip. “Aziel.”


    “Aziel?” he repeated, his voice suddenly faint, like it came from somewhere far, far away. Something inside him seemed to split apart, and he felt like he was falling through a big, empty space. Had he heard right? He couldn’t have heard right. “Aziel is here?”


    Blackhorn nodded, but… It didn’t make sense. Aziel was dead, Philip had killed him. In the torture chamber in the basement under the Devil’s castle, where his cut-off horns, tail, and wings had lain on the floor in a bloody pile. Where Aziel had hovered over him with his wicked smile. Where Death had raised his arm and pointed at Aziel and told him he was the one he’d come for. And where Philip had grabbed one of his horns from the floor and plunged it into his enemy’s dark heart with all his might, so, no, it didn’t make sense, it was impossible, Aziel was dead, he had to be, it—


    “Relax, Philip,” he heard Blackhorn saying. The big hands gripped his shoulders, and the world stopped spinning. “Don’t worry. Aziel is dead.”


    He blinked. “But you just said that—”


    “I’m talking about his remains. His corpse.”


    “His corpse?”


    “Dad…” Satina sighed.


    “I want to know,” Philip burst out. He tried his best to sound resolute, but it came out hoarse and meek.


    “He’s been impaled on a stake in Spike Woods,” Blackhorn continued. “A good-for-nothing condemned like the rest of them, but the only one dead, hanging there among all the humans he hated. It’s the right punishment, if you ask me. It sends a clear message.”


    “What do you mean—message?”


    Blackhorn leaned forward and when he spoke his voice was as subdued and as dark as his gaze. “How do we know we got them all? Some of the traitors could have hidden and pretended they were on our side.”


    “It’s been eight years, Dad,” Satina said, burying her head in her hands like she couldn’t believe they were having this discussion again. “It’s in the past.”


    His expression was compassionate but stern. “And we mustn’t forget it.”


    “No, but there are other ways to remember, and Aziel shouldn’t get to hang there, no matter how much you’re trying to scare off traitors.” Her voice trembled as she raised her voice. “And he shouldn’t get to be the main subject at dinner again, either. Aziel should be gone by now, history! That would be a real punishment.”


    “Maybe, but if we forget Aziel… If we forget what he did,” Blackhorn said calmly, “then—sooner or later—it will happen again.”


    “I’m done eating.” Satina got up, took her plate and glass to the kitchen sink. Set them down hard. “My memory’s not gone, but my appetite is.”


    She left the room.


    “I better…” Philip said anxiously, getting up. “Thanks. It was delicious.”


    “Don’t bother, Philip,” Blackhorn said. “You don’t need to—”


    “You’re welcome, my dear,” Demeona interrupted.


    He picked up his dish and hurried off after Satina. Behind him he heard Demeona scolding her husband: “Why did you have to bring him up? You know how Satina feels about it.”


    “Perhaps, but that little devil is going to hang there whether we like it or not and the kid has a right to know. Not even you can disagree with that.”


    Their voices faded as Philip closed the door to Satina’s room behind him.


    She stood by the window looking into the eternal night.


    “I hate,” she said, and he couldn’t tell if she was sad or angry. “I hate that he gets to hang there and remind us of the things he did.”


    “There are things I’d like to forget, too,” he said, going over to her. He stood close behind her and caught the scent of her hair. “But there’s a lot more I don’t want to forget.”


    He wanted her to turn around, but she didn’t.


    He wanted to put his arms around her, but he didn’t.


    


    They stood there, staring into the dark, and for a long time, they were both silent.

  


 
    Chapter 19


    Him (II)


    He lay in his bed in his room, trying to fall asleep. Trying hard, because the night after…


    Paradise. His father.


    But he couldn’t.


    Too much had happened.


    Too much on his mind.


    One thing in particular.


    He had meant to ask Satina if she wanted to spend the night at the castle, but when the moment arrived, he was suddenly at a loss for words, which was strange. It had never been like that, not with Satina. With her everything had always been so easy, so… natural.


    But for some reason things felt weird and awkward between them. He had no idea if she felt the same way, but she hadn’t asked if she could come with him, and they had simply waved goodbye as they parted on the street. She’d called out his name as he walked away.


    What is it, Satina?


    Don’t go there.


    He’d shaken his head. I’m not planning on it.


    And he didn’t, he wanted to sleep, but he couldn’t. He kicked off his covers and got out of bed, needing to think of something else. He lit the candles in the candelabra and paged through Lucifer’s autobiography, including the long section on the Great Devil War. Jehovah’s involvement in the whole affair had been reduced to a couple of brief notes in parentheses and a single annotation, and it was only by reading between the lines that readers vaguely understood that if it hadn’t been for certain higher powers, the war would have ended a whole lot differently. Philip tried to keep reading, but he couldn’t concentrate.


    Too much had happened.


    Too much on his mind.


    One thing in particular.


    That wouldn’t leave him alone.


    He studied the painting with the two versions of himself. When you stood in front of it, it wasn’t a complete face but one that was cut beyond recognition.


    A special boy has revealed he’s got a special talent.  Lucifer’s words. Philip tried to move the painting with his mind to see if he could still do it. It didn’t budge. Perhaps he wasn’t concentrating hard enough, but he doubted it. He was in Hell, it was no longer a matter of believing or not. He might as well have tried to spread the wings he no longer had. Nope, no special talents down here in the dark, which was fine with him. It made him a less special boy.


    He pulled on his cape, grabbed the candelabra, and left the room. The castle was dead silent as he tiptoed down the spiral staircase, the pitter-patter of his footsteps like whispers in the dark. As he reached the end of the corridor, he took a right and headed for Lucifer’s study.


    He carefully opened the door and closed it behind him. Walked straight to the Globe of Evil. A contorted version of his own face appeared in the curved black glass.


    “Show me who tempted Sam to use the summoning pills,” he said. He spoke softly, but his voice seemed to resonate in the silent study. He shot a glance at the severed heads, screaming their muted screams. When his gaze returned to the globe, a picture had emerged within the dark sphere.


    Sam. He sat at his desk, hunched over a massive book, engrossed in the material. A remarkable sight. The only time Philip had ever seen Sam with a book was if he’d snatched it from some poor kid, who would eventually find it floating in a puddle or the toilet.


    The library was dimly lit, and when the she-devil popped up behind Sam, her body seemed to merge with the shadows. Although she had her hood on, much of her face was still visible, and Sam hadn’t exaggerated. She was beautiful. As her gloved hand touched his shoulder, he jerked his head around. The tempter quickly pulled back her hand, and that’s when Philip saw it. The white mark her hand left on his shoulder.


    The she-devil said something and Sam listened with wide eyes. He took the pills that were handed to him. He didn’t smile, but Philip saw a glimmer of pride in his eyes as he sat up straight in his seat and—


    The image went black.


    Philip’s eyes rested on the dark glass as he mulled it over. Sam hadn’t withheld anything. Everything happened exactly like he’d said. The soot from Purgatory was from the tempter who’d tricked him. But who was she? Philip hadn’t seen her before, but she struck him as odd. He repeated his command to the globe, watching the scenario all over again. He still wasn’t sure. The faint light made it impossible to see the tempter’s shadow. Or shadows? Were there two of them? Was that why she stayed half-hidden in the dark?


    “Are you a transformation?” Philip whispered, following every move as the she-devil handed Sam the pills that nearly led to total havoc. “Who are you?”


    The picture shrank and disappeared.


    He left the study and made his way back to the spiral staircase. He hoped he could sleep this time. That it had calmed his racing thoughts.


    Especially one of them.


    But it hadn’t, and he stopped halfway back. He tried to force himself to carry on to his room, but he walked down the stairway to the kitchen instead. He heard Ravine snoring and continued out into the courtyard.


    A calm had descended on the devil city, even though the gragorns on the night watch were still hard at work, ensuring the never ceasing screams of the condemned.


    He hurried down Maim Street, trying to sidestep the bloodiest heads. The condemned stirred and moaned quietly beneath him. He moved on past the frothing and seething Bog of Vanity and beyond Parasite Plains, where the condemned—most of them salesmen, bank advisors, and loan sharks—writhed in slimy suits of leeches, ticks, lice, and mosquitos. And then…


    Spike Woods. Which—like everything else down there—was a terrifying sight.


    Condemned upon condemned, impaled upon sharpened poles hammered into the smoldering earth. Like grotesque trees, they swayed and twisted their limbs, moaning in pain, dripping with blood.


    All except one.


    Philip spotted him right away. First of all because the post on which he’d been skewered towered above the rest. Secondly, because he—unlike the others—didn’t move.


    Aziel.


    The post had pierced his back and exited his stomach. His face was exposed to the black sky above and his lifeless body arched downward, the wings and tail slack at his sides.


    Philip didn’t know what to feel at the sight of his old enemy, but he knew it shouldn’t have been this: Nothing.


    Nothing at all.


    He hadn’t been lying when he’d told Satina he didn’t intend to go, and now he was sorry he hadn’t listened to her. Listened to himself.


    Because this feeling—the feeling of being as dead as the figure in front of him—scared him. Scared him out of his wits.


    He turned around and left without looking back. He went all the way to the castle and up to his room, where he lay down and was fast asleep before his head even touched the pillow.

  



    Chapter 20


    A Devil in Disguise


    The sound of persistent knocking jolted him out of his sleep. His eyes shot open. Satina was outside his window, hovering in midair.


    He jumped out of bed and let her in.


    “Sorry to wake you. I didn’t know when we were leaving,” she said. “Last time it was early in the night.”


    “Let’s ask Lucifer.” He put on his cape and felt his heartbeat quicken. The night had been long, but now—finally… Paradise. And his dad.


    But the joyful anticipation faded fast, replaced by worry. When it came to dealing with Jehovah, nothing was ever a done deal, Philip knew that better than anyone. God gave and God took away, and sometimes mostly the latter. Sometimes only the latter.


    He opened the door and was about to head downstairs when he noticed Satina wasn’t following. She was over by the glass display.


    “Satina?”


    “If Aziel hadn’t done those things to you,” she said, while she stared at the remains of the devil he’d once been, “would you still have…”


    “I don’t know,” he answered. “I don’t think so.”


    “Because you’re not really a devil. Not deep inside.”


    “Aziel made me a devil.”


    “But he made you human again, too,” she said.


    No , he thought, remembering the sickening emptiness he’d felt at the sight of the lifeless figure on the stake. I don’t know what  Aziel made me, but it certainly wasn’t human.


    * * *


    “He’s probably still asleep,” Satina said with a smile as Philip opened the door to the empty study after having knocked to no avail. “He’s in no particular hurry when God’s in trouble.”


    “What makes you think God’s in trouble?”


    “Why else would he have brought you back?”


    And she was right, wasn’t she? Just like Ravine was right when Philip told her Jehovah was the one who’d brought him back. Sounds important, she’d said. But if God really was in trouble, and if it was so important he’d breeched fate to make it happen, then why hadn’t Jehovah just come for Philip himself? Why waste so much time with all the extra fuss?


    Well, he’d find out sooner or later—and apparently later, if it was up to Lucifer.


    “By the way, there’s something I’d like to show you,” he said and walked over to the Globe of Evil. “Close the door.”


    “What is it?”


    “Wrong question. Not what, but who.” He ordered the globe to show who had given Sam the summoning pills. Deep within the twinkling dark, the scenario appeared for the third time. Sam at the library. The figure popping up behind him and—


    “What the—” Satina whispered and leaned in so close she fogged up the glass. “That can’t be right.”


    “Do you know her?” Philip asked. “Who is she?”


    “I don’t know.” She looked at him in total disbelief. “But I do know what she is. My question wasn’t far off.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “Whoever she is…” Satina pointed at the globe where the summoning pills quickly and quietly exchanged hands. At the figure sliding in and out of the shadows. Her finger trembled. “She’s not a tempter, Philip. She’s not even a devil. Check out the way the hood sits. She—”


    “She doesn’t have any horns,” Philip whispered when he realized what she was getting at. Some devils had such long horns their hoods had holes cut out for them. For others, whose horns were covered, the hood softly curved in between the two points. But Sam’s secret admirer… Now that Satina had pointed it out, it was so obvious he couldn’t believe he hadn’t seen it himself. No horns. That’s what was wrong. The girl who gave Sam the summoning pills was as beautiful as a tempter, but she wasn’t a devil. “She’s human.”


    Satina nodded and shook her head at the same time. “He was tempted by a human? But that’s impossible.”


    “Was it a transformation?” he asked. “You can’t see her shadow, so maybe—”


    “It’s not a transformation,” Satina said. “Why would a devil want to transform into a human?”


    “So she wasn’t recognized.”


    “But why into a human? That doesn’t make sense. Besides, she tried to hide the fact she didn’t have horns, so Sam would think she was a tempter.”


    Philip nodded. “A real human, then.”


    “But no chains and no sign of torture on her face. She didn’t look condemned at all, Philip. No wonder Sam got tricked, even though she’s not a tempter. But who is she and where’s she from?”


    “Purgatory.”


    “Purgatory?”


    “Didn’t you see it?” They watched the scenario one more time and he pointed out the part where the young woman put her gloved hand on Sam’s shoulder, leaving a mark.


    “She’s from Purgatory,” Satina repeated under her breath. “I don’t get it. I guess it explains the missing chains, but why leave Purgatory and go to Hell to tempt Sam? How does she even know him? And how did she ever get across the Ice River?”


    “And where did she get the summoning pills?”


    “Sam said she asked him if he knew how to use them. Which means she must have known. But how? And why use them on Sam? Why not use the pills herself and get out of here?”


    “Because that’s not part of her plan.”


    Satina furrowed her brow. “What plan?”


    “Sam thought she was a secret admirer and that she gave him the pills just to be nice. But if that was the case, then the globe wouldn’t have registered it. Her intentions were evil. Do you remember what Sam said? That things went wrong because she warned him. She got him to think of a street by telling him not to think of a street. She—”


    “She knew perfectly well things would go wrong.”


    “Except they didn’t, because Jehovah stepped in at the last minute.”


    “But why? Why do something like that?”


    Philip told her about the gap opening in midair when the globe had showed what would have happened if God hadn’t interfered. The end of everything.


    “Maybe we’re wrong about the Purgatory part,” he said. “Maybe she is a condemned, but she escaped somehow. And got a hold of a summoning pill. But it was pointless for her to use it, because even if it got her out of here, it would only be a matter of time. At some point she would die again and end up back in Hell.”


    “So she’s trying to end her own suffering by bringing about Armageddon?”


    He shrugged. “Maybe. Better not to exist than to exist in an eternity of pain. Maybe.” It sounded far-fetched, yet somehow made sense. But something still didn’t add up, and that nagging feeling wouldn’t leave him alone. It wasn’t just the missing horns that bothered him, it was something else as well.


    “Should we show Lucifer?” Satina asked. “This is pretty serious. And whoever she is, she’s still out there.”


    But before Philip could answer, the door to the study opened. They turned to see Lucifer in the doorway. He looked equally surprised to see them—and a little suspicious as well.


    “What are you two doing in here?” he asked, as the picture within the globe vanished.


    “We—” Satina began.


    “We’re waiting for you,” Philip cut in. “When are we leaving?”

  


 
    Chapter 21


    Paradise Regained


    “Why didn't you tell him what we saw?” Satina asked as they made their way through the castle gardens, toward Lucifer’s private entrance to Paradise.


    “Because there’s nothing to tell,” Philip said. “We don’t know who she is and maybe we’re wrong. Besides, nothing happened and…”


    “And what?”


    “We promised Sam.”


    She smiled. “Good ol’ Philip.”


    He paused, the words echoing in his head.


    All around them the carnivorous plants seemed to reach out for them as they passed, opening wide their barbed traps, ready to take an arm or a leg if they got too close. Lucifer had told them to go ahead, as they knew the way by now. He wouldn’t be joining them this time. There was an unveiling of a new punishment place later that night and he needed to polish his opening speech. He’d tried to call Jehovah to let him know Philip had arrived safely, but the old fellow hadn’t picked up.


    “I would have thought he was dying to see you, but I guess not,” Lucifer said, disappointed. “Do you remember the password?”


    Philip nodded, and he and Satina headed for the stone steps at the end of the path and up to the burning thornbush at the top. As they approached the fire flared and a voice boomed from the blaze, “WHO ARE YOU?”


    “I am who I am,” Philip answered, though he wasn’t even sure who that was anymore. Good ol’ Philip? Hardly.


    The fire ceased and behind the smoldering thornbush the wrought-iron door appeared in the rock wall. The door to Paradise.


    And my dad , he thought, turning the handle. Together they entered and—


    —and for a moment he didn’t understand what was going on.


    The first time they’d gone through the door they’d stepped into a radiant, fragrant summer forest, buzzing with the sounds of all the animals.


    But this wasn’t a forest. Instead they were on a beach that stretched into the horizon. The only sound came from the waves gently lapping against the shore under a diamond-blue sky.


    “Where are we?” Satina asked.


    Philip turned and looked back through the doorway into the darkness of the castle garden. Then he shut the door and was astonished to see it dissolve before his eyes. And behind it...


    It’s because I thought of it.  Wished for it. I guess that’s why they call it Paradise. 


    “We’re here,” he said, pointing to his father’s house, which lay at the edge of the water and the start of the forest.


    “But last time…?”


    “Last time Lucifer showed us the way,” he answered and continued up to the house. “Come on.”


    The garden gate quietly creaked open and Philip remembered the first time he’d been there. How it was like a dream come true. And how that dream had burst when he’d knocked and no one was home. He hadn’t thought he could stand the pain.


    I couldn’t , he thought. Please be home this time, Dad. 


    He knocked.


    Inside they heard a dog barking.


    Then footsteps.


    Then the door opened.


    “Hi, Da—” Philip began but was interrupted when his old dog pounced on him, knocking him to the ground, barking and licking his face. He laughed. “And hi, Scamp.”


    “Philip?” Victor Engel watched his son as he managed to wriggle free from the rambunctious dog. Philip finally stood up and as his father’s strong arms wrapped around him, Philip felt like it was the first time he’d ever really been to Paradise.


    * * *


    “How is she?”


    He was in his father’s living room, admiring a painting of his mom. She looked like she did twenty years ago, and at the sight of her, he felt a hard knot in his stomach. Next to his mother Victor had painted an updated version of Philip, one that resembled him a lot more than the painting he’d seen on his first visit to his father’s house. That one had been pure guesswork.


    “She’s fine,” he said, wondering if his father could tell he was lying. Wondering how he would react, if Philip told him she’d had a boyfriend and that she no longer kept his picture by her bedside or that she hardly ever visited his gravesite anymore. And how would he react if Philip told him it was all his fault, that if it hadn’t been for Philip, his mom and dad would have been together by now.


    As if his father had read his mind, he asked: “Has she remarried?”


    “No,” he answered. “She hasn’t.”


    Victor was silent, but he nodded. Philip would have thought he’d be relieved to hear it, but instead, he seemed a little sad.


    “And you, Philip?” he said. “How’ve you been?”


    “Good,” he lied again. He was watching Satina as she looked out the window at the sea. Victor had welcomed her with a hug and been delighted finally to meet the girl his son had talked so much about. He didn’t even mention that she was a devil. She must have sensed he was watching her, because Satina turned around and smiled at Philip, who didn’t lie this time:


    “And even better now that I’m back.”


    Victor put a hand on his shoulder and turned him around. Philip could see himself in his father’s blue eyes. “Why did you come back?”


    “That’s what we’re here to find out. Jehovah’s the one who brought me back, but I haven’t talked to him yet.”


    “Jehovah wants to see you?” His father’s shoulders slumped a little. “Then you better not keep him waiting.”


    “If he’s all-knowing, won’t he know I’m here?”


    “Well, yes…”


    “Then he can come get me if he wants to talk.”


    Victor gave him a long stare. Then he smiled and squeezed him tight. “You hungry?”


    “Starving.”


    * * *


    Last time, which was also the first time Philip met his father, the hours had gone by too quickly, and he’d felt he barely had time to say hello.


    This time was different.


    In the beginning his worries lingered under the surface of his happiness, making it thin and fragile. The fear of a knock at the door and Jehovah waiting outside, once again asking him to leave too soon. He constantly caught himself listening for the sound of the garden gate, for steps on the porch.


    But day turned into evening and Jehovah didn’t show, and evening became night, turning into a brand new day, and Jehovah still didn’t show. And the days passed, and it was impossible to tell what the next day would bring. One morning they would open their eyes to find a warm summer, the next a winter wonderland, where snowflakes fell softly from the sky, the next a crisp spring, where blossoming flowers competed with the color of sunsets, and gradually Philip’s fears subsided, and he began to relax and enjoy it. Simply enjoy it. Being with his father and getting to know him. Just like Victor Engel finally got to know his son. At least, that’s what he thought, but he wasn’t. Not really, because what could Philip actually tell him? That his father’s death had nearly ruined his life? That the best thing that ever happened to Philip was being sent to Hell, the place he’d always tried so hard to avoid? That he’d lost it all again when he returned to life? That in the end he’d walked around full of hate and anger toward God, and that his mother had borne the brunt of it.


    He couldn’t tell him that, of course, and the truth was that Philip mostly told his father a bunch of lies.


    Yet he enjoyed the long days. Some of the time he and Satina went exploring in the Garden of Eden, where there were no end of surprises. Once they heard two people arguing loudly, and they shot each other incredulous looks. Did people actually disagree in Paradise?


    They crept closer and caught sight of two men sitting on a bench under a blossoming fig tree. One wore a top hat and had an unusually big nose. His cheeks were flushed with excitement. Was Philip seeing things, or did that man look like—


    “Well, I never!” the man shouted. “The way you stabbed me in the back with your so-called review, I’m surprised the pearly gates didn’t slam shut when they saw you coming, Kierkegaard!”


    “Justice is one of the cardinal virtues,” the other man replied. “And you earned every word of it, Andersen. The book proved you weren’t just a lousy author, but a lousy person, too.”


    “Hans Christian Andersen,” Philip whispered, staring at the man, who ripped off his top hat and furiously crumpled it in his hands. “It’s Hans Christian Andersen!”


    “And you, Kierkegaard, you—” stammered the young fairy-tale writer.


    “Now, now, gentlemen!” ordered a man sitting nearby, who was leaning over a wooden table with a game of chess. He had a bushy moustache and a thick mane of tangled hair. “Remember, everything is relative.” He nodded to the man on the other side of the table. “Your play, Winston. You’ve got six moves left. Nine, if you use your head.”


    “Even in Paradise, Albert,” muttered his opponent, intently focused on the game, “chess with you is pure torture.”


    And so the days went, interrupted only by nights of deep sleep and good dreams. They slept in the living room, Satina on the couch, Philip on the floor, and in his dreams his mother was there with them, and it wasn’t just a good dream. It was perfect.


    Except for one thing.


    He always woke up.


    * * *


     He’s on the beach, walking along the water’s edge, which extends before him like an immense creature. The sun has disappeared into the sea and the sky darkens. He doesn’t know why he’s there, he doesn’t feel like swimming or fishing, and where’s Satina by the way? Wasn’t she here just a minute ago? He turns to look but there’s nothing other than his own footprints in the sand. He glances back at the house. His mom and dad are standing in the doorway. They wave at him. 


     “Be careful,” his mother says, and he waves back. Then he continues down the beach, although he’s not sure why. 


    “He’s coming,” someone says and he —


    He opened his eyes. The house was pitch-black, it was the middle of the night. Moonlight fell through the windows, shining on the painting on the wall. He could see his mother smiling, but—she wasn’t, was she? Smiling. Not in real life. She was all alone now. She would be for many years. Philip had made sure of that.


    Sorry, Mom.


    “He’s coming,” Satina whispered, so distinctly he thought she was awake. But she wasn’t. She softly sighed, and with a sudden twitch her face scrunched up like she was having a nightmare. Then he discovered something else and leaned closer. Even in the gray darkness he could see them. The red spots on her neck. He’d noticed them yesterday, asked her about them. She’d merely shrugged and said it was probably something she ate, since the food here was a little weird. It didn’t hurt, just itched a little, but… Hadn’t they gotten bigger? Hadn’t they spread?


    Satina rolled onto her other side, as if she didn’t appreciate the inspection.


    After a while Philip fell asleep again, and in his dream he was back by the sea with an inkling that something was about to end.


    The following day at breakfast there was a knock at the door.

  


 
    Chapter 23


    The Path to God


    They left after breakfast. Satina had taken the potion Mortimer had given her and it worked. After five minutes the spots had shrunken to half the size and fifteen minutes later they were completely gone.


    “This isn’t goodbye,” Philip said to his father, stepping away from their embrace in the doorway. “I’ll come back.”


    “I’ll look forward to it.” Victor looked at Philip and held his gaze. “Just don’t forget, Philip, your mother does, too.”


    He didn’t respond.


    * * *


    “If it hadn’t been for Sam…” muttered Philip as they made their way through the forest. “It doesn’t make sense.”


    He and Satina had been on the move for about an hour, walking non-stop. Well, almost non-stop. At one point, Philip had spotted a lion between the trees and got an idea. It was pretty far-fetched, but this was the place to test it out, so he’d slowly walked up to the wild animal that wasn’t very wild anymore. The lion calmly followed him with its eyes, sniffing at his outstretched hand.


    “Philip, what are you doing?” Satina asked.


    “Hitching a ride,” he answered and swung himself up onto the lion’s back, gripping the soft strands of its mane. “Go!”


    The animal obeyed on the spot, bounding off with such unbridled swiftness, it took his breath away. He felt the hefty muscles straining under him, its steps pounding throughout his body, and he clung to it with all his might, while the forest whirled past. Fifty yards later he fell to the ground, rolling like a stone in a landslide.


    “Philip?” Satina shouted and came flying to his aid. “Are you okay?”


    He was. Not even a scratch when he should have broken half the bones in his body. But no one got hurt in Paradise, and Philip jumped to his feet with a chuckle, while the lion leaped back into the woods.


    They continued on foot. Toward the small wooden cottage where God had been waiting for them last time. Philip figured Jehovah might be there this time, too, and he had to admit, he could hardly wait to hear what this was all about. Maybe death was the only thing you could really rely on, and yet both Mortimer and Lucifer seemed to know a lot more than they’d let on.


    Did Jehovah give you the whole nine graveyards? Death had asked.


    But that wasn’t what was bugging Philip as they walked through the green and fragrant meadows, where the breeze was comfortable whether they walked in sunshine or in shadows. It was that other thing Mortimer had said.


    If it hadn’t been for Sam…


    “It doesn’t make sense,” he repeated.


    “What’s wrong?” Satina asked.


    “I’m not sure, but… That day Sam summoned himself, Jehovah wasn’t the only one who showed up. Mortimer did, too. For no good reason, he said, because suddenly things didn’t go as planned.”


    “Because Jehovah prevented the accident.”


    “Exactly. But what almost happened wasn’t supposed to happen, and besides, the way Mortimer put it, it sounded like it was Sam’s fault that he’d had to walk away empty-handed. ‘If it hadn’t been for Sam…’ he said. But it was because of Sam he was there in the first place, and because of God, nothing happened. So he should have said—”


    “If it hadn’t been for God,” Satina ended his sentence for him and shrugged. “Maybe he got his words mixed up?”


    “Didn’t he say death is the only thing you can really rely on?”


    “Yes, he did. And that’s coming from the one who brought the wrong boy to Hell, when the Devil had his sights set on an heir. Nobody’s perfect, Philip,” she said. “Not even God.”


    Especially not God , he thought, shooting a quick glance at Satina’s neck. The spots were still gone, but for how long? How quickly could they get to the cottage? It was far away. What if they didn’t make it in time? He hoped they would get there soon, but—


    Satina grabbed his arm.


    “What is it?”


    She pointed.


    Up ahead, the forest opened up to a little patch of sunshine. With God’s cottage right in the middle.


    They’d made it.


    “How?” Satina muttered. “Last time we flew from here to your father’s house, and we flew for at least as long as we’ve just walked. We can’t possibly be here already.”


    “I guess anything’s possible in Paradise,” Philip said. He told her what he’d been thinking about when they found the house. That he’d hoped they would find it soon. And here they were.


    “How handy.”


    Philip had figured—no, he’d been certain—they would find Jehovah sitting in one of the chairs on the porch like last time, having anticipated their arrival. But he wasn’t. The chairs were stacked against the table and the curtains in the cottage were drawn.


    “It doesn’t look like he’s here,” Satina said.


    “It doesn’t look like he’s been here for a while,” Philip added, nodding toward the rose beds and the weeds that had cropped up. He knocked on the door. No one answered.


    “Now what?”


    He shrugged. “Maybe he hadn’t figured on us being here so soon. I mean, we got here a lot faster than we thought.”


    They pulled out a couple of chairs and were about to sit down when they heard an unusual sound from the forest.


    They exchanged glances.


    “Did you hear that?” Satina asked.


    He nodded. “Sounds weird.”


    Not that the sound itself was weird. On the contrary, it was a perfectly normal sound—for a human. But it sounded weird here, in the Garden of Eden, where it seemed out of place.


    It was the sound of a crying child.


    They headed toward it and saw a crib in the shadow of an old log cabin. The cabin looked like whoever had designed it desperately needed glasses. The roof and walls leaned precariously to one side. Like a sudden gust of wind would blow the whole thing down.


    They approached the crib. Inside lay a dark-haired girl, only a few years old, and she was crying.


    “There, there,” Philip said. At the sound of his voice the girl looked up at him with her brown, teary eyes and something jolted his mind. It was as though his racing thoughts were brushed aside to make room for something else, and he saw… something. It disappeared so quickly he didn’t catch it, but his heart started pounding, the hairs on his neck stood on end, and he understood why the girl had been crying. She’d been having a nightmare. That’s what he’d caught a glimpse of in her eyes.


    “It was only a dream,” he said, picking the girl up. Even though he was a stranger, she didn’t resist, and her crying gradually waned into a quiet sniffle. “Don’t cry, you’re safe now. Are you here all by your lonesome? Where’s mommy and daddy?”


    He suddenly heard footsteps and a young woman with long dark hair came running out of the forest. When the girl caught sight of her, she started crying again and reached out for her.


    “There, there, sweetie,” the woman sighed, cradling the child in her arms. “Mommy’s here. What’s wrong?”


    “I think she had a nightmare,” Philip said.


    “Again? You miss your dad, don’t you?” She gently rocked the girl in her arms, while drying her tears. She looked at Philip and Satina. “Thank you for taking care of her. I thought I had time to pick some berries before she woke up, but—” She went quiet. Stared at Satina. At the horns on her forehead.


    “You’re not from around here, are you?” she said, shooting a quick glance at Philip, too.


    He opened his mouth to explain and realized he didn’t know how, but the woman surprised him by asking: “You’re Philip Engel, right?”


    “Um, yes,” he said, puzzled. “How…?”


    “I recognized you from the description.” She gestured toward the scars on his forehead and her face softened with a warm smile. “My husband told me all about you.”


    “Your husband? Who’s your husband?”


    “Joshua.”


    “Joshua? I don’t know anybody called—”


    “Also known as Jesus.”


    He blinked. “Jesus? Jesus Christ?”


    The woman laughed. “I don’t think he’s ever called himself that, but yes. You sound surprised.”


    He was. Very, although he wasn’t sure why. “I never knew he had a family of his own.”


    “He didn’t before he came here. When his short and rather rough life was rewarded with a long and good one.” She held out her hand. “I’m Maria. Just like this little troll.”


    “Her name’s Maria, too?” Philip furrowed his brow. “But wasn’t that the name of Jesus’ mom, too?”


    “Yes.” The woman pointed at the forest. “She lives right over there, by the way, beyond those trees.”


    “Is your husband home?” Philip asked, sensing the goose bumps brought on by a distant memory. Of the war raging in Hell, of rescuing Lucifer, and paying for it dearly. Paying for it with his sanity when a husher attacked him. That was the last thing Philip remembered. That he was doomed.


    If it hadn’t been for God’s son.


    “Unfortunately not, and he’ll be sorry he missed you when he comes back. I know he wanted to thank you.”


    “He wanted to thank me? Why?”


    “For what you did. Also, he wasn’t sure if his dad ever clearly expressed his gratitude. Jehovah isn’t exactly known for… showing his appreciation.” She clenched her jaw and her eyes suddenly veiled with darkness. Then they brightened again. “He’s on a hike in the mountains with Joseph, Maria’s big brother. That’s what’s the matter, isn’t it, sweetie?” She stroked her daughter’s head. The girl had stopped crying, but a sniffle still snuck past here and there. Maria looked at Philip and Satina and asked if they would like to come inside for a cup of tea?


    They followed Maria inside the weathered and leaning log cabin. Her husband built it, she told them, and Philip told her it was… um, nice. Maria answered with a smile that it was kind of him to say so, but it was obviously a lie.


    “How many times have I told him to focus on his work, instead of all those miracles. But then again, it’s a miracle that the place hasn’t collapsed yet,” she added.

  



    Chapter 24


    At the Tree of Knowledge


    After they drank their tea, Philip and Satina got ready to go. They needed to get back to the cottage and wait for Jehovah, Philip said. He had to show up at some point.


    “That’s what my husband thought,” Maria said, her eyes suddenly darkened by the same shadows as before. “In the end he gave up.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, what does it say about God, the Father Almighty, when even his own son loses faith in him? Do you know how long he was hanging on that cross?”


    Philip shook his head.


    “Nine hours. And that was after he’d been horribly tortured and mistreated. Long enough, right? Long enough for the one who created time itself to find the time to intervene. But he didn’t. So much for being God’s only begotten son. I only hope he treats you a little better.”


    “I guess you’re not a fan of Jehovah.”


    “My husband is the one promoting forgiveness,” she said and followed them to the door. “Not me.”


    They waved to little Maria, who was still clinging to her mother’s arm, and walked back to the cottage.


    “What do you know, Jesus is a dad,” Philip said. “Who would have thought?”


    “And their daughter has the same name as her mother and grandmother,” Satina said. “Not too original, if you ask me, considering they’re related to the creator of Heaven and Earth.”


    Satina led the way back, walking ahead of Philip, and maybe that was the reason they didn’t end up at the cottage, even though they’d been heading in that direction. Instead they arrived in front of the Tree of Knowledge, where the red and eternally ripe apples hung from the gnarled branches. Except it wasn’t the Tree of Knowledge she’d unconsciously brought them to. It was the tree next to it—and the sight of it stopped them in their tracks.


    The Tree of Life.


    Or rather—what remained of it.


    “It’s been cut down,” Satina muttered, staring at the stump sticking out of the ground like a gravestone. Moss grew along its sides and it was half rotten.


    “Jehovah must have done it to make sure what happened last time never happens again,” Philip said, thinking about the last time he’d seen the tree. About the two letters he’d carved on the trunk with a sharp rock. P + S. Afterward he’d thought it was silly and hadn’t dared show her. He regretted that now.


    “You mean Aziel.”


    “He had eternal life in the palm of his hand.”


    “He’s dead, Philip.”


    “He nearly wasn’t. He nearly never would be.”


    “But he’s still dead.”


    “There might be others.”


    “Like him?”


    “No one will ever be like him,” he said and looked at her. “But others might be tempted.”


    Satina was about to step back, but as she lifted her foot, something caught Philip’s eye in the grass behind her.


    “Look out!” he yelled, pushing her to the side as a bear trap snapped shut, triggered by her movement. There was a loud clunk! as the metal jaws clamped down on air instead of Satina’s right ankle.


    Gasping, she jumped back on her feet, staring at the murderous trap she’d missed by a hair. Only to discover she’d nearly landed in another. Ten inches more and she would have lost her head as well. Philip looked around and saw three more traps hidden in the grass. Were there others?


    “Bear traps,” Satina shouted, shocked and furious. “Who the hell would set a bear trap in the Garden of Eden?”


    “I would, and I’ll keep doing it until I catch that nasty thing,” said a voice behind them. They turned to see a man step out from the bushes, like he’d been spying on them. “I’m guessing no one got hurt?”


    “You’re guessing no one—” Satina raged but was interrupted as the man stepped closer and he and Philip—that same instant—burst out in surprise: “You?”


    Satina glanced wildly from one to the other. “You two know each other?”


    “Philip, right?” the man asked, snapping his fingers as he remembered.


    Philip nodded.


    The man looked a lot different from the last time Philip had seen him: thinner, with thicker and darker hair. There were no wrinkles around the eyes or traces of the bad skin that had the kids at school calling him Shrekory or Gory Greg. Philip had only known the janitor for a few years, but he realized that this was what the man had looked like thirty years ago. He wondered if he worked at Philip’s school back then, too.


    “Oh, no,” Gregory said, pointing at Philip. “Don’t tell me you drowned in the swimming pool, kid?”


    “No, no. I just fell down the stairs at school.”


    “Thank God,” he sighed. “Um, I mean… I’m sorry you kicked the bucket so soon, but I’d be even sorrier if it was my fault. Even though it’s impossible to be sad for very long around here. Beautiful place, right? I didn’t know I even believed in God, but there you have it. And you know what the best part is?” The janitor leaned closer, his eyes sparkling. “No pesky youngsters! Not a single one! I shouldn’t have to say it, but just to be safe: Don’t step to your right.”


    Philip looked down and discovered another trap in the grass, a mere three feet away.


    “I made them myself,” Greg said. “I was so excited to see if they worked, and it looks like they did. Not a scratch, I presume?” He raised an eyebrow.


    “Presume?” Satina asked, her cheeks flushed. “The whole place is littered with bear traps, and you presume—”


    “Were you hurt?”


    “What? No, I—”


    “Well, there you go.” Greg flung out his hands. “No one who belongs here will ever get stuck in a trap, because you can’t get hurt in Paradise.”


    Philip, who had only just saved Satina’s right foot, wasn’t sure that rule included devils, and he could see Satina, clearly furious, wasn’t so sure either. But Greg hadn’t noticed her horns under the hood, and he figured there was no reason to rock the boat.


    “He’s right,” Philip said, secretly gesturing for Satina to drop the matter. He looked at the janitor again. “But why? Why did you set those traps? What are you trying to catch?”


    “I don’t know,” he answered. “I only caught a glimpse of it, but that was enough. It wasn’t… It wasn’t from around here. I could tell before I even saw it.”


    “What do you mean? Was it an animal?”


    Greg slowly shook his head and Philip saw goose bumps on the janitor’s suntanned arms. “It was neither animal nor human, and yet…”


    “Yet what?”


    “And yet it was both. Do you understand what I’m telling you?” He leaned toward Philip and pointed at the grass. “It was a monster and it was right over there. I was outside looking at the stars when I heard it.” He seemed to lean even closer, and Philip, who hadn’t entirely done away with the devil inside, could see it. Right there, unfolding within the man’s eyes, as the memory replayed in his mind, and he’s—


     He’s outside looking at the stars when he hears it. Like the snap of a branch, but not quite, and it’s strange. He’s never been afraid of the dark, not even as a child, and especially not here, in this wondrous world, beneath star constellations no living soul has ever seen, and where there is nothing to fear. But for some reason  —


     For some reason the black night suddenly seems darker, almost intrusive, and to his surprise, he’s anxious. 


    He walks toward the noise. No, he  sneaks  , and his heart is beating harder than usual. But when he sees the creature emerging from the shadows, it’s positively pounding, and he realizes it was lucky that he’d been sneaking. 


     The moonlight falls in bundles of blue through the treetops and on the thing standing in front of the remains of the Tree of Life. 


     It’s indescribable. It’s neither human nor animal, and yet it is both  —  a monstrosity found only in the worst of nightmares, and he recoils at the sight of it. Within the short time he’s been in Paradise, he’s seen animals he didn’t think existed, and they’ve filled him with wonder. This one fills him with utter terror. 


     It walks on two legs like a human and has arms and a head, but apart from that, it’s entirely unworldly. The deformed body is bent and knobby, partly covered by rough, scraggily fur and thick leather-like skin. Strange growths protrude from its sides, one like the leg of a hairy spider, another like the pincer of a large crab, occasionally snapping at the air. A spiny fish fin buckles and bends down the creature’s back, which is hunched like a question mark and burdened by a pair of densely feathered wings. The creature has its back to him, and he’s glad, because he can’t imagine what face would belong to that body. 


     The thing stares at the tree trunk for a little longer, then approaches the Tree of Knowledge. It reaches out an arm  —no, not an arm, a tentacle like on a squid—  wrapping it around the apple. Plucks it. The tentacle tightens its grip and crushes the forbidden fruit to a pulp, the juice dripping on the ground. The hideous creature flings away the rest, unfolds its wings, and then… 


    “… and then it disappeared,” said the janitor. He snapped his fingers again and Philip blinked, returning to his own body. “Just like that.”


    “You never figured out what it was?” Satina asked.


    The man shook his head. “Some kind of demon, I figure. If there’s a Heaven, there must be a Hell. Whatever it was, it certainly wasn’t from around here, and if it ever comes back—” He pointed at the bear traps. “It won’t be as lucky as you were.”


    Philip exchanged looks with Satina and he could tell what she was thinking. Although the janitor was right about Hell, the creature wasn’t from there. But could it have come from the darkness that surrounded Hell? Outer Reach, home of the accursed. Had one of them snuck into Paradise? But how? And why?


    During the Great Devil War the accursed had joined forces with Aziel, and Philip had seen creatures worse than he ever could imagine. But the monster he’d glimpsed in the man’s memory… He’d never seen anything like it. Never seen anything worse.


    Except… Except he had a feeling that wasn’t entirely true.


    That he knew the creature from somewhere.

  


 
    Chapter 25


    The Truth


    Jehovah still hadn’t appeared when they reached the cottage.


    Nor when the sun began setting and dusk gave everything a gray tint.


    At some point they heard a distant wailing and Philip saw a flock of birds scatter from the treetops, screeching loudly.


    “What’s that?” Satina asked.


    “No idea.”


    “It kind of sounds like an alarm.”


    “In Paradise? Impossible.”


    The warning sound repeated three times. Then it stopped, and the birds gradually returned to the branches of the trees and resumed their chirping.


    Up above the first stars appeared.


    “We could have stayed at my dad’s,” Philip said, getting up. “God’s not coming. I don’t get it.”


    Satina’s rash hadn’t reappeared, so she suggested giving Jehovah another chance. They could spend the night in Adam and Eve’s old cabin that lay nearby. They’d slept there last time they were in Paradise and it… It had been a good night. At the very thought of it, Philip’s heart fluttered and he didn’t suggest walking back to his father’s place again. Or rather—wishing themselves back. It wouldn’t have worked, anyway. For that, he’d have to wish he were with his dad, and right now—right now he wished something else.


    The moon was already on its way up over the forest when they reached the cabin, which was so inundated with plants and flowers it had become part of the forest. The jasmine and rose petals were wilted at the edges, and when Philip stepped through the doorway, he caught a faint whiff of decay.


    He sat down on the bed and kicked off his shoes, while scanning the sparsely decorated cabin. Two chairs, a table, a bed. It didn’t look like anyone had been there since they had. On the way there they’d picked some fruit and berries, which they ate as the darkness encroached. They spoke quietly, but when Philip asked Satina if she wanted the last strawberry, she didn’t answer.


    “Satina?”


    She looked at him but was silent, and he was about to ask her if something was wrong when she said: “I could tell you were lying.”


    “Lying? What do you mean? When?”


    “When your dad asked how you were doing.”


    He hesitated. Nodded. “Sometimes the truth hurts more than it heals.”


    “But sometimes it helps, too.” She got up from her chair and sat down next to him. Moonlight shone through the window, reflected in her eyes. “And then I realized, I never really asked you. Not really.”


    “Then ask,” he said.


    “How have you been, Philip?”


    “The truth?”


    “The truth.”


    He smiled without smiling. “Like I’ve been through Hell.”


    And then he told her.


    The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.


    About feeling so lonely it made you crazy.


    About feeling so out of place you felt broken.


    About his growing hatred toward God and the world and his mother, especially his mother, because she was the only one around he could take it out on.


    About his face, which wasn’t always his own, about feeling like a monster, like the one the janitor had seen in the Garden of Eden, and about wanting to die, though he knew he wouldn’t. The words poured out of him, and even though it hurt, it felt good, too.


    “I made the wrong choice,” he said, casting down his eyes on his folded hands. It almost looked like he was praying, and he quickly pulled them apart. “I thought I’d made the right decision, but I didn’t. I listened to God. I shouldn’t have.”


    She looked at him for a little while. “Would you have chosen differently if he hadn’t said anything?”


    “I would have chosen differently if he had warned me!” He was surprised at his own sudden outburst of anger, and he understood the real reason he was itching to see Jehovah. So he could give him a piece of his mind. “He should have known! He should have known the kind of life I would return to, and he should have told me!”


    “But if you’d known,” she said. “If he’d warned you, then it wouldn’t have been much of a choice.”


    “So what? I didn’t want to choose! Jehovah insists that we have free will, but that’s a bunch of bull, because we don’t, if we’re forced to choose!”


    “I just meant that you don’t know what would have happened if you’d chosen to stay.”


    “I know what I could have avoided.”


    “But you only know that because you chose to go back. You wouldn’t have known, if you’d chosen differently.”


    “I don’t believe it. Are you actually defending God now?”


    “No,” she said. “But at some point you might have thought that staying was the wrong choice, too. Maybe you would have started hating me as well—for choosing to stay.”


    He opened his mouth to say something, to protest and argue that… that… But the words stuck in his throat.


    “Never,” he said, shaking his head.


    “You’re not a devil, Philip. You don’t belong in Hell and you know it.”


    “It’s the only place I belong,” he said. His smoldering anger still lingered, but he told himself to calm down. Opened his fisted hands. “I belong here. With you, Satina.”


    “Philip—”


    “It’s the only thing I’m sure of.”


    He took her hand and could smell her breath as he pulled her toward him and his lips touched hers. But she resisted. He felt her hand slip out of his and—almost by instinct—he tightened his grip. So hard, it might have hurt her. She looked at him, and her expression seemed sad or maybe even a bit shameful. But there was a hint of something else, too. Something he hadn’t noticed before now: She was scared. Of him? “Philip, there’s something I haven’t told you.”


    He didn’t want to hear it. Wished she would stop, because suddenly he knew. Knew why she’d pulled away. Knew why she was hiding something. And knew what Flux had been about to say.


    (Philip, don’t you know that —)


    “I have a boyfriend.”


    It should have felt like a punch in the gut. It should have felt like he’d fallen into a big, black hole. But it didn’t. He didn’t feel anything at all. From one second to the next, everything inside him came to a standstill.


    “It’s been eight years, Philip,” she said. “I didn’t think you were coming back. You weren’t supposed to come back. We weren’t  supposed to be together again.”


    He didn’t know what to say until he said it. “I’m sorry.”


    “Stop it, you know what I mean.”


    “Do I know him?”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “What’s his name?”


    “Dagon.”


    “Are you in love with him?”


    “Philip…”


    “Are you?”


    “Yes.”


    “How long have you two been…?”


    “Three years.”


    Three years. Twice as long as he’d been away. Much longer than he’d been with Satina. He looked out the window. At the full moon, staring back at him like an eye from another world.


    “Are you angry?”


    No. No, he wasn’t angry. He wanted to be, wished he could be, because at least anger was a feeling he knew how to deal with instead of this… emptiness. He was a hollow shell.


    “Philip, I don’t know what to say.”


    “There’s nothing to say, Satina. It’s okay.”


    * * *


    Later—when her breathing quieted, and he was certain she was asleep—he got up.


    She was on the other side of the bed, a contour in the darkness. Neither of them had said much the rest of the evening. There was nothing more to say, so they’d just gone to bed.


    As he stepped outside, the multitude of stars appeared above him. The moon behind him cast his shadow on the ground in front of him, where it slithered like a snake, leading the way.


    Perfectly undeterred, he walked straight through the tall grass full of bear traps and found the tiny stump that was all that was left of the Tree of Life. He thought about the letters that weren’t there anymore. A lone roly-poly scrambled across the tree’s innumerable rings.


     Little Philip. Little, dumb, pathetic Philip. What were you thinking? What the  hell  were you thinking? That life had stopped for everyone else, just like it stopped for you? That what you and Satina shared actually meant something? That it was more than a silly crush? Little, dumb, pathetic Philip, you’re just like that roly-poly  —so utterly insignificant and so goddam stupid. 


    He raised his hand and held it over the tiny insect. Tightened his fist so hard, his arm trembled. The insect ambled across the stump, unaware of the danger hovering above.


    He stayed like that for a while, listening to the voice inside, trying not to listen to it, and even though the forest was dead silent, he didn’t hear her. Not before he felt her hand take his and she said: “Come with me.”


    He lowered his arm. Turned toward her.


    “Come.” She tugged him along, following the footmarks he’d made on his way through the dewy grass. Toward the moon and the cabin, where she closed the door behind them and led him to the bed.


    “Are you sure?” she asked. “Are you sure you won’t go back again?”


    He swallowed hard, feeling a faint flutter in his chest. It felt like he was waking up after a long, deep sleep.


    “Yes,” he said.


    That very instant, the cabin door swung open, banging against the wall, and they spun around, startled. In the doorway stood a tall, white figure, and at first Philip thought it was Jehovah.


    But it wasn’t. It was an angel, and even in the dim light from the moon and the stars he could tell something wasn’t right about him. Not right at all.

  


 
    Chapter 26


    The Angel of Death


    “Who is—” Philip started, but he bit his tongue as the angel turned to look at him.


    He was old. The wrinkles bunched together over the ragged beard, which hung down his chest, but despite his old age, he was big and muscular. He was crouched like an animal ready to pounce, heaving with every breath. It almost sounded like he was growling. But that wasn’t what made Philip step back. It was the expression in his eyes.


    “Who is?” the angel repeated with a voice that was rough and blunt. “Who isn’t? Who screamed and who didn’t? Who had to die and who didn’t? That was the question that night. A good question. An evil question. And he…” The angel’s lips quivered, like he was on the brink of crying. Instead the corners of his mouth curved into an eerie smile that matched his manic stare. When he spoke again, his voice was barely a whisper. “He was the answer. Him and his blade, cutting through bone and marrow. They couldn’t see him, and they fell in droves at his feet. Silent as a breath and merciless as the Lord, he wandered through the streets and into the houses that didn’t bear the mark and left nothing but a trail of pain and…” The angel’s smile faded and he stared at his trembling hands as though they held something. “Dead. So many dead. So many—” A tear curved down his cheek and was absorbed by the white beard. “—children.”


    “Philip,” Satina whispered, grabbing his hand and squeezing it. “Did you see it? Did you look into his eyes?”


    “What?” Philip whispered back. “Who is he? What is he talking about?”


    “I think… I think he’s talking about himself. We have to—”


    “Die,” the angel said quietly, as his teary gaze settled on Philip and Satina. “You are both firstborn, and there was no mark on the door. It is the will of the Lord.”


    He reached into the folds of his robe and drew out a long sword. The blade was shiny and sharp.


    “Wait!” Philip shouted, flinching. “What are you doing?”


    “Following orders,” the angel answered.


    The sword rose into the air and Philip threw himself to the side as it came flying, the blade swishing so close to his head it cut off a lock of hair. He tried to crawl away, but a pair of strong hands seized him and pulled him up by the legs—not brutally, but gently, like the angel was trying to help him. Philip stared into the angel’s widening eyes and had a glimpse of—


    (!!!)


    —something so terrible, so unspeakable, he forced it out of his mind. The old angel raised the sword again, and the point pierced Philip’s chest, perforating both his clothes and skin. He felt a stream of blood.


    “Philip!” Satina screamed from somewhere far away.


    “He’s sorry,” the angel whispered. The tears slid from his eyes, but that insane smile had crept back. It reached from ear to ear. “Sincerely sorry. But the Lord has hardened the Pharaoh’s heart, and he has to—”


    The angel suddenly hushed as though he’d heard a sound. He cocked his head, listened.


    Something came rushing through the open door. It flashed by Philip and rammed into the angel so hard, he slammed against the wall and crashed straight through the old woodwork.


    It was another angel. He was old, too, perhaps even older than the first, and more slightly built. A single feather dropped from his gray wings as he grabbed Philip by the shoulders. “Are you hurt?”


    “He…” Philip gasped, short of breath. “He tried to—”


    “I know. Didn’t you hear the alarm? Didn’t you hear—”


    Outside there was a groan, and through the hole in the wall they saw the killer angel scramble to his feet, still holding his sword.


    “Run!” the new one yelled. “Run!”


    They ran out of the cabin.


    “I have to get you out of here.” The angel anxiously looked around. “But how? I can only carry one of you.”


    “I can fly,” Satina said, unfolding her wings.


    “A devil?” Astounded, the angel shot a look at Philip. “What about you?”


    But before he could answer, the angel shook his head: “You’re no devil. Get on! And hold tight!”


    The angel kneeled in front of him and Philip climbed onto his back, and off they went. Going so fast Philip’s eyes watered, they flew through the forest and soared up over the treetops. The wind blasted in their ears, but not loud enough to deafen the furious roar behind them.


    Philip glanced over his shoulder and caught sight of the deranged angel. His sword gleamed in the moonlight and his gray wings sliced the air like scissors. The angel wasn’t weighed down by a passenger like their rescuer and he quickly closed in on them.


    “He’s coming!” Philip shouted.


    Up ahead the forest opened up to a massive mountain range with peaks so high, they seemed to reach the stars. The verdant valley gave way to barren cliffs, caves, and shadows. Then a single spot of light appeared in the distance.


    “There!” The angel pointed and steered toward it.


    It was a little house, built out of clay and stone. The door opened the second they landed on its front steps.


    “Hurry!” The angel nodded toward the old bearded man in the doorway, gesturing for them to go inside. “You’re safe in here. I’ll take care of him.”


    Philip jumped from the angel’s back and he and Satina ran toward the house and past the man, who closed the door behind them.


    “You made it,” the man said, sighing with relief. “In here he can’t—”


    “Quiet,” whispered a voice behind them. Philip turned to see another long-bearded man by the window. He was peeking outside through a gap in the curtains. Then he stepped back. “He’s here.”


    Philip felt a cold hand clenching his heart, and he turned to face the man who had invited them inside. “The door. You forgot to lock the door.”


    “It’s not necessary,” he said.


    “But—”


    “Shhh.”


    Silence.


    Footsteps. The sound of a sharp blade sliding over gravel and stone. A shadow behind the curtain. A silhouette of wings and a raised sword. Then someone sniffing.


    “He can smell them,” whispered the angel of death, tapping his blade on the window. “The firstborn. So close. He doesn’t want to kill them, but there was no mark on their door, and the Lord commands that—” He became silent, sniffed once more. When he spoke again, he sounded… surprised? “That smell. He recognizes that smell. There aren’t only firstborn in there. You were there. You were there that night, and you—” He sniffed again, and when he spoke, his voice was slurred with rage. “You knew what would happen. You could have warned them. So many innocents, and you could have saved them all, but you—” The snarled words ended with a heavy thump, and the shadow behind the window disappeared.


    For a second it was silent. Then came a knock at the door.


    The man who had locked them inside wiped the sweat off his brow and opened up. Outside stood the angel who had rescued Philip and Satina. He looked pale but composed.


    “It’s over now,” he said, nodding to the lifeless figure on the ground, half hidden behind the corner of the house. All they could see were legs and a bit of wing. “He got away from me when I wasn’t paying attention, but… It’s over now.”


    “Thank God,” said the man by the window. But the way he snickered, it sounded slightly sarcastic. The angel looked at him, and the man jumped. “You?” he whispered under his breath.


    The angel didn’t respond, and for a while they just stared at each other.


    “They should worship you,” the man said, and his voice was both stern and meek. He bowed. “Then everything would have been different.”


    The old angel smiled, but it was a sad smile. “Give my best to your son, Abraham.”


    He looked at Philip and then at Satina—at her horns—but didn’t comment. He went over to the lifeless angel, gently picked him up, and flew off.

  


 
    Chapter 27


    Insane Angel, Insane God


    “Give my best to my son,” Abraham muttered, looking down. “If only I could.”


    “Sit down, children,” the other man said, nodding toward the wooden chairs around the little table. “There’s a good strong pot of tea in the kettle. I figure you could use it.”


    He took out two clay cups and filled them. A pair of candles burned, the hearth was lit, and the light gave the room a soft glow.


    Philip didn’t move, just shook his head. Actually, he was shaking all over. “He was an angel, but he… He tried to kill us. Why?”


    “Those were his orders,” the man replied, putting down the kettle. He settled into one of the chairs and closed his eyes. His face twitched like he was still haunted by the terrible memories. “He was right. I was there that night. That awful night. I never imagined Jehovah would actually make good on his threats, but… he did. Of course he did. He was the one who hardened the Pharaoh’s heart in the first place.”


    “The angel. That was him, wasn’t it?” Satina asked. “The angel who murdered all of Egypt’s firstborn children. You’re Moses.”


    The old man opened his eyes and nodded. “One of Jehovah’s chosen people. Or damned, if you will. I led my people out of Egypt toward the promised land, a land flowing with milk and honey. We left a land flowing with blood. The Pharaoh had turned my people into slaves, and when I—with Jehovah’s support—asked him to let my people go, he refused. Then came the plagues. Ten in all. Insects in droves, darkness, hail, and the plague. The land was devastated, but the Pharaoh still wouldn’t let us go. Why? Because Jehovah hardened his heart. You see? The Pharaoh wasn’t the one who wouldn’t let us leave, it was Jehovah. To demonstrate his power.” Moses took a poker and stoked the fire until it sparked. The shadows danced upon his face. “He could just as well have softened his heart, couldn’t he? Then the Pharaoh would have let us go the first time. Wouldn’t that have been a greater display of might? But no. When Jehovah is set on something… And the final plague outdid the others tenfold.”


    “The murder of the firstborn,” Satina said.


    Moses nodded and tossed another log into the fire. The flames ate it with a sizzle. “Every firstborn son in Egypt will die, from the firstborn son of the Pharaoh, who sits on the throne, to the firstborn son of the maid-servant, who is at her hand mill, and all the firstborn cattle as well.” Those were Jehovah’s words, and it was done. He sent an angel, because he never does the dirty work himself. Later—after I came here—I heard the angel had begged to be let off the hook. Prayed even. But Jehovah wouldn’t budge, and when God orders you to do something, well…” Moses looked at the other man—Abraham—who lowered his eyes in shame.


    “You do it,” he added in barely a whisper.


    Moses nodded. “And so did the angel. With his sword he scoured the land, which ultimately resonated with the sound of a single cry, worse than there has been or ever will be again.” The words seemed to echo.


    “I thought a devil did it,” Philip said, thinking back upon his time in Aziel’s New Hell. He pictured the ancient demon who had overseen the sword-fighting lessons. Philip didn’t remember his name, only that he was the demon who’d murdered all of Egypt’s firstborn. So he’d been told, anyway.


    “No. A devil helped the angel alright, but only with the animals, and most of those had already succumbed to the plague. An insignificant task compared to the significant one. The humans had to be killed by an angel sent from God. That way the message would seem more… powerful. But what the angel did—what he was ordered to do… Is it any wonder he lost his mind?”


    Philip thought about what he’d glimpsed in the angel’s eyes. The bloodbath that night. The killing. All those children… No, it was no wonder at all.


    “They keep him locked up, but every once in a while the poor, unhinged creature manages to escape. Then the alarms sound, and everyone in Eden has to paint their door with lamb’s blood and stay inside. That’s what we did that night, and that’s why the killer angel could tell the difference between us and the Egyptians. If anyone forgets to mark their door, he thinks he has to… Well, you know. Thank Go—I mean, luckily he didn’t get to finish the job.”


    “An insane angel,” muttered Philip, plopping himself down in one of the chairs. He kept shivering and the fire didn’t help.


    “An insane God,” Abraham amended.


    Philip looked at him. “You knew him. You knew the angel that saved us.”


    He nodded. “He once saved me, too. And my son.”


    “From what?”


    “An insane God,” he repeated.


    “A couple of us have moved to the mountains, to the outskirts of Paradise, to get as far away from Jehovah as possible,” Moses explained.


    “Which will never be far enough,” Abraham added. “Do you know what he commanded me to do? Do you know what he asked of me after a long and loyal life, when all I ever did was worship the one who claimed to be my God?” His voice was seething, and there was a certain tint to his eyes that Philip recognized all too well. Hatred. “He told me to take my son, my beloved Isaac, up the mountain and sacrifice him. That’s what he ordered. Commanded! You see? My own flesh and blood carried the wood to the fire where I was supposed to sacrifice him!”


    Philip remembered the story and he couldn’t imagine what the poor man had been through. Even though it ended well.


    “But it was just a test,” he said. “Jehovah stepped in at the last second, and you didn’t have to… Your son wasn’t hurt.”


    “Wrong!” Abraham shouted, pounding his fist on the table. “Jehovah wasn’t the one who stepped in at the last minute, it was one of his angels! The same one who saved you tonight. Jehovah—” He practically spat out the name. “—had completely forgotten what he’d started. What meant everything to me, meant nothing to him! You say my son wasn’t hurt, because he survived. But I… I died that day on the mountain. For Isaac, I died. What I put him through… He hasn’t spoken to me since. Not in my past life or in this one.”


    “If the angel hadn’t stepped in at the last second,” Satina said, “would you have done it? Would you have sacrificed your own son?”


    The fervor in the man’s eyes was replaced by shame. “This is Jehovah we’re talking about. You heard what happened to the Pharaoh. If I hadn’t obeyed, I would have had to face far worse. So would my family.”


    “Just think of poor old Job,” Moses said. “He lives around here, too, by the way.”


    “When you have a god like Jehovah, who needs a devil?”


    Speaking of which, Philip realized neither of the men had mentioned anything about Satina being a devil. He looked at her and did a double take.


    Satina’s horns, tail, and wings were gone. She looked like she’d never had them. She looked like…


    Like a regular girl.


    A human.


    What in the world?


    “Is that it?” she asked, pointing to a crooked walking stick leaning in a corner of the living room. “Is that the one you used to part the Dead Sea?”


    “The Red Sea,” Moses corrected. He went over and picked up the cane. Rolling it in his old hands, he said: “Although the other name fits, too. Even after the tenth plague, Jehovah still wasn’t done. Do you know the whole story?”


    Satina and Philip both nodded. The story of how the Pharaoh regretted freeing his slaves and sent his entire army chasing after Moses and his people. How Moses parted the sea, so they could safely reach the other shore. And how the waters returned and drowned their pursuers.


    “Their screams were muted by the waves that buried them,” Moses said. “But I should hear them. Theirs and those of the firstborn. And the cries of their parents. Every night I should hear them, but I don’t, and that’s almost the worst part. There are no nightmares in the Garden of Eden.” He stared into thin air. “I should have that, at least. I deserve it.”


    Philip leaned over to Satina and whispered, “What happened to your horns?”


    “It’s just a transformation,” she whispered back. “To avoid annoying questions.”


    Moses put down the wooden cane. “This, my dear, is not the staff, just an ordinary walking stick. The one you’re talking about is in the woodshed. It’s the first thing I saw when I got here and stepped through the white gate. Jehovah probably thought I’d be overjoyed to see it. At first I tried to burn the damn thing, but just like the thornbush, the flames left it unscathed. These days I only take it out for people with the time to listen. Then me and my forefather here tell them what really happened, and when people leave, they’re pale and have sweaty palms, and they wish they’d stayed away, because it’s unsettling to find out that the god you believe to be good is anything but. Strange in a place like this, right? That people don’t want to hear the truth.” Moses kept talking, but Philip must have drifted off, because suddenly it was Abraham speaking, his voice soft as the fire’s quiet crackle.


    He’d never have believed it. Not after everything that had happened, but he was tired. It was the middle of the night, he hadn’t slept a wink, and the heat from the fire and the warm tea were like a soft duvet. He tried to blink to stay awake, but his eyelids stopped halfway.


    He peeked at Satina, who smiled at him, and she was the last thing he saw before his eyes shut for the night. He dreamed about her, and in his dream she didn’t have horns, either.

  



    Chapter 28


    Green Eyes


    He awoke at the first light of dawn only to discover he was alone in the cabin. “Satina?”


    “Out here.”


    He got up. He’d slept the whole night in the wooden chair, but he wasn't sore.


    The red sun was peeking out between the mountain tops, and the air had a golden sheen, making the shadows look brown.


    He walked around the side of the cabin and saw Satina by the shed with Moses.


    The old man muttered to himself, scratching his beard as he rummaged in the wood pile.


    “What are you guys doing?”


    “Looking for my old staff,” Moses answered without looking up. “The girl wanted to see it, but I can’t seem to…” He kept searching and scratching. “I guess it’s been a while since I used it. Seven or eight years ago, if I’m not mistaken. A polite young man came by. Just like you kids, he was interested in hearing my story. He wanted to see the staff, too, and I remember showing it to him, but then where in the world did I put it?”


    “Maybe someone stole it?” Satina said.


    “Stole?” Moses repeated, laughing. “Have you forgotten where you are?”


    “Oh, right.”


    “Maybe it disappeared down here…”


    Philip squinted at the sun, which seemed closer than usual. No, not just seemed closer, it was closer. He’d learned that last time they were in Paradise. That this was where the sky started. And ended. He wondered what was on the other side?


    Then something else crossed his mind.


    Seven or eight years ago, Moses had said.


    A polite young man.


    The words weren’t just similar to what Saint Peter had said, back when the gatekeeper described the last person he’d let through the white gate, they were the same. A polite young man.


    Stolen, Satina had said.


    “What did he look like?” Philip asked. “The man you showed the staff to? Do you remember if he had blond hair? Short, blond hair? Green eyes?”


    Satina quickly jerked her head around and stared at him.


    Moses furrowed his brow. “Green eyes? I don’t know, but short, blond hair? Yes. Yes, that’s right, but it was a long time ago. Why?”


    “Yeah, why, Philip?” Satina said, sounding almost angry. “What’s your point?”


    Aziel. That was his point. Because the polite young man Saint Peter had let in was Aziel. Aziel, who had transformed into the man he’d attacked on the stairway to Paradise. A saved soul, who had been on his way to a happy afterlife, but who ended up as a condemned in Aziel’s New Hell. Philip would never forget those green eyes. Those bloody, green eyes that had stared, stared, stared, unable to close, because Aziel had sliced off the man’s eyelids.


    Was he the one who stole Moses’ staff?


    “Nothing,” Philip said. “Forget it.”


    “Yeah,” Satina said, giving him a long stare. “Forget it. That was eight years ago, and besides…” She leaned toward him and whispered so quietly Moses couldn’t hear. “It doesn’t have to be him. I mean, this is Paradise. Polite young men with short, blond hair are a dime a dozen.”


    She was right. It was too tenuous to draw any conclusions. It was probably just a coincidence.


    “No,” Moses sighed, throwing up his hands in frustration. “It’s not here. I must have misplaced it. But it’ll probably show up, just when I think I’ve gotten rid of it. Like Abraham says, God works in hideous ways. In the meantime, let’s get a bite to eat.”


    “We’ll have to pass,” Philip said. “We need to go.”


    Moses looked disappointed. “Already?”


    “Sorry. We’re kind of in a rush.”


    “A rush? Who’s in a rush in Paradise.”


    “We are,” Philip said. “Could you show us the way to the white gate?”


    “The gate? Just walk down the mountain, that’ll take you right there, but… Why go there, if I may ask?”


    “We need to leave,” he replied, glancing at Satina, who immediately stopped scratching her neck. The red spots had returned during the night.


    “Leave?” Moses asked, like he’d never even thought about it.

  



    Chapter 22


    Paradise Lost


    Scamp raised his head at the sound of the three loud knocks, but the dog didn’t bark.


    Philip exchanged a glance with his dad, who got up and went to open the door. Philip could hear muffled voices and shortly after Victor returned. He looked pale.


    “We have visitors,” he said.


    Philip stood up. As he passed his dad, Victor reached out for him. His hand was trembling.


    “It’s not Jehovah,” he whispered.


    Philip frowned as he approached the doorway. There on the porch, looking out at the blue sea, stood—


    “Mortimer?” Philip burst out. Death turned to face him. The old man in the gray suit was bathed in sunshine, yet the light still shied from his wrinkled face. His dust-colored eyes were as stony as always. Mortimer stared at him for a little while. Then his lips creased into a smile, and for a second, a fleck of sunlight touched his face.


    “Usually,” he said, “people don’t cross paths with me more than once. But you, Philip Engel—you’re not like most people.”


    A snorting sound drew Philip’s attention to the Hel horse tied to the fence. It was tossing its head, impatiently stomping the ground.


    “Yes, yes, I’m coming,” Mortimer said. “I’ve got a plane crash to see to, but I thought I should stop by to say hello. Last time our meeting was cut short.”


    “You were there,” Philip said. “You were there that day with Jehovah.”


    “For no good reason.” Mortimer shook his head. “Suddenly things didn’t go as planned. If it hadn’t been for Sam—”


    “How did it happen?” Philip interrupted. “How did I end up down here again? You said there was no more going back and forth. That my hourglass was cracked and too fragile to take another fall.”


    “Tape.”


    Philip gaped. “What?”


    “I used tape.”


    He couldn’t believe it. Was Mortimer telling him he’d restored his hourglass with masking tape and that everything was fine now ? That Philip could come and go as he pleased? In the midst of everything, he thought the news would have thrilled him, but it didn’t. On the contrary.


    “Why…” he started. Then stopped and took a deep breath, tried to control his anger. Anger? No, more like rage. “If all you needed was a little tape, why didn’t you fix it back then? You said I could never return, but I could have. I could have if—”


    “It’s not good for the soul to exist in too many worlds, Philip,” Mortimer said calmly. “At some point you have to choose.”


    “But I didn’t have to choose! Not right then, but you forced me! You forced me to choose even though you knew you could have fixed it all with a friggin’ piece of tape!” He was shouting. He couldn’t help it. His blood was coursing through his veins, his heart beating like a fist. Everything he’d lost… Everything he’d been through… It hadn’t been necessary. None of it had been necessary.


    “And how about the next time, Philip?” Mortimer asked. The hundred-sided die at his throat kept swinging back and forth. “What would you choose then? And the next? And the time after that?”


    “I would… I…”


    “I never wanted to force you to make a decision, Philip,” Death said, sighing. “I only wanted to help you make one.”


    Philip looked at the old man and felt his indignation slowly seep away. The truth was that Mortimer was right, wasn’t he? If Philip had been able to go back and forth, then he would have kept doing it. Unable to choose one world over another, which wouldn’t have been a life. It would have been two half-lives.


    “I’m not sorry, Philip,” Mortimer said, looking at him with those gray eyes of his. “I’ve never been sorry for anything and I’m not about to start now. Besides…”


    “Besides what?”


    “Besides, you’re back, aren’t you? Did Jehovah give you the whole nine graveyards?”


    He shook his head. “I haven’t talked to him yet.”


    “Really?” Mortimer raised an eyebrow. Let it fall back down again. “I guess he’s busy these days.”


    “Doing what?”


    Death was about to answer. Then his eyes wavered and he seemed to change his mind. “I think I’ll let him tell you.”


    Philip turned his head and discovered Satina had joined them. He looked at Mortimer again. “Do you know why? Do you know why he’s brought me back?”


    “No,” the old man answered and then lowered his voice. “And he doesn’t either. Isn’t that strange?”


    “What do you mean he doesn’t know? Lucifer said that Jehovah was worried about something.”


    “He is, but he doesn’t know what about, because nothing’s happened. But he’s still worried. So worried that he brought you back, Philip. And when a god who calls himself omniscient has a bad feeling about something, we should all be worried. Especially because his so-called omniscience sometimes seems a bit… limited.”


    “So Jehovah thinks something has happened,” Philip said. “He just doesn’t know what.”


    “That’s one possibility. Another is that it simply hasn’t happened yet. When time and space overlap, it’s hard to keep track. Does it itch?” Mortimer’s gaze suddenly turned to Satina, who flinched and quickly drew her hand away. The red spots on her neck had spread and looked even redder after she’d scratched them.


    “Calm down, little lady.” Death laughed quietly. A dry sound like dead leaves in the autumn wind. “I didn’t say I was here to collect you. Not yet anyway. I stopped by for another reason. To tell you to leave this place—and to make it fast.”


    “Leave?” Philip asked. “But we’re waiting for Jehovah.”


    “And if he doesn’t show up soon, I’ll be back again, but with a different objective.” Mortimer’s dead eyes remained fixed on Satina, who took a step back. “This place isn’t for your kind. You can’t handle the air up here, and it’s starting to show. If you stay here much longer…”


    Philip stared at the old man and his mouth went dry. What in the world was he saying? “Will... will it kill her?”


    “No,” he said, and Philip was momentarily relieved, before Mortimer continued: “Because you’re leaving and you’re leaving soon. And because you’re going to drink this.” He fished out something from his inner pocket and handed it to Satina. A little bottle filled with an amber-colored liquid. “This will help your… allergy.”


    Satina reached for the bottle. Then hesitated. Glanced up at Mortimer. Anxious. Suspicious.


    “You’ve got the mind of a devil, missy,” he said and smiled in a way that gave Philip goose bumps. “Don’t you know death is the only thing you can really rely on?”


    She snatched the bottle out of Mortimer’s hand like she was afraid it would clamp down like a trap.


    “You’re welcome,” he said. He pulled out a little pocket watch and checked the time. “Well, time flies, and so will I.” He turned around and walked down the garden path. Philip watched the flowers wither and die under his passing shadow. Mortimer loosened the Hel horse’s reins and swung himself up into the saddle.


    “And so should you. I don’t know exactly when the effect will wear off, and I don’t recommend waiting around to find out. Give my best to Jehovah.”


    The horse galloped off and a moment later Death was gone.


    Philip looked at Satina, who stared at the little bottle, and he felt like he’d just woken up. Not only from a good dream but from a perfect dream.


    “You better drink it,” he said.


    She nodded. “And I should leave.”


    He shook his head. “We,” he said. “We should  leave.”

  


 
    Chapter 29


    The Condemned Disciple


    This time it didn’t help wishing themselves there. They had to walk the whole way down the mountain, just like Moses had said, and it took a couple hours before they reached the bottom. Along the way Satina suggested that Philip go jump off a cliff, since it was faster than walking. Seeing how they were in Paradise, he wouldn’t get hurt, she added, grinning. Philip figured that was testing fate a bit too much.


    On the rock wall to their right they saw the white painted door that was cracked and peeling, the entrance to Paradise. Straight ahead they saw the gatekeeper’s house, but it didn’t look like Saint Peter was up yet. The curtains were still drawn.


    As they approached they heard someone snoring. The sound wasn’t coming from inside the house, but from a man lying in a hammock in the front yard. Philip had never seen him before, and he looked different from the garden’s other inhabitants. His clothes were dirty and ragged, his long hair grimy and disheveled. His unshaven face was hollow-cheeked and pale, except for the dark circles under his eyes, which made him look troubled, even in his sleep. It seemed out of place in Paradise, but the man had all the markings of a vagrant.


    Right then a rooster crowed so loud and so close by, it caught Philip and Satina by surprise. However, the man in the hammock didn’t move a muscle. The rooster, sitting on a branch above the hammock, crowed again, this time even louder, but to their amazement, the man remained fast asleep.


    The door to the gatekeeper’s house flung open, and out stepped a wild-eyed Saint Peter in bare legs and undershirt. He glanced back and forth until he spotted the rooster and the man in the hammock.


    “Well, I’ll be damn—” The rest of the word disappeared in a snarl as he stomped over to the man. Without a second thought, he grabbed the hammock and tipped the fellow out onto the ground. He landed with a thump and a bewildered look on his face.


    “What in Heaven’s name do you think you’re doing waking me up at this hour?” fumed Saint Peter. “Haven’t you done enough already? Get out of here and take that feathered creature with you!”


    “I’m sorry, Peter,” the man apologized as he struggled back on his feet. “I was out gathering firewood when I saw the hammock, and I… I was so tired, so incredibly tired. I haven’t slept for ages, and I… I was fast asleep. That hasn’t happened since… since… I can’t remember when.”


    “That’s your problem, Simon, not mine. Maybe you should have thought of that, before you betrayed him and before you betrayed me. You reap what you sow, and if I’m not mistaken, master even warned you himself.”


    “Which only proves I’m innocent!” The man buried his head in his hands. “If I had ten minutes of sleep for every time I’ve tried to explain… If I hadn’t betrayed him, then his prediction would have been wrong, and where would the divine be in that? In some ways, you might even say I did him a favor!”


    “And what about me? Did you do me a favor, too?”


    The man cast down his eyes. “At least you didn’t get punished for it,” he muttered.


    “No thanks to you, you miserable liar. About that other thing—you’ll have to work that out with the Son of Man himself, just do it somewhere else. It’s impossible to sleep with all that racket.”


    “Exactly.” The man dried his bloodshot eyes, which kept tearing up. “I just want to—”


    “Goodbye, Simon,” the gatekeeper interrupted, pointing at the forest. “It’s that way.” Then he pointed at the door in the rock wall. “Or that way. Go see if you can find our old friend Judas. He used the same excuses, but the Lord wasn’t as merciful with him.”


    “Merciful?” The man repeated, like he didn’t understand the word. “You call this merciful?”


    “You’ve made your own bed, and it’s not my hammock. Now get lost!”


    Simon slouched his way to the forest. The rooster fluttered down from the branch and followed close at his heels. Before they disappeared between the trees, it crowed for the third time.


    “Why I never! You?” Saint Peter burst out as he caught sight of Philip. His face lit up but darkened the second he saw Satina at his side. “And you. Jehovah said you’d be back, Philip Engel, but he didn’t tell me you were keeping bad company.”


    “Bad company!” Satina scowled, her face all scrunched up. “I’m not bad compa—”


    “You’re a devil, of course you are.” Saint Peter waved it off. “Take it as a compliment.”


    From deep within the forest they heard another cock-a-doodle-doo, and the gatekeeper shook his head. “It’s a miracle he hasn’t gone crazy, but I guess that’s Paradise for you. Although Simon might not agree.” Saint Peter nodded toward Satina. “Come to think of it, your master was the one who gave Jehovah the idea in the first place.”


    “For what?”


    “Simon’s punishment.”


    “Punishment?” Philip repeated. “For what? Who is he?”


    “Simon the Zealot. An old friend, and one of the twelve who followed the teachings of God’s only begotten son. But when push came to shove, he couldn’t handle it. When Jesus was arrested, and Simon was accused of being one of his disciples, Simon denied ever knowing him. Denied it three times before the rooster crowed. Just like Jesus predicted. His crime wasn’t bad enough to send him down to you guys.” Again he nodded toward Satina. “But it was bad enough for Jehovah to think punishment was justifiable. Especially when the little rat tried to weasel out of it later.”


    “How?”


    “By telling people it was one of the other apostles who chickened out. The other one called Simon. Me.”


    “You? But your name isn’t—”


    “My real name is Simon Peter, and his little lie just about worked. Now people think I’m the one who denied ever knowing our Lord that fateful day, and not Simon the Zealot. Thankfully, you can’t fool the almighty, and the rooster called out to my namesake the moment he stepped through the pearly gates. Now it follows on his heels everywhere he goes, crowing, time and time again. To say I pity him would be lying.”


    “Condemned in the Garden of Eden,” Philip muttered in disbelief.


    “Yeah, but it’s still Paradise,” added the gatekeeper. “It could have been worse. But what about you, Philip Engel, back from the living again?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, where do you belong? Seeing how you’ve brought that she-devil, I reckon this wasn’t your first stop.” In any case, Jehovah told me you’d be back, and he said to make yourself at home.


    “He said to make myself at home? Was that all?”


    “Word for word.”


    “But I thought he was waiting for me. That he needed to talk to me.”


    “He’s a little busy these days. But he asked me to say hello.”


    “Why is he so busy?”


    Saint Peter looked at Satina and smiled in a way that reminded Philip of someone. Then it hit him. Lucifer. “Are you sure you want to know?”


    “Yes,” he said.


    “I wasn’t asking you.”


    Satina raised an eyebrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “That I’m not sure you want to know.” Still smiling that wicked smile. “No, I better leave that part to Jehovah. Where are you off to, by the way? It looks like you’re on your way out?”


    “We are.”


    “Again? Are you sure that’s a good idea, Philip?”


    He shrugged. “I can always come back.”


    “That depends on whether or not you behave,” answered the gatekeeper, looking at the scars on Philip’s forehead. “Of course, that’s none of my business.” He yawned and rubbed his face. “Now that the blasted rooster’s gone, I think I’ll go back inside and continue where I left off. We’re not taking any new arrivals for the next couple of days anyhow.”


    “Isn’t sloth one of the deadly sins?” Satina asked.


    Saint Peter gave her a stony stare, and this time his expression didn’t remind Philip of Lucifer. It reminded him of Mortimer.


    “Death,” Saint Peter said. “What do you know about death, little girl?” The gatekeeper looked at her for a little longer, like he wanted to add something. Then he turned around and walked to his house. “Welcome back, Philip. Wherever back is.”


    The door closed, and Philip was about to head for the white door in the rock wall when Satina said, “Hold on a sec.”


    Slightly confused, he watched her fly off and disappear into the forest.


    Less than a minute later she returned and landed next to him, looking very pleased with herself.


    “What were you doing?” he asked.


    “Telling the poor disciple his old friend has forgiven him. That he’s more than welcome to borrow his hammock.”


    She took his hand, and together they walked to the door in the rock wall. Somewhere behind them the rooster crowed.

  


 
    Chapter 30


    The White Spot


    The impenetrable darkness made it impossible to see more than a few yards ahead and reduced their voices to whispers on their way down the stairs. They talked about everything that had happened in Paradise, but not a word about what hadn’t happened. What would’ve happened, if the angel of death hadn’t appeared in the cabin on a mission to murder.


    Are you in love with him?


    Philip…


    Are you?


    Yes.


    It was strange. He wasn’t more than a single word, a name—Dagon—but the very thought of him made Philip’s brain fog. Just a name, but also an empty feeling in the pit of his stomach, plus a thousand questions he didn’t want to ask: Who was he, what kind of devil was he, what did he look like, and—


    Are you in love with  me, Satina?


    Afterward she’d come to him in the dark. Had taken Philip’s hand and asked if he was sure he wouldn’t go back. Just like him, she’d made a choice and she’d chosen him. But one question still lingered. It was almost the same question, yet completely different. Different and… it felt wrong, somehow.


    He stopped for a second, looking back at the door at the top of the stairs, but it had disappeared in the darkness. He thought about his mother, smiling at him, and asking him about his day at school. Thought about the look in his father’s eyes, when Philip had told him— promised him—he would come back.


     I’ll look forward to that. Just don’t forget, Philip, your mother does, too. 


    And what Jehovah had told Saint Peter. He said to make yourself at home. 


    “Philip?”


    “Yes?”


    “Are you coming?”


    He turned around. She’d gone ten steps ahead of him and the darkness clung to her, leaving nothing but a faint contour. A dark ghost.


    “Yes,” he said. He continued down, and she gradually came into sight. She looked at him and furrowed her brow. Not at him, he realized. At something behind him.


    “What’s that?” she asked, pointing.


    He turned around. There was a white spot on one of the steps. Not on the level part, where you walked, but on the vertical space in between.


    “It kind of looks like…” She reached out and touched it with her finger. It easily rubbed off. She sniffed it. “Soot,” she said, looking at him. “From Purgatory.”


    “Do you think it’s from her? The one who tempted Sam?”


    “Who else could it be? That would explain how she got from Purgatory to Hell.”


    “Going via Paradise and down the stairs,” he said. “But that doesn’t make sense. Why would somebody who’s finished their sentence in Purgatory and has a free pass to Paradise sneak into Hell instead? And why is that the only spot? Why isn’t there soot on any of the other steps?”


    They studied the white spot for a little while. It looked weird. It wasn’t in the middle but on the right edge of the stairs. It wasn’t an X or a circle, just a random smudge, but it didn’t look random, did it? A single spot on the right-hand side. Like someone had put it there on purpose. Like it was a—


    “A marker,” Philip said. “A kind of signpost.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Maybe she’s not from Purgatory. Or Paradise or Hell. There are other possibilities, right? Other underworlds, and other—”


    “Stairs,” Satina concluded as she realized what he was saying. The stairs to Hell divided in multiple places and led not only to the black gate but to a host of other underworlds. Different beliefs, different afterlives.


    “But some of them are almost impossible to find.” He carefully leaned over the edge. Into the dense darkness. Not a trace of a stairway. “Maybe you have to mark the spot if you want to find your way back.”


    He stuck his hand in his pocket and fished out a stone. He’d picked it up on the beach where his dad lived. Even in the dark it seemed to glow. Unlike the old dead stone back home.


    Home? he thought as he reached out into the dark.


    He let go of the stone. It didn’t hit anything, just dropped into the endless darkness.


    No stairs.


    Nothing.


    Philip looked at the white spot again. White and—


    Weird, he thought.

  


 
    Chapter 31


    The New Gatekeeper


    Shortly after, they reached the foot of the stairs and caught sight of the gates of Hell. The man who sentenced Jesus to the cross and ended up as a doorknocker at the gatekeeper’s house cleared his throat when he saw them approaching and announced in his deepest, most dramatic voice: “All hope abandon ye who enter in!” Pilate cleared his throat again and lowered his voice to a foreboding whisper: “And touch not the doorknocker! Use your hand or suffer terrible misfortune and—” The head stopped talking and squinted at Philip. “Say, are my eyes deceiving me, or don’t I know this young man? Philip? Philip Engel?”


    Philip nodded, and Pilate’s lips parted in a hopeful smile.


    “Philip Engel, that good, good boy, where warnings of misfortune are unnecessary, because he would never dream of hurt—”


    “But I would,” Satina interrupted, grabbing the ring and slamming it down on the talking copper head. Pilate let out a gut-wrenching howl, and tears trickled down his cheeks.


    Philip shrugged apologetically. “Sorry.”


    “Me, too, but nobody believes me,” the doorknocker sniffled as the door was yanked open.


    There stood Flux with a flustered look on his face and a thick book in his hands. “Already? But you’re not supposed to be here before—” Then he realized who it was and let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, it’s just you.”


    “Expecting someone?” Philip asked.


    “All the damn time,” he moaned. “There’s never a moment’s peace. At least not for me. Shrillclaw, on the other hand.” He nodded toward the living room. Philip could hear a steady snore. “He just can’t get enough and his wife makes sure he does. She watches me like a gragorn. Luckily she’s not home right now.” Flux sent Pilate a stern look. “Did you say it?”


    “Of course. All hope abandon, ye who enter in. An excellent greeting,” said the doorknocker, sending a sidelong glance at Philip, begging him not to reveal his own rendition.


    Flux proudly looked at Philip and Satina. “I taught him that. Found the phrase in an old geography book at school. Catchy, right? So what are you guys doing out here? Where’re you headed?”


    “Inside,” Philip said. “We’ve just been to Paradise.”


    “Paradise? You sure know how to live, Philip. I’d love to invite you in, but a handful of condemned are on their way, and I still don’t know where I’m supposed to send the last ones for punishment. It’s a tough job, but at least I found that condemned who ran off. You should have heard her scream when I finally caught her.”


    “Her?” Philip repeated, surprised. “The condemned who tried to escape was a woman?”


    “Wow, Philip, did you figure that out just because I said ‘her’? Impressive.”


    “Exactly when did she escape?” he asked, ignoring the sarcasm. “That night I met you, after I got back, how long had she been gone?”


    “Um…” Flux avoided his gaze. “A couple of nights, max.”


    “The truth, Flux. It’s important.”


    “Okay, okay. Seven nights, but keep it to yourself. What difference does it make, anyway? She’s all chained up now.”


    Seven nights. That meant she’d been on the loose when the whole trouble with Sam started. Which started by Sam getting lured. By a human. A woman. Without chains.


    “Do you think it could be her?” Satina asked.


    “It doesn’t explain the soot from Purgatory, but it would explain why she didn’t look like a condemned.” Philip turned to Flux. “Was she pretty?”


    He nodded. “That was one of the reasons she ended up down here. Not for being pretty but for taking advantage of it.” He flung out his hands. “What’s going on? What do you mean, could it be her? What could be her?”


    “Long story,” Philip replied. “Who is she? Where is she getting punished?”


    “As far as I remember, it’s easier to say where she isn’t getting punished. Just a sec.” Flux ran into the house and quickly returned with another huge, skin-bound book. “This is the hard part. So many people, such tiny writing. V-E. V-E-R. Here she is! Fast, right? Veronica Simmens. Ring a Hell-bell?”


    Philip and Satina both shook their heads.


    “She’s listed under all sorts of punishments. Listen to this. First the Swamp of Vanity, then Parasite Plains, Maim Street, the Ice River, and finally, the Forest of Fear, where her husband is waiting for her.”


    “Her husband?”


    “A husher, of course, disguised as her husband. Though he’s probably down here, too, most rich people are. They got hitched, but he got ditched. In a ditch. By her. She inherited all his money but died soon after. She broke her neck falling down the stairs and ended up down here. Guess where I found her.”


    “Where?”


    “In the church. She was hiding in the basement, which she thought was deserted. It wasn’t.”


    “The husher,” Philip said, Howel Valfot’s screams echoing in the back of his mind. The poor vargar boy who unknowingly got mixed up in the attempt to assassinate Lucifer, and who’d been trapped in the basement with the dark ghost that lived there. It cost Howel his sanity, and Philip nearly lost his mind, too, when he’d gone looking for the husher later. He still remembered the intense cold and all-consuming fear he’d felt in the presence of the nightmarish creature. He’d gotten out at the last second.


    “Exactly,” Flux chuckled. “Of all places, she decides to hide there. Her mind had turned to mush and she was screaming like… Well, like she’d gone insane. That’s the reason I found her.” Flux looked at his watch. “Unholy crap, they’ll be here any minute now! I gotta find out where to send the last one.” He put down the book with Veronica Simmens and picked up a long slip of paper.


    “What’s that?” Satina asked.


    “The list with everyone who’s going to Hell tonight. I’ve—” Flux squinted and held the paper up close. The color drained from his face. “No, no, no, you got to be kidding!”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Twenty-five! There was a speck of dust or something on the paper, and I read it wrong. There aren’t just five of them arriving tonight, it’s twenty-five! This is going to be a living hell! Wipe that stupid grin off your face!” Flux reached out and gave Pilate a good knock on the head.


    The doorknocker cried out in pain. “I wasn’t smiling, young master. I swear!”


    “We should go,” Philip said.


    Flux stared at him for a second. Then he nodded. “You’re damn right we should go. I’m over this. But if I open the gate, Shrillclaw wakes up.” He was quiet for a moment, thinking. Then his face lit up with a devilish smile. “Wait here.”


    He disappeared into the living room. A couple of minutes passed. Then the gatekeeper’s snore was drowned out by a thunderous roar: “  What in the Sam Hell do you think you’re doing sleeping on your watch?  ”


    They heard a racket and then Shrillclaw’s quivering voice: “Master? S-sorry, master, I d-didn’t know that—”


    “  As if we don’t have enough to do! The stairs need sweeping and the doorknocker should be shined until it howls!  ”


    “O-of course, master, of course! Flux! Flux!”


    “Are you trying to get someone else to do your job?!”


    “N-no, I—”


    “Get going! Open the gate, you sleepwalking slacker!”


    They heard footsteps and saw Lucifer come walking out of the living room. It was a fine transformation, although far from perfect. The eyes sat a little too close, the nose was too pointy, and the goatee wasn’t completely black. But if you were still half asleep, you’d never know the difference.


    Behind Flux came Shrillclaw, cowering and apologizing, and Philip recognized the crouching demon the instant he saw him. Shrillclaw had guarded Howel Valfot in the dungeon at the Devil’s castle. The demon scrambled over to the lever on the wall, opening the colossal gates of Hell.


    “There you go, master,” he bowed. “Do you hear the condemned screaming in the Gate Hinges? Isn’t it nice and—”


    “Yes, and that’s how you’ll sound if I ever find you sleeping on the job again, understand?” Flux pointed at him.


    “Of course, master, of course.” Shrillclaw looked around. “It was only because I thought my intern—”


    They heard voices by the stairs. Frightened voices. Many voices.


    “Here comes the next group,” Flux said. “Do your worst to welcome them, Shrillclaw. As for you two.” He gestured at Philip and Satina. “You’re coming with me.”

  


 
    Chapter 32


    White Lies, Black Eyes


    “Is he still looking?” Flux asked, as they stepped through the gate. His hood was pulled far down and his cape was wrapped tightly around him.


    Philip glanced over his shoulder and saw Shrillclaw in the doorway, feverishly paging through one of the Death Books. The group of condemned by the stairs began staggering toward him. “No.”


    “What you just did in there,” Satina said, as Flux returned to his old self. “Do you have any idea how forbidden that is?”


    “To transform?” Philip asked.


    “Transforming into Lucifer. If anyone finds out—”


    “Okay, Mom.” Flux dismissed it with his hand. “But you’re right, I’m going to need an alibi. If anyone asks, you never saw me. Got it?”


    “Yes, master,” Philip laughed. As Flux flew off, Philip turned to Satina. “Now how do we get to the Swamp of Vanity?”


    * * *


    “Look,” Satina said, as they were making their way across the devil city. “It’s you.”


    He’d spotted it from far away and pretended it wasn’t there. The statue in the middle of the square. Philip didn’t look like it anymore, and he couldn’t relate to it either, the kid was a complete stranger. So little and innocent, oblivious to what was in store. But made of cold steel.


    At least that part still rang true.


    “Hi, Satina!” somebody shouted. A devil girl stepped out from one of the shops. She waved and started walking toward them.


    Satina waved back, muttering something that sounded very much like Oh, hell.


    “So you’re not sick anymore.” The girl’s striking long, blond hair contrasted with her ink-black eyes, but they, on the other hand, went perfectly with the curved horns on her forehead. They were longer than Satina’s.


    Philip glanced at Satina. Sick?


    “I talked to Dagon yesterday, and he said you weren’t feeling well.”


    “I wasn’t. Yesterday,” Satina said. “But I’m okay now.”


    The devil girl looked at Philip and gave him a once-over. “And who do we have he—” she started, then gasped as her gaze narrowed in on his forehead. “You don’t have… You’re…” Her eyes slid from Philip to the statue and back again, and something else seemed to dawn on her. “No way! It’s you!”


    Philip shook his head. “It was me.”


    “I’m Beelse. From Satina’s class,” said the girl.


    “Philip.”


    “I know. Everyone does.”


    As he shook her hand something happened to her eyes. They seemed to get deeper and bigger. Big enough to fall into. “So you’re back. How come?” She was still holding his hand, squeezing it a little. His skin tingled where she touched him. “When did you get here?”


    He opened his mouth to answer, but Satina beat him to the punch. “Philip came last night,” she said. “Sorry, we’ve got to go, Beelse.”


    The girl released his hand, and it felt like a line between her and Philip’s eyes had been cut. He blinked. “Nice to meet you, Philip. And nice to see you’re feeling better, Satina.” She stood and watched them as they disappeared down the street.


    “Who does she think she is?” Satina grumbled as they turned the corner. “Trying to lure you right in front of me? And you nearly fell in horns first.”


    “I wasn’t falling anywhere, but why does it matter when I came? Why did you tell her I arrived last night?”


    She ignored him and picked up the pace.


    He caught hold of her. “Why did you lie to her, Satina?”


    “Because I lied to Dagon,” she said, wrenching herself free. “Because… I don’t know. I didn’t want to stir up any trouble.”


    “You haven’t told him I’m here?”


    “No.”


    “Have you told him about me?”


    “Of course.”


    “Did you tell him about us?”


    “Us?”


    “You know what I mean.”


    She shook her head. Sighed. “No, I haven’t. Of course not.”


    “Of course not.”


    “I think you know what I mean.”


    He stared at her for a little while. Then he flung out his hands. “Now what?”


    “What?”


    “I still don’t know how to get to the Swamp of Vanity. How do we get there?” He smiled. “That is, if you’re feeling well enough to go.”


    She smiled back, and they hurried on.

  



    Chapter 33


    The Melting Pot


    The Swamp of Vanity.


    Where the heads of the condemned protruded from the water like grotesque water lilies.


    Where viscous waves lapped against the screaming heads, the water settling upon the anguished faces like burning masks.


    Where the caustic mud bubbled, like a pot boiling over, spewing clouds of steam and stinking of cooked meat.


    And where Philip had kept his promise of never being weak again. This was where Satina’s father had lain wounded upon the ground. Where Drole—Aziel’s right-hand devil—had stood in front of Blackhorn and drawn his bow. Where Philip had lunged at Drole, grabbed hold of him, and without a second’s hesitation, pushed him into the swamp, where Drole had been pulled under with a quiet hiss. Never weak again.


    “Let’s see if they’ll let us talk to her,” Satina said, pointing at a broad-shouldered gragorn managing a group of condemned on their way to a well-deserved mud bath.


    “Next!” roared the demon, and the first one in line was whipped forward. The gragorn jotted something down in his notebook, then the condemned was flown out over the Swamp of Vanity and dropped into the acidic mud. A few seconds later the head bobbed up to the surface like a cork, screaming.


    They walked over to the gragorn. His horns were alarmingly large, and he had a long scar that curved down the right side of his face, starting at the patch over his eye. “Next!”


    An emaciated man with leathery skin slowly staggered forward, the chains clinking at his hands and feet.


    Philip cleared his throat. “Excuse me?”


    “Excuse me?” Baffled, the demon spun around. “Was that you? For a second there you had me thinking you were one of them.” He pointed a thumb at the line of condemned behind him. Then his one good eye narrowed a little, taking a closer look at Philip. “Well, I never! You? Now I get what all that apologizing was for. My dear old aunt told me her favorite human was back, but I never thought you’d show up out here, where even the harpies turn back.”


    “Your aunt?” Philip repeated, slightly confused.


    “Ravine.” The gragorn held out his big paw, and Philip’s hand disappeared into it as they shook. “Gravechop.”


    “Philip.”


    “The boy who started a war in Hell.” He tightened his grip. It didn’t hurt, but almost. A curved nail tapped on the patch over the demon’s eye. “This thing—it’s from the war.”


    “I’m sorry about that.” He tried to wrench his hand free. Without luck.


    “You know who did it?”


    Philip shook his head.


    “My best friend.” Gravechop’s one eye hardened. Just like his voice. “He didn’t get away with it.”


    “I’m sorry,” Philip said again.


    Another long stare. “At least we won. According to my aunt, it was all because of you.”


    It might have been the patch, but Philip couldn’t read the demon’s eyes, and in the back of his mind he heard Blackhorn’s voice:


     How do we know we got them all? Some of the traitors could have hidden and pretended they were on our side. 


    Gravechop’s grip grew close to bone-crushing, and Philip nearly gasped, but then the demon let go. He turned his attention back to the condemned at the front of the line. “Name?”


    “I’m begging you… Haven’t I suffered enough?” the man cried. “Haven’t I already been punished? My own people turned their backs on me. After everything I did for them, and this is the thanks I get? They hunted me down on live television and shot me like a dog and—”


    “Name!” roared Gravechop, making the condemned’s hair stand on end.


    “G-Gaddafi, Muammar Muhammed Abu Minyar al-Gaddafi,” he whimpered and cowered.


    “Is that all?” the gragorn grunted, while he scribbled the name in the book. “No doubt the swamp’s the perfect place for a guy with so many names. For the time being, at least, you look like the type with a lot of skeletons in the closet.”


    Gravechop nodded to his colleague, the one who had whipped the condemned, to step forward. “He’s all yours, Malgrum.”


    Malgrum grabbed the man, flew him out over the swamp, and let go. Gaddafi disappeared in the slimy mud with a squelchy plop.


    “Watch,” Gravechop said. “He’ll pop back up round about… now!” Right then the head of the condemned emerged with a scream, his face blistering and smoking. Quietly chuckling, the demon scribbled down some notes in his book. “It never fails with the new ones. They scream and splash around until they get mud in their mouth, and that’s when it really hurts. But I’m sure you’re not here for a lesson on torture and panic. What’s Philip Engel doing all the way out here, where life’s a far cry from the castle fineries?”


    “There’s someone we’d like to talk to,” he said. “One of the condemned. Veronica Simmens.”


    “You want to talk to one of the condemned?” Gravechop blinked in surprise. “Why in the underworld would you wanna do that?”


    “Unfortunately we can’t—” Satina began to explain, but Philip hushed her. Starting out like that wasn’t going to gain them any ground with Gravechop if he was even half as hard-headed as his aunt.


    “I’d like to get her autograph,” he said, trying to sound shy. “She’s pretty famous in my world.”


    “Yeah, from what I gather, the swamp gets a lot of celebrities,” Gravechop said. “And an autograph from the dead is probably worth a pretty penny, I get that. What’d you say her name was?”


    “Veronica Simmens.”


    The gragorn paged through the book until he found what he was looking for. “Oh, her. I remember her, she passed through a couple of nights ago. Getting her autograph might be a little tricky, though. She managed to escape, you see, but then she hid out with a husher. That was a dumb move. I’m happy to get her, if you like, but like I said, I doubt it will do any good. Now, she should be right around—” Gravechop unfolded his enormous wings and flew across the swamp. He dove to the surface and returned with a dripping body. “Is this her?”


    “Um…” Philip said, both horrified and repulsed by the sight of the condemned in front of him. Was she the one who had lured Sam? He couldn’t tell. He couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman. The skin had melted like candle wax off her face—if you could call it a face. The nose, lips, and eyes were gone, replaced by bursting blisters and festering sores, and the gaping mouth was nothing but an empty cavern.


    “Wait for it,” Gravechop said. “It’ll only take a second. Careful, you don’t wanna get it on your clothes.” He pointed at the mud dripping off her body. It landed on the ground with a sizzle, burning through the grass and stone.


    Philip was about to ask what they were waiting for, but that very second the condemned’s body began to heal. The skin gathered and tightened around the chin and cheekbones. The hair grew long and thick, eyes and teeth emerged, and the nose and lips took shape.


    “There you go,” said the demon. “Bad as new, and ready for more punishment.”


    It was a woman, and just like Flux had said, she was beautiful, but—


    “It’s not her,” Philip said, disappointed. There was no doubt in his mind. The woman who stood trembling in front of them wasn’t the woman who’d given Sam the summoning pills.


    “A good place to hide,” she whispered, emphasizing some of the words. Her wavering gaze was directed at something above Philip’s head. “Quid pro quo. I… The ropes and noo— Itspoke. A good place to hide… But there was someone… Something… Quid pro quo… There was something and… Click. There was a click, and the darkness, oh, God, the darkness was moving! It was moving and it… it…” She screamed. Screamed her lungs out. Just like Howel Valfot.


    “Okay, okay, we get it, little missus, let’s not overdo it,” grumbled Gravechop, giving her a little shove, tipping her back into the lake. He looked at Philip. “Are you sure it wasn’t her?”


    He shook his head and looked at Satina. “Unfortunately.”

  


  
    Chapter 34


    The Maker


    He was on his way to the castle. Satina had gone home, she’d had to let her parents know she was back. Before she flew off, she took his hand and gently squeezed it. “Thanks, I had a good time,” she’d whispered, adding—to her own amazement—that she’d never said anything like that before. The spots on her neck had disappeared.


    At first Philip thought the castle kitchen was empty as he entered through the courtyard door. He was surprised to see the tabletop crowded with a colossal pile of dirty dishes. They hadn’t even been rinsed, and there were flies buzzing around the dirty pots and stacks of plates. It wasn’t like Ravine to let things slide.


    He found her sitting in the kitchen nook, her head against the wall, quietly dozing. No, it wasn’t like her at all.


    He closed the door and she awoke with a start. Smiled when she saw it was him. A weary smile. “Is that you, Philip? How was Paradise?”


    “Fine,” he replied, but he could tell she wasn’t listening. She was aimlessly staring at the mess, like she’d given up.


    “I’m sorry about the clutter,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m not getting any younger, and these hands aren’t what they used to be. Are you hungry, my boy?” She stood up heavily.


    “No, thanks.”


    “Are you sure there isn’t anything you’d like?”


    “Actually, there is.” He went over to the sink and turned on the hot water. “I’d like to do the dishes. Just stay put, Ravine.”


    “Don’t you dare, I’m not that old,” she said, slightly insulted. Then she smiled, and this time the smile reached her eyes. “Wash or dry?”


    While they did the dishes, Philip told her about meeting her nephew.


    “Gravechop? I hope he was nice to you.”


    “He was,” he answered, remembering how the gragorn had surveyed him with his one good eye and his hard grip. “But he seemed a little… I don’t know.” Except, he did. Hostile, he thought, replaying his conversation with Blackhorn in his mind.


    “Bitter,” Ravine said. “Did he tell you how he lost his eye?”


    Philip nodded.


    “He hasn’t been the same since, and who can blame him? The war was harder on some than others. It was very hard on Gravechop.”


    Philip nodded and couldn’t help feeling ashamed. Petty and selfish. Who was he to judge Gravechop? Did he think he was the only one who had suffered? That he was the only one who had lost someone? His tragedy was only one of many, and for a brief moment, Philip wondered if people who felt sorry for themselves ended up in Hell.


    They’d gradually thinned out the mountain of dirty pots and plates, but there were still a lot left when they heard someone behind them clearing their throat. “Well, well, who do we have here?”


    Philip turned to see Lucifer on the stairs, looking disgruntled. “Seems the only way I get any news around here is through the gate whine. First you don’t have the decency to let me know you’re here, and when I finally find you, you’re busy being good! Follow me!” Lucifer spun around so fast his cape snapped.


    Philip glanced at Ravine. “I guess I better… I’ll come back and help you finish.”


    The cook smiled and stroked his hair. “My dear boy, you’re so sweet, it hurts.”


    The Devil was already behind his desk in his study by the time Philip arrived there, and he waved for him to sit in the electric chair. “So tell me, what’s the story?”


    “There is no story,” Philip said. “You were right, there’s no reason for me to be back. I was told to make myself at home.”


    “Did Jehovah really say that? Hmm. Well, then I’m pleased to see you’re back on this side of the gate. Did he also tell you…” He stalled, like he didn’t know how to put it. “… about that other thing?”


    “I haven’t even talked to Jehovah yet. He wasn’t there, but he left a message with Saint Peter. What do you mean—that other thing?”


    “A message?” Lucifer tutted, shaking his head. “Talk about a warm welcome.”


    “What do you mean—that other thing?”


    “Nothing. Just forget it. I didn’t—”


    “No.”


    Lucifer raised an eyebrow. “No what?”


    “No, I’m not just going to forget it. What is it you guys aren’t telling me? Mortimer knew something, too, but he wouldn’t say.”


    “Philip—”


    “Why can’t you just tell me? Did Jehovah forbid you?”


    Lucifer snickered. “You really think Jehovah could stop me from—”


    “Is that why?” he continued. “Because you’re scared of disobeying God? Are you—”


    “Enough!” the Devil shouted and banged his fist on the desk, knocking over the inkwell. No, the bloodwell. The red puddle slowly expanded. “You do not want to go there! That’s my final warning, which is one more than I usually give. And did it ever occur to you, Philip Engel, that the reason I’m not answering your question is for your sake, not Jehovah’s!”


    “My sake? What do you mean?”


    Lucifer grabbed a napkin and started cleaning up the blood. “I mean, do as I say: Forget it. You can bring it up with the half-mighty once he pulls himself together and actually says hello.”


    “And when will that be? Why is he so busy?”


    “It’s funny,” the Devil said, throwing the napkin in the wastebasket. “It’s doesn’t have anything to do with you, Philip, and at the same time, it’s entirely about you. Jehovah’s busy… creating.”


    “Creating? Creating what?”


    “As you might recall, your second visit down here led to some radical changes. Eternal life, for one. Suddenly it wasn’t eternal anymore, but as you know, Philip, death isn’t the end. That goes for devils, too.”


    For a second he didn’t understand what Lucifer was talking about. Then it dawned on him. “He’s working on an afterlife for devils?”


    “I’m the one with all the ideas, of course, but he’s handling the practical side of things. And once again, he’s proven he’s all talk. You know how he usually brags about it only taking him six days to create earth and life and all that, but he’s been working on this project for months now.”


    “Months? But it’s been years since the devils lost their immortality.”


    Lucifer cleared his throat and blushed. “True. The afterlife was a small detail we both overlooked in the middle of all the confusion.” He picked up the coffee pot on the table and poured himself a cup. “What I’ve just told you needs to stay within these four walls, got it? It’s fine to believe there’s something on the other side, but it isn’t good to know it. That counts for people as much as devils, and I suppose you understand that better than anyone.”


    Philip nodded. Yes, he understood it very well.


    Lucifer plopped two sugar cubes in his cup. “Wonderful, that’s just wond—” He cut himself off with a sigh. “That’s the third time in two nights.”


    “What?”


    He picked up the teaspoon. “Dirty silverware. Ravine is really slipping. This can’t go on.”


    “She needs help.”


    “Of course she does,” Lucifer grumbled under his breath. “But try telling her that and see what that stubborn she-devil serves you for dinner.”


    Philip smiled inside. The Lord of Darkness. The founder and King of Hell, who once declared war against God. And who was scared to death of his own cook.


    “I’ve got an idea,” Philip said, and Lucifer pricked up his ears.


    “Let me hear.”


    “We’re in Hell. Maybe help is the wrong word.”


    “What would be better?”


    “Punishment, of course.”

  



    Chapter 35


    Dagon


    Philip opened the classroom door and discovered Sam had company. Not just the old condemned principal, whose hand blistered and smoked as he wrote on the blackboard. It was a devil Philip had never met before and undeniably a tempter. Taller than Philip, but more slight, with two sharp horns sticking out of his disheveled hair. He caught sight of Philip and nodded. Sam turned around.


    “Hey, Philip!”


    “Philip?” the tempter repeated, looking surprised. “Philip Engel?”


    “The one and only,” Sam said. “I thought you two already met. Didn’t you know he was back?”


    “Yeah, a little soul told me.” The devil stepped toward Philip. “But I’ve never met him in person.” He held out his hand. “Dagon.”


    “Dagon is—” Sam started.


    “Satina’s boyfriend,” Philip cut in. He looked the tempter straight in the eyes. Black eyes that glowed. Like a full moon behind clouds. Above them, the long horns. But not as long as the ones Philip once had.


    Dagon smiled. “Oh, she told you.”


    “She did.” Just like Beelse already told Dagon that Philip was back. Hell’s gossip got around faster than Death’s horse.


    “Well, you’ve probably talked to her more than me lately. She’s been sick.”


    She has? Philip thought. He nodded. “I heard.”


    “Sick?” Sam said and looked at Philip. “But she wasn’t sick when—”


    Philip shook his head, and Sam stopped talking. But why hadn’t he just let Sam talk? Let Dagon know that Philip and Satina had passed by a few nights ago, so that he would find out that Satina had lied to him.


    Was it because Philip wasn’t a devil anymore?


    Or maybe he just wasn’t quick enough?


    “How did you get back?” Dagon asked. “Satina told me it was impossible.”


    Sam nodded. “Yeah, how’d you do it, Philip?”


    “Mortimer fixed my hourglass with tape,” he answered. “So now it’s fine.”


    “No way! So you can go back and forth now?”


    “In theory, yes, but I won’t be.” His gaze returned to Dagon. “This time I’m staying.”


    “Ha!” Sam said. “I knew it.”


    Philip raised an eyebrow. “How?”


    “The bumps on your forehead. They’ve gotten bigger.”


    He touched the scars to see if he could feel anything, but he couldn’t tell if Sam was right. He also couldn’t tell how he felt about it.


    “Did it hurt?” Dagon asked. “When they were cut off? I can’t imagine—” 
 Philip shrugged. Yes, it had hurt. Like being torn apart. But somehow, it had felt good, too.


    “I saw them at the castle,” Dagon added. “The horns. The exhibit. Our class went there on a field trip a couple of years ago. They told us all kinds of things about the war, but I wasn’t really paying attention. It was kind of boring, actually. Especially because… Well, I mean, it was just about a human.” He held up a hand. “If you know what I mean.”


    “A despicable human,” Philip said. “I’ve heard that one before.”


    “What? No, that’s not what I meant. Not at all.” Dagon shook his head and looked slightly mortified.


    “No, of course not.” Then an idea suddenly popped into his head. Maybe his horns really were growing back. He nodded at Sam, wondering if it would work. If he could get him to admit it. “By the way, did you know Sam and I used to share a room at the castle?”


    “You lived at the castle, Sam?” Dagon asked. “You never told me.”


    “It was only a couple of nights,” Sam said. “I had to move because—” He blinked, and his voice faltered when he realized he’d dug himself into a hole.


    Oops , Philip thought, smiling on the inside. He caught Sam’s eye and held his gaze.  Because of what, Sam? Why did you have to move? Say it. But not the truth. That would be too embarrassing, right? Come on, say it. 


    “Because of what?” Dagon asked.


    “Well, because of them. Philip and Satina.” He looked down. “I couldn’t take it.”


    It was a lie. That wasn’t why Sam had moved. It was because of Philip. Philip, who’d walked out of the torture chamber with horns, tail, and wings, and eyes as dark as a nightmare. Sam had been scared of him, but he’d never said it outright. Philip had figured he wouldn’t now, either. And that he’d come up with a different story.


    Dagon shook his head. “Philip and Satina? What do you mean?”


    “Come on, you know what I’m talking about,” Sam said.


    “What?”


    “Well, that you’re not the only boyfriend she’s had.”


    This clearly caught Dagon off guard, but he did his best to hide it. He looked at Philip. “You two were together?”


    He nodded. “She never told you?”


    They sized each other up for a while. Philip could tell Dagon was working hard to find the right comeback. Finally, he just shrugged. “Sure, come to think of it, I think she mentioned it, once.” Now it was Dagon’s turn to smile, and he looked as self-confident as ever. “But that was years ago.”


    “And it’s been years since I was here,” Philip said, returning Dagon’s smile. “But I’m back now.”


    Dagon checked the time on the clock above the blackboard and said he had to run. “See you later, Sam. Philip Engel, it’s been a pleasure.” He held out his hand and Philip shook it. “I’d like to stay, but I promised my ol’ devil I’d lend him a hand at the shop. See you later, perpetrator.” He rushed out of the room, and through the window, Philip saw him fly off.


    “Nice devil, right?” Sam said, oblivious to what had happened between Philip and Dagon. That kind of thing bounced right off Sam, who was more interested in… the practical side of things.


    But still.


    Dagon had said it was a pleasure. Strange choice of words.


    Maybe Dagon hadn’t sensed anything either? Maybe the game they’d been playing hadn’t been played from his side, and he was just a nice devil?


    Maybe, but not likely. Dagon was a tempter and they had a knack for these kinds of things. Feelings, soft spots, manipulation. No, he must have picked up on Philip’s tone and the expression in his eyes. But maybe he didn’t care. Maybe he didn’t think Philip was a threat. After all, he was just a human, Dagon had made that clear to him. And besides, Satina hadn’t mentioned him for years.


    So maybe. But how would Dagon react when he discovered he was wrong? That Philip was an imminent threat.


    “By the way, I talked to Lucifer,” he said to Sam, nodding toward the blackboard. “He’s agreed to let you go.”


    “Really?” Sam jumped out of his chair and clapped his hands. “Awesome, Philip! Did you hear that, you old chalk swinger? You’ve been pardoned for your sins!”


    They left the classroom, along with the condemned principal, who couldn’t thank them enough. He blew on his swollen, blistered hands and bowed to Sam, promising that he’d learned his lesson, yes, indeed, and just like he’d written on the blackboard, he would never, never, ever—


    “Don’t get your hopes up,” Sam interrupted, calling over a gragorn who was whipping another condemned into the Classroom. “Hey, I think you missed one!”


    Struck with terror the condemned stared at Sam as the demon came stomping toward them. “B-but…” he gasped. “Y-you said I’d been—”


    “I pardoned you.” Sam nodded at the gragorn. “But I doubt he’ll be just as forgiving. You shouldn’t have run off.”


    “Run off? But I didn’t run off, you were the one who—”


    “Quit lying, or you’ll get punished for that, too.” Sam smiled, turning the condemned over to the gragorn, who grabbed the man by the neck so hard his bones cracked.


    “Thanks,” the demon growled, and Sam winked at the howling principal as he got dragged away.


    “Ahh, it’s good to be out,” he said, taking a deep breath, filling his lungs with the smell of sulfur and blood. “I owe you one, Philip.”


    “Then come with me to the castle.”


    “The castle, why?”


    “Lucifer let you off the hook, but on one condition.”


    “What?”


    “That you help out in the kitchen.”


    “I’m out of here.” Sam spread his wings and was about to fly off, but Philip was prepared. He swung the whip he’d brought from his room and caught Sam’s ankle, cutting short his escape.


    “You’re coming, Sam,” he said. “Even if I have to drag you.”


    “What the hell, Philip, that’s not fair! Kitchen duty! You think I want to wash dishes all day? That’s worse than school. At least back there someone else did the work for me. Get that whip off me!”


    “Okay,” he said. “Just remember, it’s not worse. I promised Lucifer you’d come with me, and if you make me break that promise, I’ll have to break my promise to you, too. And when Lucifer finds out you had someone else do your dirty work, it will get worse. I can promise you that, too.”


    Sam immediately stopped flapping his wings and dropped to the ground. “You wouldn’t dare.”


    “Tell on you?” He smiled. “You don’t know me very well, do you?”

  


 
    Chapter 36


    Sick to the Soul


    He wasn’t sure what he’d say if he walked in on Lucifer in his study, but he decided to play it by ear. Luckily no one answered when he knocked.


    He’d left Sam in the kitchen with Ravine, after confirming what Lucifer had told her: That this wasn’t about finding the cook some help but about punishing Sam. Ravine had said she was more than happy to lend a horn straightening the kid out, and Sam was quickly equipped with an apron, a brush, and a don’t just stand there, get a move on!


    Philip had asked Ravine if she knew where Lucifer was. She figured he would find him in the fireplace lounge, but Philip had other plans and headed straight for the study. He looked both ways before he opened the door and went in.


    Forget it , Lucifer had said, but he couldn’t. What was it they weren’t telling him? What was Death and the Devil hiding from him? They didn’t seem to know exactly why Jehovah had brought Philip back, but they knew something. Why all the secrecy?


     And did it ever occur to you, Philip Engel, that the reason I’m not answering your question is for your sake, not Jehovah’s! 


    Lucifer’s words had been weighted with admonition. But if the Devil’s intention was to get Philip to curb his curiosity, he’d failed: If Philip really was involved somehow, there was only one place he could get an honest answer.


    There. In the seventh book, on the seventh shelf, right next to the forbidden door.


    He pulled down the Soul Book, lay it on the desk, and quickly paged to the section about Philip Engel. It had everything—both what he knew and what he didn’t. As well as what he didn’t want to know, and Philip remembered the terror he’d felt after reading a certain sentence the last time he’d looked.


     Philip Engel and Aziel Stofeles are like a mirror image of each other. 


    That one sentence was gone now. Erased, as though it was never written, because Aziel was gone, too. Sort of. Philip’s old enemy still took up a lot of space in the text. Aziel would forever be a part of his story. A part that could never be erased.


    He turned the page, and his eye caught a single sentence, that—


    But he quickly skipped over that one, too. It wasn’t relevant anyway, and his heart started racing as he turned the pages of his own thoughts, feelings, secrets, and—


    He dropped the book like it was electric. “What the…?” he muttered, staring at the page he’d ended up on.


    What in the world?


    What was this?


    Philip had once asked Lucifax about the author of the Soul Books and found out there wasn’t one. They wrote themselves. Clear neat letters that were easy to read.


    But this page…


    At first glance it looked like a school essay that had been in the hands of an overzealous teacher. Words were blotted out and whole sentences crossed over, replaced, and overwritten by others. It was an illegible jumble of corrections and additions, and Philip thought about the time Lucifer discovered someone had been tampering with Sam’s Soul Book—thereby tampering with his soul.


    That wasn’t the case this time. Back then the changes to Sam’s profile had been made with a specific objective in mind, and the handwriting had belonged to someone else.


    These changes, however… The exact same neat little letters, the exact same penmanship. Philip understood without understanding a word of it.


    Nobody had changed the Soul Book.


    The Soul Book had changed itself.


    But it doesn’t make sense , he thought, feeling something shift deep inside. These sentences… He couldn’t make head nor tail of them, the words simply didn’t correlate. It was as if the text had been cut up and randomly put back, and it took a while to get the gist of it.


    The traffic accident. Sam, who’d suddenly popped up out of nowhere, and the chaos that ensued.


     He recognizes it, the car whinnies. Hits the swimming pool anger, the water walks, frightened son! SON! The boy, who has turns. truck Saw. Who watches over who saves whom. He the red children! perhaps furious without starting to whinny at STOP! nothing can Jehovah heart? red door car. Car! He feels the darkness May be recognizes Sam who. Is. Feels the car nothing the red car? Red die red. Red. 


    It was like the writing of a madman, jumping from word to word. And this was the section with the least changes. Only two words had been crossed out—Jehovah was replaced by Mortimer, and Sam had been changed to he remembers, which was crossed out again and replaced with the running. 


    It was incomprehensible nonsense, a hodgepodge of language, and just looking at it… Reading it… It hurt. It hurt his eyes and his mind and made Philip nauseous and sick to his stomach, because this… This wasn’t just a meaningless jumble of words and sentences in a random book. It was him. His very own soul, distorted beyond all recognition. With a gasp he slammed the book shut, shivering and feverishly sweating.


    Was that what Lucifer meant? Was this what he wanted to shield him from? But what did it mean?


    His hands trembling and twitching convulsively, he put the book back on the shelf and fled the room like his life depended on it. But the words were like hooks, clinging to his mind, turning and twisting inside his head, making his nausea and dizziness worse, worse, worse. He ran up the stairs, into his room, and into the bathroom, where he threw up until there was nothing left and it felt like his stomach was on fire.


    Pulling himself together, he staggered to his bed and fell asleep before he’d pulled up the covers.


     He dreams about the red car and he dreams he’s lost his mind. He must have, because he can see the car is steering straight toward him, and even though he has time to move, he stays. The sun is behind him, and his shadow stretches out in front of him. There are horns on his forehead, he’s a devil again, and he opens his arms wide and unfolds his wings and closes his eyes. Waits. But nothing happens, and when he opens his eyes again, he sees the red car steering straight toward him, and even though he has time to move, he stays. The sun is behind him, and his shadow stretches out in front of him. There are horns on his forehead, he’s a devil again, and he opens his arms wide and unfolds his wings and closes his eyes. Waits. But nothing happens, and when he opens his eyes again, he sees the red car heading toward him… 

  


 
    Chapter 37


    A Weak Transformation


    He didn’t know how long he’d been out when he finally awoke. His nausea was gone, but his head felt like a ton of bricks. He slowly sat up. Then he froze as he caught sight of them.


    The glass shards.


    They were spread out across the floor and crunched under the sole of his shoes as he went over to inspect the shattered display.


    The horns, tail, and wings were gone.


    It must have happened before he got to his room, otherwise the breaking glass would have woken him up. He hadn’t noticed the shards because he’d been so exhausted.


    Who did it? And when?


    He hadn’t been in here since he left for Paradise, so it could have happened a while ago. It could have happened only hours ago.


    He didn’t touch anything, just hurried out the door and almost crashed into Lucifer as he turned down the hall toward the study.


    “Stolen?” the Devil blurted out when Philip told him about the incident. “Who in the underworld would have the nerve to do that?”


    “That’s what I wanted to find out,” he said, nodding toward the study.


    He followed Lucifer, who opened the door and walked straight to the Globe of Evil. “Show us who stole Philip Engel’s horns, tai—”


    He didn’t get to finish before the globe blinked and a picture emerged.


    Lucifer got up close to the sphere as Philip’s room appeared and stared at the devil lurking inside it.


    “What the hell…” Lucifer whispered.


    The room was dark, but not dark enough to hide the figure sneaking up to the commode with the candelabra in one hand. Not dark enough to hide the devil’s face.


    Lucifer.


    Whoever was behind the theft knew the globe would record it, so the perpetrator had transformed himself. Or herself. And not only had the thief been cheeky enough to transform into Lucifer, he’d made himself look like the Devil had looked back then.


    Pale and stooped. Dark circles under bloodshot eyes. Drooping horns.


    Back when he was sick.


    Dying.


    “It can’t be,” Lucifer said. “It can’t—”


    Inside the globe the fake Lucifer raised the candelabra and smashed the display case. The glass shattered and the remains of the devil Philip had once been were stolen and stuffed in a bag. As the thief turned to go, it suddenly occurred to Philip that there was something strange about him and—


    The picture went black.


    “A mockery,” Lucifer hissed through clenched teeth. His dark eyes flashed with fury, and he looked like he was on the verge of picking up the globe and hurling it across the room. “A damn mockery! Who the hell has the gall to taunt me right UNDER MY NOSE?”  He turned toward Philip and pointed with a trembling finger. “Who was it? Do you know? Answer me!”


    Philip shook his head, still puzzled about something. That moment when the thief turned around… That split second. Hadn’t he looked strange somehow? Something about his face…


    He stared at Lucifer, whose face was twisted with rage, and that’s when it dawned on him. “He looked exactly like you,” he muttered.


    “Why don’t you tell me something I don’t know?” Lucifer growled.


    “No, I mean it, take another look, pay close attention to his face when he turns around.” Philip ordered the globe to show the scene again, and once more they saw the thief break the display and snatch its contents. Then he turned around. “Right there! Look at his face! Can’t you see it? You—I mean he doesn’t look—”


    “He doesn’t look sick,” Lucifer whispered under his breath as the picture vanished.


    Philip nodded. “Right.”


    The Devil furrowed his brow, one hand stroking his goatee.


    “But why?” Philip asked. “Why change the transformation in the middle of everything?”


    “Because,” Lucifer said, “even though it’s an unparalleled travesty, it’s not the mockery I initially feared. Whoever it is, it’s obvious that he or she isn’t deliberately trying to look like me, back when I… when I wasn’t myself.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “It’s not a good transformation. On the contrary, it’s weak—done by someone who barely knows how. That’s why the transformation looks sick. But the second the culprit carries out the evil deed—”


    “—the transformation succeeds.”


    Satan nodded. “Not that it’s any help. The transformation still worked well enough to conceal the perpetrator’s identity. But we’ll catch him, and when we do, he’ll… he’ll wish he’d never been caught!” The Devil sent Philip a side-long glance, like he knew how lame that sounded, and Philip noticed a little twitch under the Devil’s right eye. Lucifer would probably never admit it—maybe not even to himself—but what they’d just witnessed had brought back a lot of dark memories. Of traitors, hidden enemies, and skullduggery.


    Even if it didn’t have anything to do with the war.


    Lucifer had asked him if he knew who was behind the theft and Philip didn’t.


    But he had a sneaking suspicion.


     (Well, I mean, it was just about a human. If you know what I mean.) 


    Hadn’t Dagon suddenly been in a hurry to leave? And he’d flown off in the direction of the castle.


    But for now Phillip kept his suspicions to himself. Gossiping could potentially do more damage than good, and sometimes it payed to keep your cards close. For now, it was enough to know that Dagon saw him as a threat. And that the young devil couldn’t conjure more than a weak transformation. Philip had been better at it, much better, and besides… What Dagon had done was just plain childish. He was obviously half the devil they all thought he was, if that was the worst he could do.


    I could teach you a thing or two. 


    “What did you say?” Lucifer asked, and Philip realized he’d been thinking out loud. And that his hands were balled into fists. And that his forehead was throbbing.


    He shook his head. “Nothing.”


    Lucifer looked at him for a while, and he thought the Devil could tell he was hiding something. But Lucifer seemed to have other things on his mind.


    “You look a little bleary-eyed, Philip. You’re not sick, are you?”


    “I was in here earlier.” He nodded toward the bookshelves. “I read my profile. One of the pages… It was about the traffic accident, but it was… It was pure nonsense. Just one big…” He searched for the right word.


    “Chaos,” Lucifer said.


    Philip nodded and waited for the Devil to explain.


    After a while he did. “I’ve read it. A real mess, but then again, what happened was a mess. Caused by an overlap of time and space, and it was simply too much for the Soul Book to handle. Chaos is hard to write.”


    “I guess,” Philip said, sensing there was still something Lucifer wasn’t telling him. “It is.”


    “How did you feel, Philip? How did you feel when you read it?”


    This time he didn’t have to think too hard. “Messed up.”


    No pity, no compassion, no words of comfort. Only that devilish smile. “That’ll teach you to sneak into my study again.”


    * * *


    It hit him later that night, when he was in bed and couldn’t sleep. He lay staring at the ceiling, thinking about the Soul Book. Not about the weird page that had jolted him like a whiplash, but about the sentence that caught his eye.


    Tried not to think about it.


    His gaze drifted to the opposite wall, to the painting depicting two versions of his face. Sensed his own eyes staring back at him in the dark. He looked at the broken display case, where… where…


    “He turned around,” he whispered and sat up. “Why would he turn around?”


    He went over it in his mind. What they’d seen in the globe. The sick Lucifer breaking the glass display and snatching its contents. Looking healthy the second he turned around.


    But why would he have turned around?


    Why didn’t he just go over to the window and fly away as fast as possible, after taking what he’d come for.


    Instead, he’d turned away from the window.


    They’d seen the devil steal the horns, tail, and wings. Then the picture went black. The globe had shown them what they’d asked for.


    But had it shown them everything?


    He got out of bed, lit a single candle in the candelabra, and left the room. He went back to the study and the Globe of Evil, where his voice was a mere whisper in the darkness: “Show me what Dagon did after he stole the things in the display.”


    The globe didn’t react.


    Philip’s heart started racing. Maybe Dagon wasn’t the culprit after all?


    “Show me what the devil did after he stole the things in the display.”


    Still nothing.


    Was he asking the wrong questions? Maybe, but no matter what he said, the globe remained pitch-black.


    Whatever the devil did after the robbery was still a mystery, but apparently… Apparently, it wasn’t anything evil.

  


 
    Chapter 38


    A Good Move


    “There you go,” Sam said to Philip the following night in the kitchen, placing a bowl of gruel in front of him. It smelled surprisingly delicious, and Philip was starving, but that little smirk on Sam’s lips… Suddenly he was wasn’t so sure about Sam helping out in the kitchen.


    “I think I’ll pass,” he said, and judging from Sam’s disappointed look, it was probably a wise decision. “I’m not hungry, just thirsty.”


    “Not hungry?” Ravine said, fetching a glass of water. “That’s not allowed in my kitchen! Well, I guess it’s all yours, then.” Ravine patted Sam on the shoulder. “I never thought I’d say it, but you deserve it.”


    The mountain of dishes was gone and Sam’s wrinkly fingers were proof he’d been scrubbing all night.


    “Um, no thanks, I’m not hungry either,” Sam said frantically, but his growling stomach gave him away. The cook raised an eyebrow. “Let me finish mopping the stairs first. Please?”


    “Please?” Ravine repeated, chuckling to herself. “Did you hear that, Philip? The kid sounds just like you! The stairs can wait, dear.” Ravine handed Sam a spoon. “Eat up!”


    Sam reluctantly took the spoon, sending Philip a furious glare.


    “Unjoy.” Philip smiled and got up. He wanted to go see Satina, but he didn’t even make it to the door.


    “Philip!”


    He turned around and saw Lucifax on the stairs. The cat’s tail flicked back and forth, and its green eyes had a vexed look. “Master’s study, Philip. Now.”


    “Now? Why?”


    Lucifax cast a side-long glance at Ravine and Sam. “Now.”


    Furrowing his brow, he followed the cat. Behind him he heard a plate break as Ravine’s attention was momentarily diverted. “Oops, I dropped it,” Sam said. “Sorry.”


    “What is it, Lucifax?” Philip asked. “Did something happen?”


    “I think so. He’s all riled up. He asked me to fetch you immediately. As I understand it, you haven’t talked to him yet, have you?”


    “What do you mean? I talked to Lucifer yesterni—”


    “I’m not talking about Lucifer,” the cat interrupted. “Quite the opposite, I’d say.”


    Philip stopped in his tracks. “Jehovah? Is Jehovah here?”


    The cat nodded. “Get a move on, Philip. Let’s not keep him waiting. Like I said, he seems pretty upset.”


    Lucifer was sitting behind his desk when he opened the door to the study, and in the electric chair across from him sat the creator of Heaven and Earth. Jehovah was wearing his ash-gray cape, and it matched the color in his cheeks—or rather, the lack thereof. As soon as Philip entered, he rose and held out his hand. “Philip.”


    That was all.


    Not: How’ve you been, Philip?


    Not: I’m sorry for what you’ve gone through, Philip.


    Just: Philip. His heart shrank.


    He looked into God’s shimmering gaze and it was like seeing a thousand sunrises. “So there was a reason you brought me back,” he said, leaving God’s hand hanging.


    “Of course there was.” Jehovah lowered his arm. “There’s always a reason. You were there, Philip. You were there that day, and I hardly believed my eyes. I don’t often get surprised, but that… That took my breath away. I figure you know what I’m talking about?”


    “The traffic accident.”


    Jehovah nodded. “An illegal summoning that nearly caused total havoc. And there you were. Smack dab in the middle of things.” He raised his hand again and pointed at him. “As usual.”


    “The kid’s got a knack for showing up at the wrong place at the wrong time,” said Lucifer.


    “Or more like the right place at the right time,” Jehovah countered. “A catastrophe was averted at the last second. You helped to stop it, Philip.”


    “Then why’d you bring me back?”


    “Because even though nothing happened, I couldn’t shake this nagging feeling that something had happened. Or that something would happen. I didn’t understand it, but suddenly you were there. Once again, at the wrong place at the wrong time, or perhaps vice versa. It wasn’t a sign from above, but it wasn’t a meaningless coincidence, either. So I brought you back as a kind of… precaution. I thought it’d be a good move.” He emphasized the word “good” and then continued, muttering: “Just when you think a story is done, you find it’s far from over.”


    “So something has happened?” Philip asked.


    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Jehovah grabbed hold of the headrest of the electric chair, and for a second he looked exactly like something he wasn’t: An old man. “My son and grandson have disappeared.”


    “Disappeared?” said Lucifer.


    “The girl is with her mother.” Jehovah looked at Philip. “I heard you met them.”


    He nodded. “Yes. She said they went hiking in the mountains.”


    “But they never returned. Maria contacted me yesterday because she was worried. Jesus told her he didn’t know how long they’d be gone, but she said they’d never been away for more than five days. It’s been nine now. I sent out a search party of angels, but they came back this morning and… Nothing. Not a trace of them. I don’t understand. They should have found them.”


    “It’s a big garden,” Lucifer said. “They might—”


    “Didn’t you hear what I said?” Jehovah raised his voice and tightened his grip on the electric chair, the wood cracking. “Only fallen angels give up. They’ve looked everywhere.”


    “What do you think happened?” Philip asked, surprised by the way he felt. Glad wasn’t the right word, but… close. A strange satisfaction, knowing Jehovah was the one worried and upset. Maybe even scared.


    “I don’t know, but my daughter-in-law said Jesus had been acting strangely the morning they left. Anxious, like there was something on his mind. She even asked him if something was wrong, but he dismissed it. She never got to say goodbye to Joseph—he’d been so excited to go, he ran off ahead.”


    “So there’s your answer,” Lucifer said. “You say your angels searched the entire garden, and that they should have found them. But did you ever consider that the reason they didn’t find them was because they didn’t want to be found?”


    “You mean they were hiding? Why would they do that?”


    The Devil shrugged. “For fun. They’re not angels. Especially not your grandchild, or so I hear. The word is he’s a piece of work. And who wants a nanny when you’re out exploring? Nine days. My God, your own son spent forty days in the desert, how long don’t you think he’ll need in a forest or in a cave?”


    Jehovah chewed it over. Then shook his head. “They ought to know Maria would be worried.”


    “Well, on the other hand, maybe she shouldn’t be. After all, it’s Paradise. And you know all too well how time flies when you’re having fun. Just think about the Flood. Those forty days went by in the snap of a finger, right? For you, I mean,” Lucifer added, smiling. “And for me. For old Noah it probably felt like ages. Why don’t you just ask him, before you leave? He’s running around somewhere down here. What does that say about God, when you choose to go to Hell?” Lucifer looked at Philip, and the Devil’s smile widened. “I guess you know that better than anyone.”


    “Hold that forked tongue of yours and stick to the subject!” Jehovah fumed, banging his fist on the table. “This is no time to be kidding around!”


    “I wasn’t joking, old friend,” Lucifer answered, suddenly serious. “You’re afraid that other—darker—forces might be at work, but trust me. Nobody down here would dare lay a finger on Jesus. Not only because of you, but also because of him. After all, he’s not God’s son for nothing. He can’t fly—which might explain why they’re not back yet—but he does have other qualities. Although he tends to display them in a slightly… juvenile manner. Do you remember that wedding in Cana?”


    “Lucifer, I warn you—”


    “Imagine using your divine powers to change water into wine, so the guests could drink themselves senseless! What do you think, Philip? Isn’t that a divine abuse of divine powers? You must have been as proud as a peacock, Jehovah.”


    A fat vein bulged in the middle of God’s forehead and Lucifer raised his hands disarmingly. He got up and went over to a cabinet, taking out some glasses and a carafe filled with an amber-colored liquid. “Besides, who says they’re even in Paradise. Maybe that’s why they haven’t been found.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean there are lots of other worlds you can go exploring in, and perhaps God’s son doesn’t tell his wife everything. Just like every other henpecked husband who ends up in your Garden. Maybe that’s the reason he seemed a little anxious when they left. Even though he claims to be the truth, sometimes it’s easier to tell a little white lie.” The Devil poured Jehovah a glass and handed it to him. “To calm the nerves. I’m sorry there’s no ice, it never lasts down here.” He held up a glass and sent Philip a quizzical look, but Philip shook his head, so he poured one for himself. “I’m not saying to forget it, old friend. All I’m saying is that you don’t know if something’s happened, and maybe you’re…”


    “Overreacting,” Jehovah sighed.


    Lucifer nodded. “You have to admit, you tend to do that sometimes. Just ask Noah. And David. And Lot. And Adam and Eve. And—”


    “Zip your lips, for God’s sake!”


    “For your sake,” Lucifer smiled, raising his glass for a toast, but Jehovah had already emptied his.


    “Maybe you’re right,” he muttered, shaking his head. “When the Devil is God’s council, the world must be coming to an end.”


    “Maybe that’s the problem?” Lucifer refreshed Jehovah’s glass. Philip noticed that he’d only sipped at his own. “That nagging feeling? That the world was coming to an end?”


    “You mean the traffic accident?”


    Lucifer nodded. “What happened wasn’t supposed to happen, and what should have happened wasn’t what would have happened. That’s confusing even to me, and you’re the one claiming to be all-knowing. For you, a paradox like that must be… paradoxical.”


    Jehovah rubbed his face. “Maybe. I don’t know. Maybe.”


    “How did you find out about it anyway?” Philip asked. “The traffic accident, I mean. You didn’t intervene when Sam accidentally swallowed one of the summoning pills, even though his death was wrong.”


    “Just like your first death.” Jehovah nodded. “But that only affected those involved, so to speak. The traffic accident would have been a much bigger catastrophe, the repercussions not only undermining the entire creation but tearing it apart in the blink of an eye. I could sense it. Like an old man’s knee before an oncoming storm. The weird thing is, I can still feel it. But maybe you’re right, Lucifer. Maybe it’s just a side effect.”


    “They’ll show up soon, you’ll see,” the Devil said and raised his glass. “Cheers. To needless worry.” Once again he merely sipped at his drink, whereas Jehovah washed the whole thing down in one gulp and with a heavy sigh sat back down in the electric chair.


    Lucifer stuck a hand in his pocket and drew out a black die. Just like the Globe of Evil, it seemed to have an inner glow. “What about a game of dice, now that you’re here? We’re already way behind schedule, with a backlog of souls waiting to be born. Maybe it’ll help you relax? You’ve had so much on your mind lately.”


    “First I agree with you, and then I applaud your ideas.” Jehovah shook his head. “What’s the world coming to?”


    “Well, hopefully a long line of dark souls.” Lucifer smiled. He took out a piece of parchment, dipped the feather pen in the bloodwell and drew a straight line down the middle. At the top he wrote an L and on the other side of the line a J. The Devil looked at Philip. “Want to join?”


    He declined again and began to make his way out, as Lucifer poured yet another glass and Jehovah picked up the hundred-sided die. Philip was amazed to see it change colors from black to snow white the second God touched it. “I’ll start.”


    “Just do your best,” Lucifer said. “And I’ll do my worst.”


    “By the way,” Philp said, turning around. “I’m not sure if you already know, or if it even matters, but…”


    “But what, Philip?” Jehovah asked, as he shook the die.


    “One of the accursed got into Paradise.”


    It was like someone had turned on the electric chair. The die dropped out of God’s hand and rolled across the desk, but neither Jehovah nor the Devil saw what number it landed on. Their eyes were fixed on Philip. “What did you say?”

  



    Chapter 39


    The Fields of Envy


    On his way to Satina’s, Philip passed long lines of condemned suffering under the whip, but he barely spared them a glance. He was still too caught up by the drama in Lucifer’s study.


    God and the Devil had ceased playing on the spot. An accursed in Paradise? Was he sure?


    He told them about the bear traps, and the creature the janitor had seen in front of the Tree of Life. Or more precisely—the Tree Stump of Life.


    But how did an accursed get into Paradise? God had asked in a shaky voice.


    Lucifer pointed out that the incident wasn’t necessarily related to the disappearance of Jesus and Joseph, but Jehovah wanted to find this Gregory as soon as possible and hear his story. Lucifer offered to come along. He didn’t believe an accursed would have the nerve to mess with God’s only begotten son, but if he had to be honest—which was rare—he didn’t particularly like the way things were going, either.


    Shortly after Philip was all by himself in the study. He could still feel the weight of Jehovah’s hand on his shoulder.


    I thought it’d be a good move.


    Like he was a pawn in a game of chess, for God to play as he pleased.


    They’d left the hundred-sided die on the desk. It had landed on seven, a bad roll for God, and Philip wondered why God—if he was all-knowing—couldn’t foresee how the die would land? And if he was so almighty, couldn’t he just make it land on a hundred every time?


    But perhaps that would make everything superfluous, wouldn’t it? And perhaps even the almighty had his limits. Philip had once overheard someone asking if God was able to create a stone so heavy, he couldn’t lift it himself. Obviously, if he couldn’t lift it, then he wasn’t almighty. And if he couldn’t create the stone, he wasn’t either.


    Philip stared at the die for a while. It was black when Lucifer held it and white in God’s hands, and Philip hadn’t wanted to do it.


    But he’d done it anyway. Picked up the die.


    It was warm and he could feel his pulse pounding in his fingers. Or was that the die throbbing? Like a little beating heart in the palm of his hand. Then it had changed color, from snow white to grave black. Startled, he dropped it and hurried for the door, rubbing his hands, which had turned ice cold. Right before he left the room, he glanced over his shoulder. The die had rolled to the middle of the table. It looked like an eye, staring back at him. It was white again. He couldn’t see the number it landed on.


    The door flung open at Satina’s house the second he caught sight of it, and Dagon stepped out. Philip hid behind a tree. Dagon slammed the door behind him. He looked angry.


    Philip wasn’t sure what to do. Then he casually stepped out of his hiding spot and walked toward Dagon, who steadily approached, his eyes glued to the ground. His hands were clenched.


    “Hey, Dragon,” Philip greeted him when they were only yards apart.


    He looked up.


    “Dagon,” he sneered. “My name’s Dagon.”


    “Oh, yeah.” Philip smiled and looked him in the eye.  What were you doing in my room? Why didn’t the globe register it? 


    “I heard you got Sam off the hook.”


    Philip nodded. “Yeah, me and the Devil are pretty close. Well, gotta run. I’m on my way to see Satina. See you, Dra— I mean, Dagon.” He continued, and for a moment it looked like Dagon was going to block his path. But he stayed put, his fists clenched so tight his knuckles were white.


    “See you, angel. I mean, Engel.”


    Philip stopped. “Good one.”


    He could feel Dagon’s eyes in the back of his head the whole way up to the house. After ringing the bell he glanced over his shoulder, but Dagon had disappeared.


    “Satina, will you get the door!” Blackhorn yelled from somewhere inside the house.


    Nothing happened, and Philip rang the bell again.


    “Satina! Argh, where is she? Come in!” The last part he yelled a little louder—roared it, in fact.


    Philip opened the door and stepped inside.


    “Who is it? Is that you again, Dago— Oh, hi, Philip,” Blackhorn said, as Philip popped his head into the living room. Satina’s dad sat with both devil babies in his lap and a picture book. “I just got them settled. Which isn’t easy with these two little munchkins. Satina’s in her room. I asked her to open up, but… Well, she can be a piece of work sometimes. Or more like a lot of pieces,” he added with a growl.


    “I’ll go say hi.”


    “Well, I sure hope she can hear you,” Blackhorn said and turned back to the book, pointing at one of the pictures. “And this one? What does this one say?”


    “Ack! Ack!” shouted the twins over each other.


    “Whack, that’s right! This is a guillotine. Can you say guillotine?”


    Philip went up to Satina’s room and knocked on the door.


    “Who is it?” She sounded irritated.


    “Me.”


    He had to wait for her to open the door. Her cheeks were red, and like Dagon, she seemed upset.


    “Is something wrong?” he asked, following her into the room.


    She took a deep breath. Shook her head. “It’s just that… I heard you met Dagon.”


    He nodded. Didn’t say anything.


    She didn’t either. Then she cocked her head and peered into his eyes, like she was searching for something. “What about you? Did something happen?”


    “Tons,” he answered, giving her a full description of the burglary in his room. He didn’t mention his sneaking suspicions about Dagon, thinking it was better she figured that out for herself. He finished off with the disappearance of Jesus and Joseph, and how God and the Devil had reacted when he told them an accursed had been in Paradise.


    “You’re talking about God’s son. An accursed wouldn’t dare lay a finger on him,” she said.


    “That’s what Lucifer said. But what if they were forced to?”


    She shook her head. “No one has that kind of power over the accursed.”


    “Aziel did.”


    She stared at him for a little while. “Only because he was in cahoots with Cain, forefather of all the beasts. But they’re both dead now, Philip. And besides—what’s the point of making someone do something they can’t? An accursed against Jesus Christ? It wouldn’t stand a chance. I think Lucifer’s right. I don’t think there’s a connection.”


    Philip shrugged. “He thought Jesus and his son might not even be in Paradise. That they’d gone exploring in other underworlds.”


    “That would explain why they haven’t returned yet. Time varies. Maybe they don’t even know it’s been nine days, maybe it’s only been five for them.” Her face suddenly lit up in a smile. “Maybe they’re visiting family.”


    “Family? What do you mean?”


    “I’ll show you. Come on. We can make it before I go to work.”


    “Where?” he asked, following her out of the room.


    “The Fields of Envy,” she said. “Come on. You’ll get to see an old acquaintance, too.”


    * * *


    The gigantic field was fenced off with barbed wire, ensuring that the hordes of shuffling condemned stayed within the punishment grounds. Not that there was any ground, just layers of glass shards, thumb tacks, and nails. Every move was an excruciating nightmare.


    The condemned might have avoided some of their suffering, if they’d been able to watch their step, but they couldn’t. At the entrance to the field they had their envious eyes plucked out, Satina explained, pointing out the gragorn at the front of the line of condemned. He had a little spoon which he used to—


    “Thanks, I got it,” Philip gasped, turning away, imagining he hadn’t heard the sticky squelch. THE FIELDS OF ENVY, read the wooden sign above the entrance in big red letters. Underneath it some jokester had written Get in free in the blink of an eye!


    “That’s weird,” Satina said, pointing at a big wooden cross next to the entrance. “He’s not hanging there anymore.”


    “Who?”


    “Cain. After the war his body was nailed to the cross.”


    It was an upside-down cross, and Philip saw the holes from the nails. Cain had hung with his legs up and his head down. “If anyone deserves to be walking around in there, it’s him. Lucky for him, though, he’s dead, but that didn’t stop Lucifer from using his body as a cautionary tale, just like—” She paused, biting her lip.


    “Like Aziel,” Philip finished.


    She looked him in the eye. “Did you see him?”


    “I had to. He… he wasn’t a pretty sight.”


    She let out a little sardonic laugh. “That’s one way to put it.”


    She glanced at the cross again. “I wonder why he’s gone.”


    They went over to a pudgy gragorn, who was hammering a pole into the smoldering earth. His reptilian face was drenched with sweat, and he sighed after every thwack.


    “Do you know what happened to Cain?” Satina asked, pointing at the cross.


    The gragorn paused for a moment to wipe the sweat from his forehead. “Come again, missus?” he panted. “Couldn’t hear over the blood pounding in my ears. Sometimes I don’t know who suffers the most—them or us.” He nodded toward the condemned, blindly stumbling into each other, blood trickling from their empty eye sockets.


    “I asked if you knew what happened to Cain?”


    “Cain? Oh, yeah, where is he now? Hey, Grimthorn!” The demon whistled to one of the gragorns further ahead, who was also busy pounding a pole in the ground. “Where’d they send that brother murderer?”


    “The Valley of Gallows,” Grimthorn replied. “I think it was the Valley of Gallows.”


    “There’s your answer, little missus. They moved him there a couple of nights ago.”


    “Why?”


    “No idea, the Devil’s cat ordered it.”


    “That’s odd. Why move Cain to a new punishment when he’s already dead?”


    “My thoughts exactly. Unlike the cat and all the other condemned souls, the man’s never going to heal, and I thought he really brightened the place up. But they must have figured it was discriminatory to the other condemned or some nonsense like that. New regulations, I guess. The Devil finds work for idle hands. So now his body’s hanging from a rope somewhere instead.”


    “What do you mean, unlike the cat, he’s never going to heal?” Philip asked.


    “Well, I barely recognized the poor thing when it popped in here the other night. You could tell Lucifer had skinned it alive, and as far as I know, it’s not the first time. Its fur looked pretty mangy.”


    Philip remembered the Devil reproaching Lucifax for not having brought Philip to the castle fast enough after Philip had returned to Hell. Lucifer must eventually have gotten his hands on the cat, while he and Satina were in Paradise. Satan wasn’t exactly known for forgetting or being forgiving.


    “Well, thanks for the break, but I’m afraid I’ve got to get a move on.” The gragorn nodded toward the big bale of barbed wire. “We’re expanding the field. Again. Envy is a popular sin these nights.” He raised his hammer and went back to planting the posts.


    “The Valley of Gallows?” Satina muttered. “I don’t get it.”


    “How can Cain’s body still be here?” Philip asked. “It’s been eight years since he died. Shouldn’t his body have… I don’t know, decomposed or something?”


    “At some point, yes. But Cain wasn’t like most people. He was a tough nut. In death, too. But I wanted to show you someone else, too.” She narrowed her eyes, searching amongst the condemned, who moaned with every step. “I’m not sure I can find him. The gragorn wasn’t kidding, this place is crowded and I— Oh, there he is! See him?”


    Philip looked where she was pointing. “The bald guy?”


    “No, the one behind him. The one with the long hair and beard. Don’t you see who—”


    His jaw dropped. Like the other condemned, the man’s eyes had been carved out, and his emaciated body was marred by bleeding sores. But unlike any of the others, he bore a crown of thorns, and Philip was shocked to see Satina smiling.


    “I-It’s him!” he whispered. “It’s Jesus!”


    Satina laughed. “Close but no vargar. But you’re right. He looks a lot like his brother.”


    “His brother? Jesus has a brother?”


    “He had both brothers and sisters. I thought you knew that.”


    He shook his head, baffled. “I thought he was an only child.”


    “He’s God’s only child, not Maria and Joseph’s. Guess what one of his brothers was called.”


    “What?”


    “Judas. Hilarious, right?”


    “Judas? Do you mean—”


    “No, not that Judas, silly, just someone with the same name. That guy…” She pointed at the condemned. “I think his name is Jacob. He was executed, too, by the way, but no one really noticed. Besides us, of course.” She smiled. “It’s not easy being the brother of God’s son.”

  



    Chapter 40


    An Old Nightmare


    After accompanying Satina to the library for her shift, Philip walked back to the castle. The route didn’t actually lead through Spiky Woods, but he chose to take the little detour anyway. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe it had something to do with what he’d read in his Soul Book.


    He stopped in his tracks at the sight of Aziel’s body, impaled on a stake and towering above the moaning and twisting condemned.


    Was it you?  he wondered. Were you the one who stole Moses’ staff?


    No answer.


    What did you need it for? 


    No answer.


    Never  an answer, because Aziel was dead and gone and—


    “No,” Philip whispered, remembering the Soul Book. Remembering how Aziel’s name had appeared several times. Remembering how—despite his death—he lived on in Philip’s nightmares. Where he sat waiting, insane and hell-bent on murder.


    But not any longer. Not since Philip had returned to Hell, and Aziel, once such a big part in his life, was now reduced to nothing. “You’re not gone. You’re…” He searched for the right words. Found them. “You’re history.”


    He was about to move on when his thoughts halted. No, not just halted, they backed up. Returned to something that had crossed his mind.


    Nightmare.


    But not the one with Aziel. This was a different nightmare. One that wasn’t even his own.


    He’d nearly forgotten to tell Jehovah about Greg the janitor and the accursed in the Garden of Eden, but had he remembered to tell them everything?


    He pictured her again. Little dark-haired Maria. Jesus’ daughter. Who’d been crying. Who’d been having nightmares.


    And now her father and her big brother were gone.


    Had she been missing them, like her mother said? Or had the bad dream been about something else? Could she have seen something?


    So many questions without any answers.


    But maybe there was a way to get some answers.


    A stupid way , said a little voice in the back of his head. A  dangerous way, and you know it.


    Oh, yes, he knew, because he remembered it all too well. The crushing fear he’d felt down there in the dark. Where he hadn’t found answers, just terror.


    But this time he wasn’t looking for his own nightmare.


    He was looking for hers.

  



    Chapter 41


    Maria’s Nightmare


    He couldn’t see the house for the mist, which hung over the bog like a ghost, slowly gliding between the stunted trees and withering plants, but he could sense it. Like it was spying on him.


    Up ahead the rickety, slimy stones formed a winding path through the Bog of Nightmares, where the foul water bubbled and squelched with every sigh from the condemned caught in the quagmire, never waking from their eternal torment.


    He could barely see twenty feet in front of him. Then the fog took over. Once in a while it whirled up and around, creating strange shapes, though there was scarcely a breath of wind.


    Somewhere beyond the icy haze—the husher’s house. The dilapidated old shack, where the dark ghosts sat in the basement and wrote, composing all the world’s nightmares and scribbling them down in blood on parchment made from human skin. He’d been there before. In the basement under the basement, where all the bad dreams were stored. He’d nearly lost his mind.


    Philip took a deep breath and started down the path, into the blue haze that drifted over the water and the twisted faces down below. The air was cold and clammy, but he felt sweaty and the fog… It didn’t feel like fog at all, but like the silken threads of spiderweb, clinging to his face and hair. Crawling. It felt alive.


    The trail sometimes branched off, but he knew the way and continued straight ahead. He stopped when something disturbed the bog’s quiet bubble. Footsteps?


    He turned around and thought he saw a darting figure, but it instantly vanished.


    “Hello?” The fog swallowed up his voice, like it had swallowed up the figure. “Anybody there?”


    No response.


    But he sensed there was.


    A husher?


    You shouldn’t have spoken. Now it knows you’re here.


    He looked around. Nothing but dead trees, withering rushes, and then the house, as the fog briefly parted before his eyes. The broken windows seemed to glare at him like the eyes of a deformed skull, and he knew he couldn’t do it. He should never have come here, it was a mistake, a terrible mistake, and he had to go back, he’d already gone too far into the bog, and he had to turn around now, quickly, before it was too—


    Calm down. Calm down, Philip. 


    He clenched his teeth, balled his hands into fists, and fought his rising fear before it turned into panic. It was this place. It went to your head, and he had to stay focused. Maria. He thought about Maria. About her big brown eyes looking up at him, teary-eyed, almost pleading. He thought about her nightmare and how the answer might be just up ahead, and he was about to continue when—


    Footsteps again. This time right behind him, and he instinctively knew it couldn’t be a husher, because they were always dead silent, but he never got a chance to check. Someone gave him a hard shove and everything turned upside down as the Bog of Nightmares sucked him into its icy embrace. Through the water, that didn’t feel like water at all, he caught a glimpse of someone standing on the path up above, looking down on him, and it… it…


    … it…


    …  it doesn’t start out like a nightmare. Not at all. But that’s usually how the worst nightmares begin. 


     He’s in Paradise, and there’s a ladybug crawling on his hand. It tickles, and he can’t stop laughing. But it doesn’t sound like his laughter. Nor is it his hand the ladybug is traversing. 


    It’s hers. Maria’s. 


    Maria’s nightmare. 


    He is her now, and he looks up.  She looks up. 


     She sees her big brother next to a bush picking berries. Joseph’s lips are bright red from the juice. Her father is by the cabin, trying to fix a wobbly table. Her mother isn’t there, maybe she’s inside, maybe she’s in the forest. 


    Sunlight shines through the trees. 


    There’s absolutely nothing to be afraid of. 


     Except that isn’t true. There’s a lot to be afraid of, because even if it doesn’t start out like a nightmare, it’ll become one. As soon as the ladybug flies away and Dad goes inside the cabin. She knows, because she’s had this dream before. 


    She looks down at her arm and sees the ladybug has flown off. 


    Looks at her dad, who goes back into the cabin. 


    And at the snap of a finger the dream changes. 


     The trees grow thicker and taller. The forest seems deeper, and the shadows longer and darker. Some of them rise from the ground like snakes ready to strike, and the sky is no longer blue but a hideous sick color unlike any she’s ever seen. 


     This… This isn’t Paradise. Not anymore. It’s something very, very different, and Maria’s racing heart is chilled through. 


     Over by the bush Joseph is still busy eating berries, his mouth so red it looks like he’s been badly hurt and bleeding. The juice drips onto the ground, forming a puddle, and Philip, who is Maria, understands it’s not real. Not this part. The shadows, the forest, the color of the sky, the puddle on the ground. Its Maria’s imagination overriding reality, all part of a nightmare generated by what happens next. 


    By what she sees. 


    This is the  real reason for her bad dreams. 


     Something appears between the trees. It has a strange, crab-like stride, swaying from side to side, and it’s horrendous. Maria  —born and raised in Paradise—  doesn’t know what a monster is. For her, evil is a foreign concept, but  now she knows, because that thing in front of her… That  is a monster, and she’s petrified. 


     It’s an insane conglomeration of different animals, from the yellow feathered wings and the spikey fish fin on the crooked back to the pincer growing out of its side, ready to snap. The creature is heading for Joseph, who hasn’t noticed the horror approaching from behind. 


     Then the creature stops and turns its head. It stares at Maria, and its face… Its face doesn’t belong with that body, and for a moment it looks like the creature might take her instead. Then it turns back to Joseph, uncoiling a long tentacle that wraps around the boy’s neck and mouth, strangling his scream like a noose, and Joseph gets dragged toward the creature, which silently slips away with him, back into the forest. 


     Maria starts crying. She doesn’t understand what’s happening. Doesn’t understand what she just saw, or where Joseph went, and she has no idea how much time has passed when she suddenly hears her brother calling from the forest. He’s not screaming or crying for help but calling out his father’s name. Calling for him, casually, and not like he’s just been abducted by a creature too grotesque to exist. 


     Dad comes out of the house. He looks at Maria but doesn’t notice that she’s crying. Doesn’t notice that something looks different about the forest  —its colors and shapes. 


    “Where’s your brother?” he asks, as Joseph calls again. 


    “Dad!”


     “Is he playing hide and seek?” Dad smiles and walks into the forest. He quickly disappears, and he doesn’t come back, and Joseph stops calling. 


    The forest is silent. 


    Then Maria hears something behind her —  a squelching, clicking sound. She turns around, and there it is. The monster. A wide smile parts the lips on the face that doesn’t belong to that body, and its pincer keeps snapping at the air, and the long, slimy tentacle uncoils once again, stretching closer and closer and  —


    Something grabbed hold of him, and the nightmare vanished as Philip was yanked up out of the bog and onto the path. He bent over, vomiting the filthy water.


    “Are you okay? Philip, are you okay?” The voice was distant and barely audible over the pincer’s snap. He could still hear it. Could still feel the terror and the scream in his throat. Maria’s crying.


    “Are you okay?”


    He turned to look, while drying his face with a trembling hand. Trembling until he saw who pulled him out of the bog. Then he froze. “You?”


    He got back on his feet, soaked to the skin. His heart was still hammering but in a different way now. His forehead was pounding.


    “I heard the splash,” Dagon said, sounding winded. “I hurried over to see what happened and I saw that you—”


    “You,” Philip said again. He reached out and gave Dagon a shove. Not hard, but enough to make him take a step back, mostly out of surprise.


    “What are you doing?”


    Another push, and he saw the gleam in Dagon’s gaze. The anger. It egged Philip on.


    “Philip, stop it. Why—”


    “Think I’m stupid?”


    Dagon looked dumbfounded. He obviously hadn’t counted on Philip catching on so quickly. “What? You think I was the one who—”


    His heart kept racing faster and faster. Felt warmer and warmer. “You never should have pushed me in and you definitely shouldn’t have pulled me out again.”


    “But I wasn’t the one who—”


    “I know what you did. That you broke into my room and stole my… my stuff. And that you tried to hide it by transforming into Lucifer. But it was a frigging pathetic transformation.”


    Faster and warmer.


    Dagon swallowed a lump. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Philip.”


    “You don’t?” He wasn’t sure what he was going to do to him before he did it. With a growl he lunged at Dagon, grabbing his collar and pushing him toward the bog with the living dead, their eyelids quivering, their mouths gaping in soundless screams.


    “What do you think you’ll see down there?” he shouted. “  What do you think you’ll see, Dagon? What’s your worst nightmare? Wanna find out? Do you?  ”


    “N-no, please!” The devil’s eyes shone with fear, and he struggled to wrench himself free, but Philip had the upper hand. “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand—”


    And to his surprise Philip saw that Dagon truly didn’t. He wasn’t lying, Philip could see it as clearly as he saw the panic in his eyes. Dagon wasn’t the one who’d broken in at the castle or pushed him into the bog, and Philip knew he should have helped Dagon back on his feet and apologized for his behavior, but he didn’t, and for a second—for a second he wanted to do it, anyway. Wanted to push Dagon into the bog, even though Philip knew he was innocent. That one sentence in his Soul Book kept repeating in his head. That sentence his eyes had merely glimpsed, and which he’d quickly paged over, and had tried not to think about—


    (He wishes he was a devil again)


    —and a drop of water from the bog ran down his forehead, into one eye, and for a second it wasn’t Dagon he held over the liquid nightmares, but Aziel. Aziel, who looked at him with his dark, hateful eyes. Aziel and his taunting smile, and Philip tightened his grip, pressing Aziel’s head down toward the surface.


    “Philip, no! Please!” Dagon’s voice, and then Dagon’s face, as Philip blinked the water out of his eye. Tears of fear ran down the devil’s cheeks and dripped into the bog. He was crying. He was frigging crying! His hair almost touched the water, which seemed to reach out for him like a living thing. “Please, don’t!”


    “Did you see it?” he yelled. “Did you see who pushed me?”


    “N-no. I didn’t see anyone, I only h-heard the splash. I swear!”


    Philip pulled Dagon back on his feet, holding his gaze, and then finally let go.


    Dagon looked like he was on the brink of collapse. His legs were shaky and he stood there with downcast eyes. He was taller than Philip, but for now, Philip was the one staring down at him.


    “Look at me.”


    Dagon slowly raised his head, but his eyes wavered. Not good enough. Dagon needed to look him in the eye. Needed to know Philip wasn’t lying.


    “Look at me!”


    His stare met Philip’s. It was bloodshot and teary-eyed. Confused and frightened. But that wasn’t all, was it?


    “We were in Paradise, Dagon,” he said. “And she chose me.”


    Silence.


    “I saved you,” Dagon whispered in a faint voice. Made it sound like a question. Like he was asking himself why he’d bothered.


    “I didn’t need your help. I could’ve—” He paused as the words suddenly reminded him of something. But the thought slipped away before he’d grasped it. “I could’ve gotten out by myself.”


    “You…” Dagon said, and Philip saw it in his eyes, as clear as night. The hate building up inside. “You’re no devil.”


    “No, but I can be one,” he answered. Smiled. “How about you?”

  


 
    Chapter 42


    The Face of the Accursed


    He ran—no, sprinted—back to the castle, not pausing until he’d reached the study, where he flung open the door. No one was there and he steered straight for the Globe of Evil.


    His clothes were still soaked, dripping with nightmares, but he would change later. First he needed to be sure.


    He kept picturing it. The accursed from Maria’s bad dream. Saw it creeping out of the forest toward her brother, and how it suddenly turned its head and fixed its eyes on her. Fixed its eyes on Philip, and that face… It didn’t belong to that hideous body, because it wasn’t the face of a monster. And he’d recognized it.


    Recognized her.


    “Show me who lured Sam into using the summoning pills!” he practically shouted, and with a hammering heart, he watched it again.


    Sam at a desk, all alone in the school library. The figure who suddenly pops up behind him. She is half hidden by the shadows and the hood, but he can still see her face. The face of a beautiful woman.


    The face from Maria’s dream.


    She isn’t a devil, Satina had said, immediately noting that the woman didn’t have horns. She was human.


    Except she wasn’t that either, and this time Philip saw it right away. That thing that had bothered him, and which had nothing to do with missing horns. Her hand. The one she’d laid on Sam’s shoulder. It had left a white spot on his cape, but Philip hadn’t paid attention to the hand itself. A gloved hand. A deformed hand. Only four fingers. Too long and thin for a human hand.


    Not a human hand, nor a devil’s.


    An accursed.


    The same one that Greg the janitor had seen standing in front of the Tree of Life.


    The same one that Jesus’s daughter had dreamed about.


    Philip had been thinking about Maria, thinking about her nightmare, when someone had pushed him into the bog, which must be the reason he’d relived that, instead of his own. It wasn’t just a random nightmare from the little girl’s vivid imagination.


    Maria had dreamed about the accursed because she’d seen it. Seen it carry off her brother.


    It wasn’t an exact rendition of what had happened, because it was only a dream. That was why the forest had changed, and why Jesus hadn’t noticed anything was wrong as he stepped out of the cabin. Joseph hadn’t screamed his father’s name, he’d merely called for him to come, which was probably what the accursed had asked him to do.


    That had to be it. Satina had said that the accursed wouldn’t stand a chance in Hell against God’s son, let alone attack him, and it hadn’t. Instead it had abducted God’s grandson, used him as bait, and Jesus…


    (Where’s your brother? Is he playing hide and seek?)


    … had unknowingly walked into a trap.


    What had he seen in there? His own son in the clutches of a creature more terrifying than the worst nightmare. A creature that wouldn’t hesitate to kill the defenseless boy, if Jesus didn’t submit to its demands. Since then, no one had seen either of them.


    No, wait. That wasn’t entirely true.


     My daughter-in-law said that Jesus had been acting strange the morning they left. Anxious, like there was something on his mind.  That’s what Jehovah had said. Jesus had come back from the forest to say goodbye to his wife. But not Joseph.


     She never got to say goodbye to Joseph, he’d been so excited to go, he’d run ahead. 


    Joseph must still have been in the forest, trapped by the monster that had forced Jesus to tell his wife that he and the boy were taking a trip to the mountains. It was a way for the monster to buy some time. If they’d disappeared right away, Maria would have started to worry. Instead, nine days went by.


    A nine-day head start. They could be anywhere by now.


    But why? For what reason? Who was the accursed and what did she want with Jesus?


    Philip was about to leave the study when he glanced at the shelf with his Soul Book and—


    (He wishes he were a devil again)


    —his thoughts returned to Dagon. He’d abandoned him by the bog. Had nearly abandoned him in the bog.


    As he turned around again, he saw his own distorted reflection in the globe. “Show me who pushed me into the Bog of Nightmares.”


    There was no reaction from the globe, just a steady dark glow.


    “Show me who pushed me into the Bog of Nightmares,” he repeated, louder, as though the globe hadn’t heard him.


    Nothing.


    Strange. Hadn’t he asked the right way? How could he be any clearer?


    Perhaps it hadn’t been an act of evil, but simply an accident? Had someone been running down the path and not seen Philip through the fog before it was too late?


    No. He’d caught a glimpse of the figure through the water before the nightmares seized him. The person had stood there, watching him struggle in the water, and then run off. Philip hated to admit it, but if it hadn’t been for Dagon…


    No, clearly an act of evil.


    Never mind. He had other things to worry about.

  


 
    Chapter 43


    The First Woman


    On his way down the stairs to the kitchen, Philip heard a peculiar noise and was surprised to find Sam at the sink… humming?


    At the creak of the stairs Sam spun around like a thief caught red-handed. Or like a tough guy caught peeling potatoes—and enjoying it.


    “Oh, hi, Philip?”


    “Sounds like you’re doing okay?”


    Sam couldn’t seem to find the words. He just nodded, his eyes still fixed on his potato. “It’s not as bad as I’d thought. I mean, it’s bad alright, and Ravine can be as fierce as the smell of my armpits, but… Yeah, I’m doing okay.” He smiled. Then he pointed at Philip with the potato peeler. “What happened to your hands?”


    Philip looked down and frowned. Both his palms were stained with blood. How did that happen? Had he been cut by the brambles in the bog? Or had one of the condemned torn his skin with their nails?


    “No idea,” he said. He went over to the sink and turned on the tap. The blood had dried and he had to scrub to get it off. But there wasn’t as much as a scratch. It wasn’t his own blood. It must have happened after he’d been in the bog, otherwise the water would have washed it off. But he hadn’t touched anything? He’d gone directly to the castle.


    Except that wasn’t entirely true. He’d been down on all fours, coughing, after Dagon had yanked him out of the bog. The blood must have been on the path, and it must have been there from before. Which meant that—


    He was bleeding. Whoever pushed me into the bog was bleeding.  Red blood.


    A condemned. A condemned had pushed him into the bog. That was why the globe hadn’t revealed the perpetrator. Lucifer once told him it didn’t register the condemned, since they were insignificant. Both them and their actions. Evidently, another one had managed to run off under Flux’s watch.


    “And you’re soaked through,” Sam said. “Where’ve you been?”


    Philip told him what he’d discovered. About the tempter who had given Sam the summoning pills, and who’d turned out not to be a devil at all.


    “An accursed?” Sam stared at him in disbelief, shaking his head. “That’s impossible. I saw her. Her face—”


    “Was a woman’s face,” Philip said. “A beautiful woman’s face. But the rest of her… That’s why she stayed half hidden in the darkness. So you wouldn’t see that part of her. But I saw her, Sam. I saw her in Paradise, and I’ve never seen anything like it.” He found a napkin and a pen lying on the kitchen table and started drawing. First the face. A human face. Then the feathered wings and the spiky fish fin in between them. The apish body partially covered by wart-infested skin and scraggly fur. One of its legs ended in a hoof, the other in something like a lion’s paw. The snake tail and the gruesome growths protruding from its body. The spider leg, the pincer, and—worst of all—the tentacle coming out of its chest.


    It wasn’t detailed, just a quick sketch, and Philip had never been good at drawing, but you got the idea. Sam’s jaw dropped.


    “She was wearing gloves when she gave you the pills,” Philip said, pointing at her right hand. “So you wouldn’t see her non-human hand.”


    “But she… It… It’s a monster,” he whispered. “Like something put together by a mad scientist. You gotta be kidding, Philip. Tell me you’re kidding.”


    “Have you ever seen a creature like that before? Have you ever even heard of a creature like that?”


    Sam frantically shook his head. “No, never.”


    “You’re sure? What about at school? In biology or something? History? Think, Sam, think. This is important.”


    “Important? Damn right it’s important! You’re telling me I was lured by a cursed… accursed! No, I’ve never seen her before that night, and no, I’ve never seen a creature like that! Who is she, Philip? Who is she and how does she know me? Why did she give me those summoning pills?”


    Philip still wasn’t sure about the first part, but the last part… “I don’t know who she is, but I think she was using you.”


    “Using me? For what?”


    “To kidnap Jesus and his son.”


    At first Sam just stared at him, like Philip was speaking a foreign language. Then his expression changed and he looked like Philip had reached out and slapped him. The color drained from his face. “Wh-what?”


    “Jesus and his son have been gone for the last nine days, abducted by a creature that looked just like that. The same one that lured you into taking a summoning pill and nearly creating havoc because of it. She knew that Jehovah was the only one who could prevent a catastrophe, and I think she used you to distract God, so he wouldn’t notice what she was up to: kidnapping his son and his grandchild.”


    Sam swallowed a lump. Two. “Does God know?”


    “Only that Jesus and his son are gone, but not the second part. I only just figured that out.”


    “And it’s… It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t used the summoning pills… Oh, God, when God finds out…” His knees buckled and he looked at Philip with eyes shining with fear. “Do you think he’ll have me chained? Make me a condemned for the rest of my death?”


    “Calm down, Sam, you couldn’t have known. Nobody did, not even Jehovah. She tricked you.”


    “But if anything happens to them… If she’s hurt them… We’re talking about Jesus and his son. Christ, Philip! I didn’t even know he had a son. Why? Why would she do it?” He grabbed Philip’s shoulders and shook him. “Who is she? What does she want? What does she want?!”


    That part was still a mystery, but one thing was clear—Sam was just a cog in the wheel, a tiny piece of the puzzle. That’s how it felt. Like a puzzle. All they had were pieces, but not the whole picture. There was still a sea of unanswered questions. How did the accursed get into Paradise? Or back into Hell, for that matter? How did she know Sam? How had she—


    The door to the castle courtyard swung open and Ravine stepped into the kitchen with her arms full of laundry. Panic-stricken Sam glanced at Philip, who shook his head, silently promising not to say a word.


    “Hi, Philip.” Ravine sighed as she put down her load. “You hungry?”


    She was already on her way to the kitchen table. Then she stopped in her tracks and looked at Sam. “You look like you could use a little pick-me-up yourself. You’re ghostly pale. You’re not sick, are you? Have you been working too hard?” She stroked Sam’s cheek, but he hardly reacted. “Didn’t I tell you to take a break once in a while? I’m telling you, Philip. This kid works harder than the night is long.”


    Philip couldn’t help but smile. Ravine might be as fierce as the smell of Sam’s armpits, but there was more to her than that. That was why Sam’s stint in the kitchen wasn’t as bad as he had feared. Sam would never admit it, but here—in the heart of Hell, between scrubbing pots, piling plates, and potato peeling—it sounded like Devil Sam had finally found the mother he’d never had.


    “Sit down, you two. I’ll cut you a piece of my very best apple pie. A little bite of Paradise, so to speak. Made with apples full of the knowledge of good and evil.” She brought out the plates, took the cake out of the pantry, and cut two large slices, which she carried over to the table. As she placed the plates in front of them, she caught sight of the drawing on the napkin. She looked at Philip. “Did you do that?”


    He nodded.


    “Why did you draw her?”


    He sat up with a start. “You know her?”


    “Sure, it’s Lilith, right?” She picked up the napkin and took a closer look. “I once did a report on her for school. That look of hers, it’s definitely… original.”


    Lilith. The name rang a bell. He’d heard it before, but where?”


    “Who’s Lilith?”


    “What do you mean? Weren’t you the one who drew her—”


    “Who’s Lilith, Ravine?” he practically shouted.


    “Adam’s first wife. God’s initial attempt at creating a woman, which failed terribly.” She shook her head. Shuddered. “I don’t know if Lucifer had a hand in that part of creation, but Lilith… Well, she wasn’t normal. She didn’t look human like her husband. Even if her deformities weren’t that bad in the beginning.” Ravine pointed at the napkin. “But even worse was her nature... The way she acted... She didn’t belong in Paradise. Her behavior toward both the animals and Adam was inappropriate and deplorable. Some might even have said plain evil. Maybe it was because of her deformities. That she knew she was different. A failure. Or perhaps it was the other way around. Perhaps the deformities were a result of her behavior. Like when Lucifer regained consciousness from his fall from Heaven and discovered he’d grown horns and a tail. In any case, her deformities gradually got worse, and she became the abomination that you drew. As hideous on the outside as the inside, and Jehovah ended up—”


    “Banishing her,” Philip ended her sentence for her. Now he remembered where he’d heard about her. Lucifer had mentioned her once. Lilith, the precursor to Eve, who Jehovah turned his back on and banished to Outer Reach, that great expanse of darkness outside of Hell’s walls. The same place where Adam and Eve’s son Cain was sent after killing his own brother. The two of them met out there in the darkness, Adam’s first wife and his first son, and together they had—


    Children, if you want to call them that , Lucifer had said. The accursed who lived in the land of eternal shadow.


    “Was Lilith in the war, too?” Philip asked.


    The cook shrugged. “I’m not sure. Cain was, as you know. Until Aziel betrayed him and got him killed. If Lilith was on the enemy side during the war, I guess she switched from that moment on.”


    “He used Cain like a puppet,” Philip muttered.


    “She must have hated Aziel for what he did.” Ravine glanced at the picture of Grumblebeard hanging on the wall. “She’s not the only one.”


    “Is Lucifer back from Paradise yet?”


    “Not as far as I know.”


    “If you see Lucifax, tell him I need to talk to him. As soon as possible. I’ll be in my room.” Philip took the napkin and ran out of the kitchen.

  


 
    Chapter 44


    The Greatest Miracle


    He closed the door behind him, rushed over to the shelf, and pulled out The Bible – as the Devil reads it. He opened it to the first page. Genesis, the story of creation. He skimmed through it. Light, sky, land, plants, animals. And then mankind. Adam and Eve. Only Adam and Eve.


    No Lilith. There wasn’t even a single mention.


    Or was there?


    Chapter one, verse 27.


     So God created mankind in his own image; in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. 


    As though Jehovah had created them at the same time. But in the following chapter there was a more in-depth description of mankind’s creation story, where Adam was created first, and only later—when he was feeling lonely—came Eve. Jehovah formed her out of one of Adam’s ribs. But there had been a woman before her. One who was created alongside Adam.


    Lilith. But for some reason things went terribly wrong with her, and she was banished. Erased from the Bible, like she’d never even existed.


    Was that why she’d taken Jesus and his son? As revenge, the world’s oldest and simplest motive? Vengeance against God, by taking away what he loved most dearly? Was that why the angels hadn’t found them, even after having searched through every nook and cranny of Paradise? Were father and son lying dead in the Garden of Eden somewhere, murdered in cold blood? Blood turned cold by the very God who gave her life?


    No,  he thought. They’re not dead. Then Jehovah would have known. Wouldn’t he?


    But there were things worse than death. Philip knew that better than anyone.


    He put down the Bible and found his copy of Hell’s Who, What, Where? on the shelf. Paged through it as he walked over to his bed. He quickly found the section he was looking for. The one about Lilith. There wasn’t much, and it didn’t tell him anything he didn’t already know. He quickly skimmed a couple of pages ahead, but there wasn’t anything else about her. He read the section about Cain, too, but that wasn’t helpful, either.


    He shut the book and laid his head on the pillow. Mulled it over—and surprised himself by yawning. That little swim in the Bog of Nightmares must have tired him out. He’d only been under for a few seconds, but it had seemed like much longer. Just like any nightmare, it was like time stood still. He was exhausted but couldn’t sleep. No way. His mind was racing with too many thoughts and too many questions and he couldn’t wait to tell Lucifax about what he’d discovered.


    * * *


    He was awakened by someone knocking at his door. He couldn’t believe that he’d dozed off. Hell’s Who, What, Where? lay on the floor. He hadn’t heard it fall. He looked at the clock on the shelf and was astonished to see it was late at night.


    “Philip? Philip, are you in there?”


    He jumped out of bed, instantly wide awake, and opened the door. “Come in, Lucifax.”


    “Ravine left me a note saying you wanted to talk,” said the cat, stepping inside. “She wrote that you seemed pretty rile—”


    “I know what happened to them. Jesus and his son.” He brought out the napkin and pointed at his drawing. “They’ve been abducted by her. Lilith.”


    “Abducted?” Lucifax stared at the napkin. At him. Then at the napkin again. “Lilith? But—” 
 “There’s a witness. Jesus’ daughter. Little Maria saw the whole thing, but Lilith saw her, too. She probably would have taken Maria instead, but the girl hasn’t learned to talk yet, so she wouldn’t have been much use. She also couldn’t tell the others what had happened—she’d barely even understood what happened—but it gave her nightmares all the same, and I saw it. I saw her nightmare. I saw her.” He tapped the napkin.


    “Philip, wait a second. Start over. And for the Devil’s sake, slow down.”


    He tried again, slower and from the beginning. Well, almost from the beginning.


    “I have to tell master immediately,” the cat said as soon as Philip finished. It walked toward the door, but then it stopped. “It’s strange, isn’t it?”


    “What?”


    “If Lilith has been itching to get back at Jehovah all this time… Why didn’t she do something before now?”


    Philip shrugged. “Maybe she was just waiting for the right—” He thought about Sam and was about to say devil. But that was the part he’d left out. Sam’s unintentional involvement in the whole affair. “—the right moment. Joseph had to be old enough. Old enough to follow Lilith’s commands.”


    He bent down and picked up Hell’s Who, What, Where? from the floor. It had opened up to the section on Lilith and his eyes had fixed on a sentence about Cain, and it made him think of— “Why did you have him moved, by the way? Cain, that is.”


    Lucifax turned around. “What do you mean?”


    “Well, he’s dead, right? So why move him from the Fields of Envy to the Valley of Gallows?”


    “We didn’t move him. Cain’s hanging where he’s always hung.”


    “But—” Philip started. Then hesitated.


    “But what, Philip?”


    “When was the last time Lucifer skinned you alive?”


    “Skinned me alive?” the cat repeated, clearly insulted. “That’s a little personal, Philip, and I don’t think it’s—”


    “Just answer! When?”


    “It… It’s been a while. Before the war. Why?”


    “It wasn’t you,” he muttered, wondering why he hadn’t thought of it before. It was one of the first things Lucifer had told him, back when Philip erroneously ended up as the Devil’s apprentice, and Satan had skinned the cat in anger: that Lucifax thought it was embarrassing walking around without fur.


    “Philip, what are you talking about? What wasn’t me?”


    “Satina and I went to the Fields of Envy last night. Cain’s body was gone. They said he’d been moved to the Valley of Gallows. Under your orders. And they said they barely recognized you because you’d been skinned.”


    “What?” the cat burst out.


    “But it wasn’t you,” Philip continued, looking inward, deep into his mind, where his thoughts were churning faster and faster. “It was a transformation. But not a very good one. That’s why the perpetrator made it look like you’d been flayed. Otherwise he’d be found out, because the transformation wouldn’t be close enough to the real thing. A weak transformation. Just like whoever stole my horns, tail, and wings. The same one had Cain’s body moved!”


    “But why move him? It makes no sense.”


    “I don’t know. I—” Then something else crossed his mind. “Can Lilith transform?”


    “What?”


    “Can Lilith transform? Even a little?”


    Lucifax shook his head. “I don’t think so. She’s not demon, she’s human, although she doesn’t look it. Why?”


    Because there had to be a connection. Cain and Lilith, predecessors of the accursed, founders of Enoch, and suddenly Lilith shows up in Paradise and abducts Jesus and his son. Shortly after Cain’s body is removed. Cain, who was killed during the war, struck by Blackhorn’s arrow, but in reality murdered by Aziel, who’d tricked them all.


    It couldn’t possibly be a coincidence.


    A connection. There had to be one. Think, Philip, think!


    The Valley of Gallows. Why the Valley of Gallows?


    And why Jesus and his son? Revenge, perhaps, but there was still something about it that didn’t add up. If it was revenge Lilith was after, then why hadn’t she taken little Maria, too? As if all she wanted was Jesus.


     If Lilith was on the enemy side during the war, I guess she switched from that moment on  , Ravine’s voice repeated in his head. She must have hated Aziel for what he did. 


    “Philip? Philip, what’s going on?” Lucifax’s voice called out to him from far, far away, and for a second it nearly distracted him, but he forced himself to concentrate, because he was suddenly very close. That sentence. That sentence had brought him very close. Come on, Philip. Concentrate.


    She must have hated Aziel for what he did.


    But it wasn’t about Aziel, it was about Cain. And it wasn’t about hate, it was about—


    What, Philip?


    Lilith. Cain. And Jesus.


    The opposite , he thought, staring at the page in the book. At the chapter on Lilith. Who had met Cain within the eternal darkness. It’s the opposite.


    Not hate.


    Love.


    And the Valley of Gallows? Why the Valley of Gallows?


    “Because it’s not guarded,” he whispered. The valley was one of the few punishment places where the condemned were left to their own devices. They hung there, isolated and dangling from ropes, without a chance in hell of escaping. Which meant—


    “She could remove him without being detected.”


    “Philip, what are you talking about?” Lucifax’s voice broke through, and as he looked up from the book at the Devil’s cat, everything finally made sense. It was all here in the book! He’d just read about it!


    “I’m talking about Cain,” he said, his excitement sending the blood cursing through his veins. “I don’t think he’s hanging in the Valley of Gallows any longer, and I don’t think this is about revenge at all. Lilith took Jesus’ son because she needed his dad for something. For this.” He turned a couple pages back in the book. To the section he’d skimmed right before he fell asleep. There hadn’t been any mention of Lilith, and he hadn’t thought anything of it. He was starting to realize he couldn’t have been more wrong. There was another section under “L”, right before Lilith.


    Lazarus.


    The man at the center of Jesus’ greatest miracle.


    The dying man, whose siblings had sent for Jesus, in hope that he might heal their brother. But Jesus hadn’t made it in time, maybe he didn’t want to make it, and when he finally got there, Lazarus had been dead for four days.


    Until Jesus brought him back to life.


    “That’s what she’s trying to do,” he said. “She wants to force Jesus to bring Cain back from the dead! That’s why she took his son! To coerce him. But she needed to have Cain’s body. It would be impossible without it. That’s why Cain was moved to the Valley of Gallows. The condemned aren’t guarded there, and she could take the body without being caught.”


    “But Lilith’s not the one who ordered them to move Cain,” Lucifax argued. “You just said it was a transformation. So, in other words, a devil. Why would a devil help Lilith?”


    “Maybe you’re wrong. Maybe Lilith can transform. Just a little. Into a sick version of Lucifer. Into a skinned version of you.”


    “But she’s a human. Underneath it all, she’s human just like—”


    “Me?” Philip added.


    Lucifax was about to nod but then realized what he meant. “And you could transform.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Evil lord, you really think that’s what happened?”


    “If that’s what happened,” Philip said. “Is it truly evil?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She lost her husband in the war and now she’s trying to get him back.”


    “Don’t underestimate Lilith, Philip. She was banished for a reason. She will stop at nothing, and those who stop at nothing… They all end up down here.”


    Philip thought about the frightened expression on Joseph’s face as the tentacle pulled him into the creature’s embrace. Thought about Sam, who’d nearly caused total havoc up above. And he realized that sometimes, there’s a fine line between love and evil.


    Sometimes there wasn’t a line at all.

  


 
    Chapter 45


    More Questions—and a Single Answer?


    As usual the devil city was completely dark when Philip hurried through it for the second time that night. The constant screaming of the condemned created an ambiance both frightening and strangely calming.


    Always screaming , he thought as he ran. Always darkness.


    Never sunshine , he thought. Never birdsong.


    Always heat and fire. Never snow and rain. 


    Always blood and pain. 


    Always , he thought. And never. 


    Lucifax had gone to the Valley of Gallows to see if there was any truth to Philip’s speculations. The cat had asked him to wait in his room, which he had. For five minutes. He hadn’t been able to take it any longer and left the castle running.


    She was probably sleeping, but he’d have to wake her up.


    Only one piece of the puzzle was still missing. The break-in. Why had Lilith stolen his horns, tail, and wings?


    Satina’s house lay just up ahead. The light was on in her room, but the rest of the house was dark. He ran through the garden and gently knocked on the window. Satina’s face appeared.


    “Philip?” She opened the window and he crawled inside.


    All she had on was a thin nightshirt and the sight of her bare legs momentarily vaporized his racing thoughts. He forced himself to look away.


    “Good thing you’re still up,” he said.


    “What are you doing here? I was about to go to bed.”


    “You won’t want to sleep once you’ve heard this.” He sat on the bed and could feel the warm spot where she’d been lying. She sat down next to him. Her leg touched his.


    His words practically tumbled over each other as he explained what had happened, although he left out certain details. When he came to the part about the Bog of Nightmares, he said Dagon had helped him out after some condemned on the loose had pushed him in the water, skipping over the confrontation that followed. Even though he was dying to tell her how Dagon had been so scared he’d cried.


    When he was done, Satina stared at him in disbelief. “So you think Lilith took Jesus and his son to force him to bring Cain back from the dead?”


    “I know, it sounds far-out. But it kind of makes sense, too, doesn’t it?”


    She nodded. Slowly. Then shook her head. Slowly. “Not exactly.”


    “Not exactly?”


    “What about the summoning pills that she gave Sam? Where did she get those?”


    He shrugged. “She could have stolen them.”


    “But how would she even know about them? And how would she know how to use them? And what about Sam?”


    “What about him?”


    “If she’d tried to lure any other devil boy, he would’ve noticed she didn’t have horns. I noticed the second I saw her. You and Sam were oblivious because you’re both—or rather, have been—”


    “Human,” he added, understanding what she was trying to say.


    Satina nodded. “How did she know Sam would be so easy to fool? And how did she know that the Valley of Gallows wasn’t guarded? She’s an accursed from Outer Reach, and suddenly she’s got insider knowledge of Hell. It’s like—”


    “Like she’s had help.”


    She nodded. “I agree with Lucifax. I don’t think Lilith is capable of transforming. We saw her in the globe when she lured Sam. How she tried to hide the fact that she didn’t have horns. If Sam had noticed, the whole plan would have gone down the drain. If she could transform, wouldn’t she just have conjured up a couple of horns?”


    She was right. It didn’t mean Philip’s overall conclusion was wrong, but if Lilith couldn’t transform, then she wasn’t the one who had Cain moved to the Valley of Gallows. Nor was she the one who broke into Philip’s room.


    “But why? Why would a devil help her?”


    “To get something in return,” she answered. “The oldest reason in history. That man you knew, the one who saw Lilith in Paradise. He saw her staring at the remains of the Tree of Life and you even said so yourself. That others might be tempted like Aziel. Others who still dream of eternal life. Especially if they’re nearing the end of their own. The weak transformation might mean it was an old devil. Perhaps one that’s sick. Or dying.”


    “Someone who needed an apple from the Tree of Life,” Philip muttered. “But the tree was gone before she got there, so that part of the plan failed.”


    “But the other part went exactly as planned. Lilith kidnaps Jesus and his son. In the meantime, her accomplice removes Cain’s body right under our noses.”


    “But how did she get into Paradise in the first place? How could a devil help her with that?”


    “And what about the soot from Purgatory? What’s the link there?”


    He shrugged, and for a while they just sat in silence.


    Silence.


    Her eyes met his when he put his hand on her thigh. Her skin was soft and warm and he saw his reflection in her eyes. Saw more and more of himself as he leaned forward, hoping that this time, she wouldn’t pull away.


    She didn’t, and as his lips met hers, the world around them dissolved, and Philip reckoned that sometimes—just sometimes—your prayers were heard in Hell.


    Then again, if anyone had been listening, it was only with half an ear, for that very same instant a high-pitched scream whipped him back to reality.


    “What was that?” he gasped, and she giggled at the terrified look on his face.


    “One of the twins. He probably just lost his pacifier.”


    He leaned in again, but she put her hand on his chest. Could she feel his pounding heart? He hoped so. “Wait.”


    Soon they heard a heavy stomping and Blackhorn’s sleepy mumble: “Argh, is this gonna end before Hell freezes over?”


    They burst out laughing, burying their faces in the bed covers to muffle the sound. The screaming stopped and they heard Blackhorn stagger back to the bedroom, grumbling something about it being just like Purgatory. They looked at each other again and their smiles softly abated. His hand was still on her thigh, and this time she was the one who leaned in, when suddenly he pulled back, Blackhorn’s voice echoing in his head.


    “Philip? What’s wrong?”


    “I think I know,” he whispered. His heart had been beating fast. Now it was galloping. “I know where they are. Christ, Satina. We were there. We were even talking about it.”


    “What?”


    “Purgatory! The soot from Purgatory! The spot we saw on the stairs between Paradise and Hell.”


    “But we checked to see if the stairs divided there. They didn’t.”


    “We only checked one side.”

  


 
    Chapter 46


    Stairs in the Dark


    They snuck out of the house and hurried to the gates of Hell, which opened as they arrived. They exchanged surprised looks and then slipped outside, where a lone, stooping figure tottered toward the opening, meekly muttering: “I was just doing my job… I was just doing my job…”


    Flux stood in the doorway at the gatekeeper’s house looking half asleep. His hair was disheveled, his eyes narrow slits under heavy eyelids.


    “Hey, stop, who’s there?” he shouted when he caught sight of Philip and Satina. “Oh, it’s you. What are you doing here? Don’t you know what time it is?” He yawned loudly and nodded toward the condemned. “That guy didn’t. I had to drag myself out of bed for one measly sinner. Hell of an hour to kick the bucket.” He reached inside and pulled the lever that controlled the gate, and it started to close again.


    “What did he do?” Philip asked.


    Flux rubbed his face. “I forgot already. A judge, a lawyer, or something of that sort. What about you? What are you doing here again?”


    Philip was about to explain how they needed to check something, but he didn’t get that far. Suddenly they heard a scream, even louder than the ones coming from the Gate Hinges.


    It jolted Flux awake, and he put his hands to his head. “No, no, no!”


    The new condemned was screaming. Screaming so loudly you would think every bone in his body had been crushed. Which they probably had.


    In his drowsy state, Flux had accidentally closed the entrance too soon, and the gigantic gates had snapped shut on him like the jaws of a beast.


    Flux rushed to push the lever up, opening the gate and releasing the condemned, who collapsed on the spot.


    He ran to the man, whose arms and legs were unnaturally bent, and nervously asked if he was okay.


    “Come on,” Philip said, grabbing one of the torches hanging on the gatekeeper’s wall. They hurried toward the stairs and continued up the broad steps that looked like they’d been carved out of shadows.


    “There’s still something I can’t figure out,” he said, after they’d been climbing for a while. Neither he nor Satina could remember exactly where they’d seen the soot, and he held the torch close to the steps, searching for the white spot.


    “What?”


    “Lilith was created before Cain, and he was an old man. But Lilith—at least her face—still looks young. That was why she was able to lure Sam. It wouldn’t have worked if she looked like an old woman. But she is, isn’t she?”


    “Both yes and no,” Satina replied. “She is old, but she hasn’t aged a night since the day she was created. She was banished from Paradise before the fall of man. So she escaped the consequences of Adam and Eve’s apple-feast.”


    “She’s immortal?” Philip asked, astonished.


    “Immortal and she doesn’t age.”


    “Far out,” he said, trying to put two and two together. Immortal. Banished to a life of darkness. No wonder she wanted her husband back. Maybe that was why she’d wanted an apple from the Tree of Life, too. To give Cain what she’d never lost—eternal life.


    They kept going up and up the stairs, and Philip was afraid they’d missed it. That they’d gone too far or that it had been rubbed off. In that case, they’d never find the right step and—


    Then they saw it. There on the right-hand side, like an arrow, pointing them in the right direction. Except it wasn’t the right direction, because it didn’t lead anywhere. At least not on that side.


    They checked the other side, but—


    Only more darkness.


    Philip handed Satina the torch and crouched down. Reached his hand over the edge. Felt nothing but air and a twinge of disappointment. He’d been wrong.


    “Nothing?” asked Satina.


    “Nothing,” he said, retracting his arm. Then he froze as something brushed the hair on the top of his hand. “Hand me the torch.”


    He pointed into the dark as far as he could without losing his balance.


    And there…


    “You were right,” Satina muttered.


    The stairs, which seemed to be made of darkness, spiraled up from below, but didn’t connect. The first two steps were missing. Which was why he hadn’t felt anything at first. They hadn’t been destroyed on purpose, they’d simply crumbled, suffering the ravages of time. But the next three steps emerged in the light from the torch. Narrow and cracked, like the steps of an old ruin. The rest were enveloped in shadow.


    “Do you know where it leads?” he asked, hearing himself whisper. Suddenly it felt like they weren’t alone.


    “No idea. But it’s falling apart. Do you think it will hold?”


    “If it can carry her, we’ll be fine.” He took a deep breath. It wasn’t far, two feet or so, but the very thought of the abyss in between gave him the chills. He bit his lip and leaped. He landed with a crunch, his feet sliding on the uneven step, and he almost fell. A little piece broke off, rolled over the edge, and disappeared into the darkness.


    “Philip?”


    “It’s okay,” he said, giving her a hand. “The first step is always the hardest.”

  


  
    Chapter 47


    The Forgotten Underworld


    He’d told her the stairs felt okay, but they didn’t. Far from it. There wasn’t a breeze, not even a breath of air in the dense darkness, yet the stairway seemed to sway from side to side. Like even a sigh could bring it crashing down. In some places the steps had partially disintegrated, making it a slanted, slippery descent, in other places there wasn’t a step at all, and they had to tread carefully past the bottomless black holes.


    “It hasn’t been used for ages,” Satina said, gasping as the ancient bricks fractured under her foot.


    “Keep moving,” Philip said. “I’m not sure it’ll hold, if you stop to look around. Still no idea where it leads?”


    “Down.”


    It was darker here than on the stairway to Hell. Much darker. Even with the torch, they could barely see further than three steps ahead, and after a while, not more than one. Sometimes even less.


    Here and there they stopped to listen, but even if there was anything to hear, the darkness swallowed it as greedily as it ate up the light.


    After who knew how long—which they truly didn’t, Philip realized, time might be different here as well—they reached the foot of the stairway, which came out by a large wooden gate, its size skewed by the surrounding shadows. It was impossible to determine if it was four or forty feet tall, but they could see it had been left slightly ajar. Or more like, busted open. Strange letters had been carved into the wood, which had split apart or rotted away.


    “What is this place?” Satina whispered, sliding her fingers back and forth across the strange signs, puzzled by the language she couldn’t understand.


    “Let’s find out,” Philip said, and together they stepped through the damaged gate.


    More darkness.


    Nothing else.


    It was as though the shadows from the stairway had oozed through the open gate and coated the place in darkness. The air felt heavy. Stagnant and musty like a tomb.


    The ground was soft, almost soggy, like walking on a carpet of moss. Philip bent down and touched it. It didn’t feel like moss, and when he held his hand up next to the torch, his fingers were dirty. He looked at Satina.


    Dust and ash. That’s what they were walking on. A thick layer of dust and ash.


    She suddenly grabbed the torch from him and held it close to the ground, where she’d spotted something.


    Tracks. Tracks in the dust.


    The stairs might not have been used for ages, but someone had passed through recently, and whoever it was, they hadn’t come alone. There were several tracks and that one… Didn’t that look like a child’s footprint?


    Philip glanced over his shoulder. They hadn’t gone more than a couple of yards, yet there wasn’t a trace of the entrance behind them.


    Was this a good idea?


    Shining the light on the tracks they quietly and slowly continued deeper into the unknown underworld. Just like on the stairs, they sometimes stopped and listened, but they couldn’t hear a thing, other than the quiet creaking of ash and dust beneath their feet.


    He jumped when Satina grabbed hold of him. She didn’t say anything, just stared at something in the dark on their right. He followed her gaze and broke out in a cold sweat when he caught sight of a figure. It merged with the shadows, a vague silhouette, but he sensed it was big. Colossal.


    It stayed still, staring at them with eyes they couldn’t see.


    Philip and Satina just stood there. Held their breath.


    Neither of them moved.


    Something’s wrong , thought Philip when they’d been standing like that for a while. He took a deep breath and stepped closer. The figure didn’t move. The next step revealed why.


    It was a statue. What it once represented was impossible to guess. Just like the stairs that led them there, the details had disintegrated. There was an inscription on the pedestal, inscribed in the same unintelligible language as the writing on the gate.


    They were about to continue following the tracks when Philip stepped on something that crunched under his shoe. The noise was uncomfortably loud in the dark.


    He crouched down to see and recoiled with a gasp when he realized what he’d stepped on.


    A skeleton.


    And not from any creature Philip recognized.


    The bones were dark and copper colored, like it had lain there for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years. It was over nine feet long and had two legs like a human, but the arms… There were too many to count. Four or six, it was hard to tell the way the bones were jumbled up. He’d stepped on one of them, which had crumbled to dust.


    But strangest of all was the skull. It was oblong and narrow around the jaw, with a long muzzle like a wolf. The forehead was high and as broad as a folding fan and lined with holes; the creature appeared to have had more than one pair of eyes. A few teeth remained intact. They were large and unusually long.


    “What is it?” His heart was pounding like crazy. Not just because of the shock, but because he had a sneaking suspicion he knew exactly what it was. Sensed the profoundness of what they’d found.


    “A god,” Satina replied, and he could hear it in her voice. That her heart was beating as hard as his. “Of some sort.”


    “I thought gods were immortal.”


    “Only as long as someone believes in them. But if they stop believing… If all knowledge of that religion disappears… I don’t know what kind of place this is, Philip. I don’t think anybody does. Not even Jehovah. This underworld… It’s forgotten. Forgotten by everyone, and that’s why…” Her voice trailed off.


    That’s why it’s dead , continued a voice in his head, and he remembered what Satina had said back when they were in Hades, and he’d asked her why some condemned ended up there instead of Hell.


     They believed in different gods, and so the stairwell led them here. God might have created man, but man also created God. 


    And without mankind… Without its faith…


    “A perfect hiding place,” he said, scanning the darkness that concealed the dead underworld. He wondered what it had been like. He tried to picture the landscape, tried to imagine the gods and goddesses who once lived there.


    Or devils , he thought, looking at the skeleton with the empty eye sockets that seemed to stare back. The head lay at an awkward angle, as though its neck was broken, and he discovered something twisted around its throat.


    “He hung himself from the statue,” he said, pointing at the remains of the moth-eaten rope.


    Satina nodded, but remained silent and turned away. “What are we going to do? If they’re down here somewhere… The torch will give us away. Lilith will see us coming. I think we should go back, Philip. Find Lucifer and let him take care of it. This place freaks me out.”


    She was right. It was dumb to come here, and it was even dumber to keep going. He decisively spun around to find the tracks that would lead them back, but he turned too fast, too eagerly, and the flame from the torch licked his hand. Crying out in pain, Philip dropped the burning branch, and it landed in the dust next to the skeleton. The light flickered and died.


    Darkness. Total and complete darkness.


    “Philip!”


    “Sorry!” he said, searching for the gate amongst the shadows. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”


    “Philip,” she repeated, but there was urgency in her voice. She grabbed his hand, raised his arm, and pointed. Whispered: “Look. Do you see it?”


    At first he didn’t.


    But then…


    Then he did.


    It wasn’t completely dark, after all. And without the light from the torch, it slowly appeared in the dense blackness up ahead.


    A faint light.


    A red light.


    Red as blood.

  


 
    Chapter 48


    Pain and Terror—and Hate


    They slowly approached.


    Slowly.


    Froze.


    A sound? Had they heard something?


    No. Absolutely quiet.


    Closer.


    Closer until they could see where the light was coming from. A fire. A dying fire, only a few embers smoldering in the dark like monster eyes.


    Philip scanned the area. Couldn’t see anyone. Couldn’t hear anything.


    But someone had been there. Recently.


    He ran the last stretch to the fire. Was about to grab a branch and stir up the embers, hoping the wood would ignite and create a new torch. Without light they would never manage the climb up the dilapidated stairway, let alone find their way back to it.


    But he stopped in his tracks.


    There was a figure on the ground on the other side of the fire. Lifeless and partly hidden by the dark.


    One more step. Then he saw who it was.


    Lilith.


    She lay turned toward the dying fire, but it wasn’t the sight of her deformed body that shook him to the core.


    It was the blood dripping from her slit throat.


    The eyes in her beautiful face were wide open, her gaze fixed in an eternal stare. A single drop of blood ran from the corner of her mouth and down her chin, a dark line across her fair skin. One wing was strangely angled, as though it hadn’t folded properly. The tentacle that stuck out of her chest lay limp on the ground.


    Satina let out a stifled gasp. “She… she’s dead. Murdered.”


    “Do you think he did it?” he whispered under his breath. “Jesus? Do you think they got away?”


    “But… That’s impossible. She’s supposed to be immort—” Satina jumped as Lilith suddenly moved. The pincer opened, and Adam’s first wife slowly turned her head. Her eyes met Philip’s and began to focus. She opened her mouth, attempting to speak, but nothing came out, only a bloody gurgle. Her eyes shone with pain and terror. So much pain and terror. But something else as well. A third feeling, more intense than the others combined, and the only thing keeping her alive.


    Hate.


    The tentacle slowly curled and silently rose from the dust and ash. And then—


    Striking like a snake, it shot toward Philip and twisted around his neck. He could feel the suction cups clinging to his skin, and, panic-stricken, he fought to pull them off.


    “Philip!” Satina screamed. “Philip!”


    The tentacle forced him to his knees and then dragged him on the ground through the dust and blood, toward the pincer, opening and snapping like scissors, pulling him toward her face, the only human part of her, which was twisted in an inhuman grimace, and he helplessly looked into her eyes, which were flashing with anger, and suddenly he understood. He understood what she was trying to do, and he stopped resisting. Lilith pulled him so close their noses almost touched, and her eyes seemed to part like a curtain, and he saw…


    He saw…


    Oh, God.


    He saw everything, and Philip would have screamed, if he’d had the strength.

  


 
    Chapter 49


    Lilith


     He is Philip, and he is Lilith, and the first thing he sees is Cain and Aziel. They are in front of the gates of Hell, side by side, as though they’re equals, and Philip has been here before. It’s the start of the war, right before the first victim dies. Cain. Cain, who doesn’t know that in a moment the devil at his side will betray him. Lilith doesn’t know either, she only knows she doesn’t like what’s happening. She senses something is amiss, and she doesn’t trust the devil who came to her husband in the darkness and to whom Cain has sworn his allegiance. How can you trust a devil, when you can’t even trust God? And that glint in Aziel’s black eyes… No, she doesn’t like it at all. 


     “Worship me,” Aziel says. Behind him is his army of devils and beasts, and he is no longer addressing Lucifer in the gun port above but the many demons standing next to the Lord of Darkness, their arrows pointed at Aziel. He speaks clearly and he speaks calmly. “Or die.” 


     Then he takes another step forward and Lilith realizes it’s a mistake. That Aziel is too close to the wall, too close to the arrows pointed at him, and that everything will be over before it’s begun. Then  —just as she hears  the hiss of an arrow rushing through the air—  she sees Aziel’s mouth curve into a smile. Sees him grab Cain and pull him in front of him like a shield. Sees the arrow pierce Cain’s chest, and the blood bubbles from his nose, and it feels like she’s the one hit by an arrow. As though it’s her chest transformed into a bloody hole. She sees her husband collapse, his face the picture of utter disbelief and… 


    …


     … He is Philip, and he is Lilith, crawling through a gap in the colossal walls of Hell with one burning desire. 


    Revenge.


    It’s the only thing on her mind. The only thing she lives for. 


     Revenge against the devil who betrayed her husband and killed him, while smiling. 


     All around her the war rages and chaos reigns. Aziel has invoked an ancient incantation, and parts of Hell’s walls have crumbled to the ground. His followers attack at full strength, and everything is blood and death, as they mercilessly slaughter the enemy, who doesn’t stand a chance. 


    Who stand to lose. 


     Until Jehovah and his legion of angels suddenly intervene and in the blink of an eye turn defeat into triumph. She doesn’t know what to feel when she sees her creator come galloping over the black sky on a flaming horse. Once she would have felt   anger. Anger that he’d banished her, her only sin was having been created. But not anymore, because at some point Cain joined her. Her only light in the eternal darkness. Now he’s gone forever, and the only hatred she has left is the one she feels for Aziel. 


     And even though Jehovah’s interference abruptly changes the outcome of the war, it isn’t over yet, because in the nights that follow she hides in Lucifer’s castle, hides in the shadows, in corners, and behind doors. She’s all eyes and ears, and with a strange mix of fear and delight, she learns that Aziel has escaped. 


     She will find him. She swears. Swears by her creator and her dead husband, and she will smile, while she slowly cuts his throat… 


    …


     … He is Philip, and he is Lilith, and one night she hears a scream. A long, anguished scream, and she follows the sound, running through the labyrinth of halls in the basement, and suddenly there’s a voice.  His  voice. He is here and he is ranting hysterically: “You’re no devil! You’re no devil!” 


     When she reaches the door to the torture chamber, both the screams and the ranting have stopped, and through the doorway she sees it all. Sees Aziel, who  —with laughter in his voice— says: “I bet you wish you could interfere, don’t you?”


     He’s talking to Death. The old man is petrified by the scene unfolding before him. 


    The bloodbath. 


     Lilith hardly notices, but for Philip, who’s still trapped in her memory, it’s jarring. 


    It is back  then.


    The most godawful moment of his life. 


     He sees himself lying on the floor. Sees the horns, tail, and wings scattered on the floor in front of him in a pool of blood. Aziel has cut off everything. 


     And he sees his father. Tied to the chair, eyes closed, his head limp against his chest, and the blood streaming from the deep wound in his stomach. 


    The most godawful moment. 


     “Take the angel’s father,” Aziel says, and Lilith sees Mortimer clench his fists. “Show the boy how merciless death can be. Then leave and show him how merciless life can be.” 


     Lilith is waiting behind the door. She’s trembling so badly, she’s about to burst, and the tentacle is coiled, tight as a spring. Here he is, the one who murdered her husband, and this is her chance for revenge. Then Mortimer shakes his head. 


     “He’s not the one I’ve come for,” he says. He raises his arm and points at Aziel with a crooked finger. “It’s you.” 


     Lilith thinks the old man is talking about her, that Death knows she’s hiding behind the door, and she is about to attack Aziel when something unexpected happens. 


     It happens so fast, she can barely follow. Aziel can’t either. Not before it’s too late. 


     Philip. He’s not on the floor anymore, but back on his feet and holding one of his cut-off horns. He plunges it into Aziel’s chest with all his might. 


    For a second the image is frozen in time. 


     Then Aziel looks down, puzzled at the sight of the black horn jutting out of his body, like he can’t figure out how it got there. He gives Philip an imploring, frightened look, before collapsing on the ground, and his eyes… His eyes are fixed on the door, and they narrow when he spots Lilith in the doorway. She smiles. She makes sure he sees that, too. 


     Mortimer steps over to Aziel and closes his eyes, and Lilith withdraws into the darkness, back into the depths of the basement, where she stays. Without Cain there is nothing for her in Outer Reach, and here  —in the dark hallways beneath Satan’s castle— the first woman wanders for years, living a quiet hidden life…


    …


     … He is Philip, and he is Lilith, and when he hears the dragging steps in the dark, he hides. There’s rarely anyone down here, and last time she didn’t hide fast enough. Someone saw her and fled in terror. 


     Dragging, unsteady steps, as though the intruder has a limp. She sneaks closer and catches sight of the devil at the edge of the light from the torches on the wall. Where darkness takes over. She hears a scraping sound and doesn’t understand where it’s coming from. Then it dawns on her: The devil is writing on the wall. 


     After he hobbles away, she comes out of hiding to see what it says. The letters are shaky, written with a trembling hand. Was he afraid of something? 


     Her name. He’s written her name. And that he wants to speak to her. 


     She doesn’t understand. A message to her? From whom? Who knows she’s here? And why does he want to talk to her? 


     She turns around and there he is, appearing in the flicker of the torch, and even though she is used to seeing in the dark, the wavering light confuses her. She can’t really see him, but she senses there is something odd about him. His body leans to one side, and one arm is strangely crippled. 


     “I knew you’d hear that,” he said. His voice is hoarse and sometimes it trails off, turning his words into a whisper. No, he isn’t afraid, he’s sick. Sick and old. “I want to strike a deal with you.” 


    “Who are you?”


     “A devil.” For a while he is quiet. Then he says six words that shake her to the core and turn her world upside down. “You can get your husband back.” 


    “My husband?” she whispers. “How?”


    The reply is short. “Jesus.”


    “Jesus?”


     “And his son. You will need him, too.” And the devil in the dark speaks, and Lilith listens, and the hoarse voice maneuvers into her mind and wraps around her heart that is battering her chest like a clenched fist. Jesus and his son, he says. Jesus, who can bring back the dead, and his son, who will leave him no choice. 


    “But Jehovah… What about Jehovah? Won’t he find out?”


     “Not if his attention is elsewhere.” The devil holds out his hand. A twisted hand. It looks like the skin has melted. Two fingers are stuck together. Deformed. Just like her. The hand holds a tiny box. 


     She unfolds the tentacle and picks up the box, opens it. Inside are two pills. 


     “Summoning pills,” the devil says, and he tells her how to use them. And who she will give them to. His name is Sam and that… That should get Jehovah’s attention. 


    “Why?” she asks. “Why are you doing this?”


     “Nothing is free,” says the hoarse voice. “I’m giving you back your husband. You will bring me an apple from the Tree of Life.” 


     A fair exchange, but how? How is she supposed to get into Paradise? 


     But the devil has already worked it out, and in the darkness and in her mind he whispers: “Purgatory.” 


    …


     … He is Philip and he is Lilith, and she flies across Purgatory. The enormous mountain of black flames, where those hoping for repentance slowly drag themselves up to the peak while the fire burns away their sins. They struggle to reach the top, where an airy stairway of smoke will appear and lead them into Paradise. If they’ve atoned for their sins, that is. 


     She was here the night before as well, seeing if what the devil had told her would work. It did and now… 


    Now everything has been set in motion. 


     The devil boy, who was once a human, received the pills. He was easily tricked and reacted exactly as her accomplice from the basement had foreseen. And as the pill went down  —  the warning. Seemingly insignificant, but the devil is in the detail. The warning to be careful. That things could go horribly wrong. The warning that would  make  things go wrong. In the blink of an eye the boy was gone, the pill had worked, and she flew off. Toward Purgatory, where she circles the flaming mountain until… Somebody’s reached the top, and the entrance to Paradise appears before the repentant. With a trembling smile the man takes the first step up the stairs. It doesn’t collapse under him, and the thought of Paradise waiting for him on the other side makes him smile. But his smile turns into a scream as Lilith gives him a hard shove, sending him over the edge, into the flaming abyss below. Then she hurries up the stairs, up to the doorway at the top… 


    …


     … He is Philip, and he is Lilith, and he’s seen this part as well. Not through his own eyes, but through Maria’s. This time he sees it through Lilith’s. Sees the boy with his back turned, eating berries. Jehovah’s grandson. He doesn’t notice Lilith sneaking up behind him, but his sister does, and Lilith sees the girl sitting in a ray of sunshine on the forest floor, sees her staring straight at her. She considers her options, but decides to stick to the plan. She only needs the boy, and she uncoils her tentacle, wraps it tightly around Joseph’s neck and mouth, drags him into the forest. 


     “Shhh,” she says, stroking his forehead with her most human-looking hand. He’s gasping in panic, his eyes shining with shock and fear. “Don’t be scared. I won’t hurt you. As long as you don’t scream. Promise you won’t scream?” 


     The boy doesn’t react, just keeps staring at her. 


     “If you scream, then I’ll have to hurt you. And I’ll have to hurt your sister, too. Badly. Do you understand?” 


    This time he nods. 


     “Good. I just want to talk to your father, and I need you to call him for me. But don’t sound scared, there’s no reason for that. Just call him and tell him to come here.” 


     The boy nods again, and the tentacle slowly relaxes its grip. He doesn’t scream. 


    “Good boy,” she says. “Now call him.”


    “D-dad.” It’s barely a whisper.


     “Careful now,” she says, opening the pincer. “Don’t sound scared. For your sister’s sake.” 


     He tries again, this time calling out loud and clear and calmly. But his panic-stricken face tells a different story. 


    “There you go. One more time.”


     He calls out again, and Jesus answers, and here he comes. Everything is going according to plan, and once again she wraps her tentacle around the boy’s throat and mouth as the Son of Man approaches… 


    …


     … He is Philip, and he is Lilith, and things don’t entirely go according to plan, because she didn’t get the apple. The devil’s price for helping her. The tree had been cut down, and she’s worried: What is he going to do when he finds out she didn’t bring what he asked for in return? But the devil is old and weak  —maybe even dying—and she’s not afraid of him. 


     Neither Jehovah’s son nor grandson can fly, and it takes them a couple of days to get to the white gate. It’s a big garden, and she has to be careful she doesn’t let go of the boy, who she has on a rope. He’s the reason she has total control of his father, who keeps saying  —promising—  to do whatever she wants, if only she spares the boy. But even though he’s God’s son  —or perhaps because he is God’s son—she  doesn’t trust him, and she keeps Joseph close by her side.


     At one point they see angels in the sky, a lot of them, and she knows they’re looking for them. They’ve found out that Jesus and his boy are gone, and Lilith and her prisoners hide in a cave in the forest. She opens her pincer, holds it under Joseph’s throat, while giving the boy’s father a long stare, like she’s daring him. 


     Joseph whimpers but doesn’t say a word. Tears stream down his cheeks. 


     “No,” Jesus whispers, reaching out a trembling hand. “Please, don’t  —”


    “Then be quiet.”


    He stays silent and the angels fly away and…


    …


     … He is Philip and he is Lilith, and they’ve arrived. In the forgotten, dead underworld she once discovered, and where they’ve agreed to meet. She with the apple and the only begotten son, the devil with the body of her husband. She’s marked the spot on the stairs with soot from Purgatory, so he knows where to turn. 


     A fire burns in the dark place once inhabited by gods no one has heard of, and the flickering light gives a glimpse of dried out rivers, charred trees, crumbling statues, and ruins of massive palaces. Along with the remains of the dead gods, whose peculiar skeletons lie scattered about in the dust and ash. 


    And then him. 


     Just like in the basement, the devil shies away from the fire and stays at the edge of the light, where the darkness takes over. 


     “You did it,” he whispers as she steps forward with Jesus and his son, who is white as a sheet. His voice quivers, but this time it’s not because he is old and sick. This time it’s because he  is afraid. Of him. The Son of Man. “You did it. Chain them.”


     A scarred finger points to a statue near the fire where the prisoners are quickly fastened. 


    “Dad?” the boy weeps. 


     “It will be okay, Joseph. I will never forsake you. I will never forsake you.” 


    She takes a step toward the devil. “And Cain?”


     The devil points again. There, upon the dusty ground, on the other side of the fire, lies Cain, dressed in a black robe and with his back turned. Lifeless and still, but not for long. Soon he will open his eyes and sit up. Soon everything that was taken from her will be hers again, and she steps toward him, wondering why the devil hasn’t asked for the apple. That was the price of his help, and it should have been his only interest. 


    “My beloved husband,” she whispers. “My beloved —”


     “That’s not your husband,” the rough voice says and she spins around. The devil is right behind her. For the first time she clearly sees his face, and it’s horrible. Just like his hand, it looks melted. The baggy skin sags from the skull, and a big hole in the cheek exposes the jaw bone and teeth. The nose is gone, one eye is dead white, and the horns are nothing but stumps. He is neither old nor sick but disfigured beyond recognition. And yet… Lilith may not recognize him, but Philip does. Philip, who is Lilith, and who suddenly gets why the devil hasn’t asked about the fruit from the Tree of Life. 


     This isn’t about the apple at all, he realizes, right before the knife goes flying. 


     Lilith staggers. The devil yanks the knife out of her throat with a loud squelch, and she topples over the figure on the ground behind her. The figure who isn’t her husband, and she sees who it is.  Philip sees who it is and…


     He knew it. The moment he recognized the disfigured devil in front of him, he knew, and the terror that washes over him is so intense, he can hardly bear it. 


     “I switched him with the body of your husband. Cain is hanging in Spiky Woods, dressed in the horns, tail, and wings of an angel.” The devil smiles and it makes his face look even more twisted. 


     Blood streams out of Lilith’s throat, and every inch of her body is screaming with pain, but she doesn’t die, because she can’t. The only thing she can do is watch as the disfigured devil walks over to Joseph and presses the dripping knife against his throat. He tosses the keys to Jesus. “Do it. Wake him up, or I’ll slit his throat.” 


    “Please, I’m begging you—”


    “Now!”


     And she sees Jesus unlock the chains and stumble over to the corpse with heavy feet. Sees him kneel next to it and place his hand on the cold, dead forehead. Hears him say: “Aziel, come out.” 


     Nothing happens, and Jesus shakes his head. “I... I can’t. He’s been dead for too long.” 


     “One more lie and the boy gets a new smile,” the devil sneers, and he tightens his grip, releasing a single drop of blood. “Wake him up!” 


     Jesus looks at his son. Closes his eyes and whispers: “Forgive me, father.” And then—even lower: “Aziel, come out.” 


     This time something happens. Not with Aziel, but with Jesus. The color drains from his face, making him pale as the ash on the ground. His cheeks hollow, like he’s being consumed from within, and his eyes roll back into the sockets, showing only the whites. He starts convulsing, his mouth frothing as it opens in a soundless scream. 


     “Dad!” the boy cries, but Jesus doesn’t react. His hand still rests on Aziel’s forehead, as though nailed down, and his bones become visible under the skin. A stream of blood runs from his ears, and then… 


     Aziel opens his eyes. Slowly, like he’s waking from a deep sleep, and just like in the torture chamber, his black eyes are fixed on Lilith, but this time he’s the one smiling, and the last thing Philip sees… 

  


 Chapter 50


  Him (III)


  It ended—the images, her memories—and Philip staggered backward, reeling like he’d been kicked in the guts. Lilith’s tentacle loosened its grip on his throat and fell limp to the ground, landing in a thick mix of ash and blood, but Philip still couldn’t breathe. The air was stuck in his throat.


  “Philip!” A voice a thousand miles away. Satina. “Philip, are you okay?”


  No. No, he wasn’t okay. He was everything but okay. He felt like it was him, not Lilith, lying on the ground. As though it was his blood and his life gushing out of him, and he tottered, his knees buckling.


  She grabbed hold of him. “Philip, what’s wrong? What did she do to you? Say something!”


  He turned his head and looked at her, and when she saw the look in his eyes, she let go, like she’d been burned. “Ph-Philip?”


  “It was Droel, Satina. Droel was the one who helped her.”


  “Droel?”


  Droel. Aziel’s right-hand devil. Who Philip had pushed into the Swamp of Vanity’s acidic mud at the end of the war. Who had managed to drag himself out again, horribly disfigured but alive. Droel, who had lured Adam’s first wife into abducting God’s son and grandson, and who had forced Jesus to bring Aziel back from the dead. “He tricked her. Jesus didn’t bring back Cain. He brought back him.”


  “Him?”


  “Him,” he repeated, picturing him once again. The eyelids slowly opening. The dark eyes radiant with energy. With life.


  “No…” she whispered, the color draining from her face.


  “He’s back, Satina. Aziel is—”


  There was a sound, and they stared into the surrounding darkness. It was impossible to say where it was coming from, and it got louder.


  Louder.


  A creaking sound.


  Footsteps.


  Someone was coming.


  THE STORY CONTINUES IN...
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