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CHAPTER 1

A Spectacular Death

“I’m going to bed, Mom.”

She was on the couch reading. She looked up from her book, glanced at the clock on the wall and then at her son, who was standing in the doorway, yawning. “But it’s not bedtime for another half-hour, Philip.”

“I’ll save it for another day,” he said. “I’m dead tired.”

“Well, then it’s silly to stay up. Did you finish your homework?”

He nodded. “It took about five minutes. All we had to do was practice our parts for the play we’re doing, and I only have two lines.”

“Two lines? That’s hardly anything. Let me hear.”

Philip spread his arms wide and, in a serious voice, said, “And they lived happily ever after!” He took a deep bow. “Thanks for coming.”

His mom smiled as she shook her head. “Is that really all you get to say?”

“Well, there weren’t that many parts. Five of us are sharing the narrator part. I got the last two lines. So yeah, I’m done with my homework—I even know it by heart!”

She laughed, and he went over and gave her a goodnight kiss. She wished him “sweet dreams,” which sent a chill down his spine. On his way out of the living room, he stopped in the doorway and watched her. She had gone back to reading, and despite his shivers…

(Sweet dreams)

… he couldn’t help but smile. Half a year ago, she hadn’t been able to read for more than five minutes at a time. Her migraines would get too intense.

Philip went to his room. The script for the play the eighth grade were putting on lay on the bed. He took the papers and stuffed them in his bag.

“And they lived happily ever after,” he mocked, shaking his head. He didn’t mind having to end the story, but he thought it was a stupid line. Who ever heard of anyone living happily ever after? You only heard that kind of nonsense in fairy tales, and everyone knew it was a lie. But their English teacher had written the play, so that’s how it ended. If Philip had written it, the ending would have sounded a whole lot different.

He stood in front of the window, looking out into the darkness that filled the courtyard. His reflection looked like a giant figure hovering over the playground, the benches, and the bike sheds. The moon hung above him like a strange halo. The bumps on his forehead were visible, just like the smile on his lips. “And they lived happily ever after,” he said. “Then they died, and if they hadn’t been good, they were punished for an eternity in the deepest depths of Hell.” He bowed to the dark. “Thanks for coming.”

See, that’s what you call a real ending.

He picked up the strings to close the blinds, briefly glancing at the remains of the big tree in the middle of the yard…

(Sweet dreams)

… and once again he felt the goose bumps spreading. Lightning had split the tree in two, and half of the trunk lay on the ground, now a jungle gym used by the children in the yard. It was there, right there—under the wind, rain, and thunder—that Mortimer had stood and called for help. Called for Philip. Mortimer. Death himself.

But that was a long time ago now, and Philip seldom thought about it. At least, that’s what he liked to tell himself. Maybe it was true, too. In the daytime, perhaps, but at night… At night, your mind can play tricks on you, and in dreams that turned into nightmares he often returned to Death’s basement and what he had seen in his mother’s hourglass. Those nights he awoke in a cold sweat, and sometimes in tears, too, and couldn’t calm down until he had gone to her bedroom and listened to her breathing, peacefully and deeply.

I saved her, was the one thought that lulled him to sleep when he was back in his bed. I saved her.

Then his thoughts turned off, and for the rest of the night, there were no more dreams.

Philip shook off the rising goose bumps and rolled down the blinds. He undressed and got under the covers with a big yawn. It was incredible how tired he was. He skipped his bedtime reading and turned off the lights. He lay in the dark, clutching the rabbit’s foot that hung from a cord around his neck, and listened for the sound of his mother paging through the book in the living room.

I saved her, he thought and hoped the nightmare would leave him alone tonight. Gradually, he felt himself overcome by sleep. I saved her.

Philip slept.

And dreamed.

* * *

He’s back in Death’s basement. Deep down below the earth’s surface, in a hall so gigantic, it’s hard to grasp. A radiant, eternally fluctuating light bathes the basement in a thousand shades of color. The light in the hall comes from the hourglasses. They’re everywhere, hourglass upon hourglass, as far as the eye can see. Apart from the whispering sound of the sand that keeps running and running, it’s completely silent.

No, not completely. He can hear the hammering of his own heart, too. He’s standing in front of his mother’s hourglass.

I don’t want to look, he says to himself, he pleads with himself. I don’t want to see it.

Only he has no choice. Even though he doesn’t want to, he looks into the hourglass and sees the image of her much too early death and—

Behind him someone clears their throat, and Philip spins around, frightened. A familiar figure steps toward him. The shadows crawl around in the furrows of the expressionless face. Gray eyes observe him from under bushy eyebrows. The light in the eyes has gone out. They’re dead as stone.

“You weren’t supposed to see that, Philip,” says Mortimer, putting a cold hand on his shoulder. Cold as ice. “But there’s something else you should see.”

The frosty hand gently directs him toward another hourglass nearby. Philip recognizes it; he’s seen it before. The color of the sand in the hourglass is almost entirely black. Only a fine line of white grains can be seen within the dark mass. The bottom bulb has a tiny crack, and a bit of sand has run out onto the table.

“Take a look,” says Mortimer, pointing at the hourglass. “His death is… spectacular.”

“No, thanks,” says Philip, stepping back. “I don’t feel like it…”

“Look.” Death nods. “Look.”

Philip glances back at the hourglass and realizes he was wrong. The sand isn’t almost entirely black. It is entirely black. The thin line of white sand is gone.

Suddenly the sand in the lower bulb swirls around, and an image appears inside the curved glass.

“What you see here happens a week before his time is up,” Mortimer’s gravelly voice whispers in his ear. “Do you understand what I am saying? His death begins a week before he actually dies.”

And inside the bulb, an incredible series of coincidences begins to unfold. Small events, that in themselves are insignificant and unimportant, slowly weave together, becoming entangled like threads in a spider web. What Philip witnesses is Death himself, putting together a jigsaw puzzle.

The first piece is a taxicab. The passengers are a man and a woman. They are on their way to the airport for a vacation. Philip can hear them talking about the sunny south, when the woman suddenly realizes they forgot their passports. In a split second they go from being on time to short of time. They ask the driver to hurry, and he does. He hurries so much that he drives through a red light, and another car crossing the street has to slam on the brakes. Nobody gets hurt, but the sound of the car screeching to a halt distracts a boy drinking a soda on the sidewalk, and he turns to look. That’s why he doesn’t see the man who steps out from a side street. They bump into each other, and the boy spills soda all over the man’s jacket.

“It makes a stain that doesn’t wash off, and the jacket has to go to the cleaners,” whispers Mortimer. He taps the hourglass with his yellow nail, and the picture changes. It shows the man who got soda on his jacket. He’s sitting in his living room watching TV. “He should take the jacket to the cleaners that same afternoon, because his schedule is packed for the next three days. But he gets caught up watching something on TV, and once it’s over, the cleaners are closed. Three days go by. Then, on the fourth day…”

The hourglass shows the man on his way to the cleaners with the jacket in a bag. He walks through the park and bumps into a cat on his way. It’s timid and quickly runs away when he gets close. The picture continues and now follows the cat. A few seconds later, it runs o z ut in front of a girl on a bike. She swerves to miss it, then drives over a piece of glass, puncturing her back tire. In the bottom bulb Philip sees her walking her bike home.

“This all happens on a Friday,” Mortimer says, and his frosty breath makes the hair on Philip’s neck stand on end. “There’s no school the next day, and the girl forgets that her bike has a flat. She would have been reminded of it on Sunday, because she was going to go to the movies with a friend, but the friend gets sick and they never go. That’s why the tire is still flat when she needs to leave for school on Monday. In order to make it on time, she has to run.”

Deep inside the glass bulb, the girl takes off running with her backpack. She runs out onto a pedestrian crossing, forcing a long line of cars to hit the brakes. In the fourth car, there’s a woman with a ponytail. The woman keeps looking at her watch—it’s obvious that she’s in a hurry—and because of the sudden stop she doesn’t make the green light at the next intersection. The three cars in front of her barely manage to cross, but she has to wait. She impatiently drums her thumbs on the steering wheel and speeds off as soon as the light changes.

“Meanwhile…” Mortimer says as the hourglass reveals a new picture, and a new sequence of seemingly meaningless events ensues. Like tiles in a game of dominos. The scene is constantly changing, each in some way affected by the previous scene, and therefore meaningful for the one that follows. Changes and changes and changes.

It all ends with an old lady. She’s out walking her dog. It’s a big puppy, and it’s pulling the leash. The woman has a hard time controlling it. Suddenly the dog catches sight of a cat—the same one that caused the girl to puncture her tire, Philip realizes. The dog chases after the cat, and the leash is ripped out of the woman’s hand. She tries to call the dog back, but without luck.

“Look,” whispers Mortimer, and Philip can almost hear the smile on his lips. “Look.”

Philip looks. He sees the cat dash out into the road. He sees the dog follow. He sees them both run out in front of the car driven by the woman with the ponytail. He sees her turn the wheel sharply to avoid them. He sees the car steer directly toward a boy on the sidewalk, and he sees that it’s Sam. But Sam’s face is turned the other way, and he never sees the car, which hits him with so much force that it sends him rolling down the sidewalk.

That’s where the picture ends and goes as black as the sand running through the hourglass…

* * *

Philip woke gasping for air, his heart thundering against his ribcage. He felt like he couldn’t breathe. He was freezing and sweating at the same time.

The room was pitch-black, and for a second, he was afraid he was still in Death’s basement, staring into Sam’s hourglass. But he was lying in his bed, and it was midnight. He hadn’t slept for more than a few hours, but he’d been dreaming. Boy, had he been dreaming.

Philip lay back down and tried to relax, but he couldn’t. He was feeling uneasy, and the pictures of what he had seen kept flashing through his mind. Why in the world had he dreamed that? It all seemed so real. He could still feel Mortimer’s snow-cold hand on his shoulder.

He couldn’t go back to sleep. Not before he was sure. He had to be sure.

He turned on the bedside light and got out of bed, went over to the bookcase and found the school yearbook. Paged through to the tenth grade. Sam had been in school the day the picture was taken, but he wasn’t in it. He’d been deleted, after he gave the photographer the middle finger. All that was left of him was a white smudge, which made it look like a ghost went to school with them.

Philip found the phone number and dialed the number on his cell phone. His hands were shaking.

After the third ring, someone picked up.

“Hello?”

Philip’s heart felt like it took a plunge into his stomach. Thank God.

“Hello?” Sam replied gruffly, death metal playing loud in the background.

“Who is it?”

“Hi, Sam,” he sighed. “It’s Philip, from school.”

“Philip?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry I’m calling so late. I hope I didn’t wake you up.”

“Nah, not at all. Tomorrow’s Monday, so I’m just sitting here getting ready. For Condemned of the Week, you know. There’s lots of work to be done.” Sam was the school’s biggest bully. Each week he chose a new victim, whom he then terrorized until the final bell on Friday. When it came to Philip’s turn, the abuse had ended with Philip getting hit by a car. Even though it was an accident, it abruptly put an end to Sam’s nastiness. At least toward Philip, whom Devil Sam had taken under his protective demon wings. “What’s up, Philip? Is someone chasing you? Are you in trouble? Do you need help?”

“No, no. I… I…”

I just wanted to check that you hadn’t died, because I just dreamed you did.

“I just wanted to… say goodnight.”

“Goodnight?” Sam repeated, confused. “You just called to say goodnight?”

“Yes. Sleep tight.”

“Umm… Okay… You, too.”

“Thanks,” said Philip and quickly hung up. He took a deep breath. Sat for a while on the edge of his bed and tried to gather his thoughts. Nothing had happened to Sam. Of course it hadn’t. It was just another stupid nightmare.

He crawled back into bed and turned off the light. The room disappeared into total darkness, and a little while after, so did Philip’s worries.

This time there weren’t any dreams.


CHAPTER 2

Clouds in the Sky

“Philip, it’s your turn. Where do you want to go?”

He shrugged. “I don’t care. You decide.”

“Fine, you’re going to Heaven, then.”

If only it was that easy, he thought, smiling to himself as their teacher, Mrs. Jenkins, wrote Philip’s name on the board. It was first period on Monday and the class had to start making props for the play. The students were assigned different tasks and Philip had to paint the sky.

“We need another person for Heaven. Any volunteers?”

“I will,” said Sabrina.

“Oooh,” someone jeered. “Philip and Sabrina are going to paint the skies together. How romantic.”

The class laughed, and Philip blushed. Out of the corner of his eye he glanced at Sabrina and was delighted to see that she was blushing, too.

The rest of the tasks were divided up and Mrs. Jenkins asked them all to calmly and quietly go to the Arts Room. They didn’t need to bring their backpacks and—Hey, hey! I said calmly and quietly!

On the way to the Arts Room, Philip talked to Vernon. Or rather, Vernon talked, and Philip didn’t listen. His thoughts and eyes were on Sabrina, who was walking farther ahead, and he couldn’t stop smiling at the thought that she’d signed up to work with him. But that smile was curtailed by the sound of Martin’s voice behind him. Martin, who had hated Philip ever since the fifth grade because of an incident with a football and a broken window, and who hated him even more since last fall, when Philip could have saved him from Sam’s claws, if he’d wanted to. Martin whispered something, but it was loud enough for Philip to hear.

“Of course he’s painting Heaven. That’s exactly where the little angel belongs.”

Philip turned around. Martin was walking alone and Philip couldn’t resist. Martin was asking for it.

“Hey, Sam!” Philip shouted, looking past Martin’s shoulder as if Sam was right behind him.

Martin froze and looked as pale as a ghost. Suddenly he sped up, hurrying past Philip without a second glance.

“You’re evil,” laughed Vernon.

Philip shrugged as he gently passed a hand over the bumps on his forehead.

“The Devil himself was once an angel,” he said.

* * *

Twenty-two eighth graders in the Arts Room meant total and complete chaos, but Philip hardly noticed. He and Sabrina got started painting clouds right away. They worked well together, they talked about this and that, and had a good time. Sometimes, when he was sitting on his knees painting, he would take a peek at her and get a warm, fuzzy feeling. It wasn’t because he was in love with her. At least, he didn’t think he was, and the very thought of it made him feel sick to his stomach. Like he was a traitor. Like he was being disloyal to someone. And he knew exactly who.

So, no, he wasn’t in love with Sabrina, but he liked her a lot. He was pretty sure she liked him, too. That was the part he felt especially happy about.

He’d never really talked to her that much. The few attempts he’d made had crashed and burned from the start. Like that time at the class party in December, where somebody—should we guess Martin?—“accidentally” bumped into Philip, so he ended up spilling soda all over Sabrina’s new dress. Or that time the whole class had gone to the movies, when he was just about to sit next to her but ended up stepping on her bag and tripping, this time spilling coke all over himself. When he got back from the bathroom, the seat next to her was already taken. By Martin, believe it or not.

But Philip and Sabrina were in the same group now and there was still plenty of time before the bell rang.

“What does this look like?” he asked, pointing to one of the clouds he’d painted.

Sabrina studied it for a little while. “A couch.”

“A couch?” he burst out. “It’s a horse!”

She laughed. “Then you must be pretty bad at drawing horses, Philip. And couches. And clouds.”

“But I’m pretty good at drawing beards,” he said and jokingly threatened her with his brush. “You better watch out!”

“What about this cloud here?” she asked, making the final brushstroke. “What does it look like?”

“A…” he started and then froze. In his mind’s eye he saw bits and pieces of last night’s nightmare, and he shuddered. After class he would go find Sam and ask if they should walk home together. Just to make sure. “A butterfly. It looks like a butterfly.”

“Exactly,” Sabrina said and smiled. “I’m going to get some more blue paint.” She got up and made some teasing remark about working on his horses in the meantime. Philip wasn’t really listening. He just stared at the cloud Sabrina had painted, which didn’t look like a butterfly to him at all. It looked like an hourglass—eerily so—lying on its side.

All of a sudden there was a terrible racket, followed by a shriek. The sound came from the room with all the paint cans.

The students dropped whatever they were doing and ran to see what had happened.

It was Sabrina. She had spilled a can of paint all over herself and she was blue. Blue from head to toe.

“Stop looking at me!” she shouted in a teary voice. Then she ran out of the room, and people had to jump to the side, so as not to get paint on their clothes.

Someone was quietly chuckling and Philip scanned the crowd. His classmates stood there with dumbfounded faces, staring at Sabrina’s trail of blue footprints on the floor. None of them were laughing.

Then his eyes fell upon the cabinet with the brushes. On the glass panes of the cabinet door. He saw a reflection of himself and his classmates in the shiny glass. But there was another figure, too, over by the shelf with the paint cans. It was vague and hazy, but definitely there.

“Satina?” he called out and turned his head. The muffled laughter instantly stopped and the room went silent. Too silent. No one was over by the shelves.

Philip got a lot of puzzled looks, and he sheepishly cleared his throat.

“I mean… Sabrina? Was that Sabrina?” He laughed, hating himself for it. “I thought it was a smurf!”

A couple of the boys laughed. Some of the girls said he was mean.

A little while later the only reflection left on the cabinet door was Philip’s. He wasn’t laughing any longer.


CHAPTER 3

The Pain of Loss

Philip locked the door to the school bathroom and stood in front of the sink.

His heart was hammering.

“Are you there?” he asked, looking into the mirror. Not at himself, but around the little white room. “Are you there, Satina? Answer me!”

There was no answer. No whispering voice, only the racing thoughts in his own head.

She wasn’t there.

But she had been. He wasn’t seeing things. He’d seen her reflection in the glass. He’d heard her laughing.

“It was you,” he whispered. “You made the paint fall on her head and…”

Then it dawned on him. Of course. She was behind all of it. Martin hadn’t pushed him, making him spill soda on Sabrina’s new dress, it was her. She was the one who moved Sabrina’s bag, so that he tripped in the movie theater and spilled coke all over himself.

Other things started popping up. More accidents. The wasp in Sabrina’s milk, the dog poop she slipped in, the chair that suddenly disappeared from under her, the softball bat that hit her in the stomach. So many accidents. So many accidents that hadn’t been accidents, but—

Satina.

He’d never even considered that it could have been her all along. In fact, he even didn’t think she still hung around him anymore. She wasn’t even a fully trained tempter yet, so it was strictly forbidden for her to go “up to the surface” and last time she got caught. But this time was different, wasn’t it? This time she’d been there. Not just as a thought in Philip’s head, she’d really been there. Invisible, yet still capable of pulling out chairs and tipping paint cans. Hadn’t she told him they only learned that kind of thing in their final year?

Secondly, he hadn’t thought about her for a very long time. There’d been so many other things. So many other things to consider.

He thought about the pills in the little box in his pencil case. The ones Satina gave him the last night they were together. She’d stolen them from her mother and given him two—one for each way. She called them summoning pills.

They enabled him to go back. To Hell. To Satina. All he had to do was swallow one.

As soon as he got back home last time, Philip had wanted to return to Hell. He’d left Satina without properly saying goodbye and he missed her. He’d never missed anything as much as he missed her. It literally hurt.

But he’d been too scared to try. Even if he had two pills and could easily have come back home. But having to die again… The idea wasn’t exactly pleasant.

He might have done it if things had been like before. But things weren’t like before. Philip’s world had changed in the past year; he’d changed, and he wasn’t a lonely little boy any more. He had lots of friends now. Like Sabrina. Especially Sabrina.

Time passed, and the things he experienced last time he was in Hell gradually slid to the back of his mind, like fragments of an old dream. Maybe he even wanted them to. Wanted to be free from it all. Because a lot of what happened, he wanted to forget.

He didn’t want to forget Satina, though, and that’s why he kept the summoning pills in his pencil case. That way it felt like she was never far away.

As it turned out, she was apparently much, much closer than he’d ever imagined.

Philip splashed some cold water on his face and went back to the Arts Room. For the rest of the period he painted Heaven. Alone.

* * *

He didn’t exactly hurry to finish on time. Actually, he made sure not to be done when the bell rang. It gave him an excuse to stay.

“I’ll make sure to clean up,” he promised, and Mrs. Jenkins answered with a smile, that of course he would. After she left, Philip was the only one there. Or was he?

He looked around. Listened to the silence.

“Satina?” He said loudly. “Are you there?”

Still no response.

Slightly disappointed, Philip gave the clouds a final stroke of paint and started washing out the brushes. Oddly enough, it was the surest sign that Satina truly was gone. If she’d been around, she would have lured Philip out of the room and away from cleaning.

He was putting the brushes away when he suddenly felt an intense pain. It came out of nowhere and was so powerful his legs buckled, and the blood drained from his face. He would have screamed, if he’d been able to breathe. But it wasn’t just pain he felt, it was fear. Most of all it was fear, so intense and deep, it overshadowed the pain and ripped through his mind and heart in a way he’d never felt before, and Philip knew, if it didn’t stop, he would either die or lose his mind and…

Then it stopped—as abruptly as it began—and left Philip gasping for air on the floor.

Slowly he got back on his feet.

“What was that?” he muttered, wiping off a cold sweat with a trembling hand. Apart from the momentary panic, he felt okay again. Whatever it was, it was gone now. Along with the knowledge of how painful it had been.

For a while, he was afraid it would come back, but it didn’t. It was like it never happened, and after a couple of deep breaths, he went back to cleaning.


CHAPTER 4

The Wrongful Death

The ten o’clock break was almost over by the time Philip made it back to class, where he immediately sensed something was off. First of all—the smell of smoke. Secondly—the quiet. It was eighth-grade recess, but it felt like stepping into a church. A few people talked, but their excited voices were barely more than a whisper. The atmosphere was tense and strange, and as soon as they saw Philip, they hushed. Everyone stared at him. Including Martin, who sat at his desk, looking like he’d seen a monster.

“What happened?” Philip asked. He’d considered going home after his strange attack, but forgot about it as soon as he stepped into the classroom.

“Sam,” said a quivering voice. “Sam was here.”

Philip smiled to himself. That explained the frightened stares. Along with the smell of smoke. And the cigarette butts on the floor.

“He was looking for you, Philip,” said Nick. “He… he was being really weird.”

Somebody jeered. “That’s just how he is. In case you forgot, he’s a psychopath!”

Nick shook his head and kept staring at Philip. “This time was different. His eyes—there was something strange about them. He looked kind of sick. And he had a headache. He asked us if we had any headache pills, and I told him you kept some in your pencil case.”

What?

The words hit Philip like a fist in the stomach, and for a moment he just stood there, swaying on his feet. The whole room was spinning.

“Philip, are you okay?”

Like someone in a trance, he stumbled to his desk and saw the little box was open. There was only one pill left.

Sam had been there. Sam had taken one of the pills in his pencil case. The pills, which Nick thought were for headaches, because that’s what Philip once told him. The summoning pills, which would send Sam straight to Hell, if he swallowed one. Oh, no.

“Where is he?” asked Philip. “Where’s Sam? When was he here? Tell me!”

“Um… About three minutes ago.” Nick shrugged. “You weren’t here, so he left. Why? What’s wrong, Philip?”

“I have to find him,” he muttered and picked up the box with the last pill. “I have to find him. There might still be time.”

“Find him?” repeated Nick. He shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you.”

Phillip stopped. “Why?”

“Because it sounded like you’re the Condemned of the Week.”

“What are you talking about?”

Vernon nodded. “It’s true, Philip. Sam said you had it coming. That he was going to get you. He looked crazy. Really crazy.”

Philip frowned. Shook his head. “You must not have heard right. Sam’s my friend,” he said and dashed out of the classroom.

He sprinted down the hall to the tenth-grade classrooms, weaving in and out of students gathered here and there in little clusters. He scouted everywhere, but Sam was nowhere to be seen. Philip continued, thundering past a teacher who nearly spilled his coffee and yelled, “Hey you, no running in the hal—”

The voice disappeared behind him. Finally, he reached the tenth-grade classroom. The room was half filled with students, who were talking at their desks or listening to rap from a cheap loudspeaker. Philip ran over and turned it off.

“Hey, what are you doing?” yelled a big kid with a backward baseball cap.

“Sam?” asked Philip, wheezing. “Is Sam here?”

“You can’t just come in here and—”

“Is Sam here?” Philip frantically repeated in a loud voice.

For a moment they just stood there and stared at him.

“No,” said a girl, finally. “He left.”

The boy with the backward cap laughed. “As usual. I can’t even remember the last time he came to German.”

“Except this time he actually had permission to leave,” said another.

“They sent him home. He was sick. Didn’t you see how pale he was?”

“He just left,” the girl told Philip. “Do you know why?”

Philip didn’t answer, he was already long gone. All the way down the hall and into the schoolyard and toward the bike shed. The dream flickered in his mind. The nightmare. Sam’s hourglass. Sam’s death. It was happening. It wasn’t just a dream. If Sam ate the pill… Philip had to find him and stop whatever had been set in motion.

Faster, Philip! Faster!

The schoolyard was empty. And Sam’s bike was gone.

But in the dream, thought Philip, feeling a hint of relief, he wasn’t riding a bike, was he?

But when he ran past the bike shed he saw it. Sam’s bike, half buried in a thorn bush, and unlocked. It looked like Sam had steered directly for the plant, and with the back tire still turning, it must just have happened.

Philip was rushing off in the direction of Sam’s house when he heard a car honking behind him. He turned around, and far down the street he spotted him. Sam was walking along the sidewalk, and yes, something was wrong. He looked like he could barely walk. What was wrong with him? Was it because of the pill? And where was he going?

“Sam!” Philip yelled, but the big kid in the leather jacket didn’t hear him. Sam disappeared around the corner, and an echo of Nick’s voice kept repeating in Philip’s head: Because it sounded like you’re the Condemned of the Week.

Philip lived at the end of the street Sam had turned down. Was that where he was headed?

Philip sprinted off in a panic. Running like death was on his heels. Only this was the opposite. Death was way ahead of him. The question was—could he catch up?

He turned down the street after Sam, who still unsteadily staggered along. He’d almost caught up to him and smiled with relief. He was going to make it.

Somewhere nearby a dog barked.

“Sam!” he yelled again. Sam turned around, and Philip stopped dead in his tracks.

Even from a distance, Philip could see Sam’s eyes, and they… they… Oh, man, there was definitely something wrong with him.

“Philip,” Sam said in a strange raspy voice. Then he smiled, and it was a smile that gave Philip the chills.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw something run across the street, and he knew it was too late. It was his nightmare all over again. Only this time it wasn’t a dream.

Sam, on the other hand, never saw a thing. Neither the cat nor the dog, nor the car sharply swerving to avoid them and turning toward him. Then the sound of a terribly loud thump, and the car sent Sam rolling down the sidewalk where he came to a stop and lay completely still.

Philip was dumbstruck.

This couldn’t be happening! This couldn’t be real! Sam wasn’t supposed to die now, it wasn’t supposed to happen like this, it was too early, it was wrong, it wasn’t his natural death, it was because of the pill, and now Sam was dead, and it was all Philip’s fault, and everything was utterly and completely wrong!

Philip opened his hand and looked at the last pill. There was only one thing he could do. One thing he had to do.

Without a second thought, he put the other pill in his mouth, closed his eyes, and swallowed.

Nothing happened.

Nothing.

Philip heard a car door open, and the quavering voice of a woman crying, “Oh, God, oh, God…” Over and over again.

He opened his eyes and saw the woman from his dreams. The woman with the ponytail. She’d stepped out of her car and was stumbling toward Sam’s lifeless body, with teary eyes and her hands over her mouth. “Oh, God, oh, God…”

Then something happened.

The car started moving. The woman must have forgotten to put it in parking.

Philip saw it, but didn’t react. The car was heading in his direction, but it was going so slowly he had time to jump to the side at least fourteen times before it even came close. He couldn’t possibly die this way.

Then the car hit the curb and the impact abruptly turned the wheels. In the flash of an eye, the car jumped the sidewalk, creating a terrible ruckus as it rammed into the colossal scaffolding of the building next to where Philip was standing. The metal skeleton shook precariously, and then he heard a sound from above. Philip looked up.

The last thing he saw was a long wooden beam rushing through the air. The last thing he thought was: Where will Sam end up in Hell?

Then the beam hit him.


CHAPTER 5

Among Murderers and Hushers

He was back in the dark. A total, immense darkness that permeated everything. But it was different this time. It wasn’t calm and quiet, it was like he’d landed in the pitch-dark eye of a hurricane, surrounded by a storm so powerful it could tear him to bits if he got too close.

Of course, this time his death had been different. It was induced by the pill, requested, so to speak, and therefore, he wouldn’t end up at the landing between Heaven and Hell, he would be sent straight down to the eternal night. Satina had told him all about it when she gave him the pills. She’d also told him they were easy to use. All he had to do was think about the place he wanted to go. That was all, but more importantly, he had to stay focused and not let any other thoughts get in the way. Otherwise things could go terribly wrong.

Satina’s room, he thought and imagined her room. The desk, the bookshelf, the posters with idols, and the cage with the tarantula. Satina’s room. Satina’s room. Sati—

Suddenly the darkness settled. From one second to the next the thunderous storm stood still. He had arrived.

He got that warm fuzzy feeling. He was going to see her again! He wondered what she would say when he suddenly showed up at her house, in real life… Or rather, in real death.

He opened his eyes. The fuzzy feeling turned to ice.

It wasn’t Satina’s room.

He was in the middle of a forest. A dark, gloomy forest, with old, gnarled trees that towered so far above him they seemed to coalesce with the pitch-dark sky. The furrowed tree bark resembled faces writhing in pain, and a ghostlike fog slid across the damp earth. Although the forest was dark and murky, it was far from silent. Sounds came from everywhere. In front of him, behind him, around him. Whispering leaves. Snapping branches. Scurrying footsteps. Screams. Terrible screams of pure and absolute terror. Some were distant, others close by, and all of them struck fear into Philip’s heart. A sense of foreboding hung over the place like the low fog, reeking of sweat and horror. He knew exactly where he was.

“The Forest of Fear,” he whispered and looked around at the dark shadows. “I’m in the Forest of Fear.”

The pill had done the job. He’d ended up in Hell. In the Forest of Fear. Where murderers were punished.

But why? Why had he ended up here? He’d followed Satina’s instructions to a tee. He hadn’t thought about the Forest of Fear, so why—

I thought about Sam, he realized. It was the very last thing he’d thought about, before the darkness had closed around him. About where Sam would end up in Hell. But there’d been another thought, too, hadn’t there? In that very instant—

He once pushed me in front of a car, so technically that makes him a murderer…

Then the wooden beam hit him.

That’s what he’d been thinking—it was that little itty-bitty thought that had sent him directly to the Forest of Fear. Surrounded by murderers and—even worse—hushers. The dark ghosts. The shadow demons, whose specialty was nightmares and insanity. Philip remembered how Satina once told him the forest was full of them. They hunted the condemned under the guise of their previous victims.

What was he supposed to do? The forest was enormous, and he had no idea which way to walk, run, or flee, and his fear turned into panic, pure, blinding panic, because what in the world was he going to do, what was he going to do, what in the world was he going to—

A loud scream nearby made Philip spin around with a gasp. Something came running out of the shadows. It was a man. Like all the other condemned, he was naked. The only things covering his skinny body were the bleeding cuts and scratches he’d received from the twisted twigs and thorny branches. He struggled for breath like he was drowning, and his beard was dripping with sweat. The man caught sight of Philip and headed straight for him, his eyes shimmering with dread and madness.

“H-help me!” he moaned and grabbed Philip by the collar. The man tried to shake him, but the condemned was no stronger than a light breeze. He reeked of blood. “Help me! You have to help me! They’re coming for me! I don’t understand, I’m the one who killed them! I ripped them up, they were dead, but now they’re here! They’re in this forest! They’re coming for me, they keep following me, they know where I am, and they… they…” The man suddenly held his breath and stared into the spaces between the trees, as though he’d heard something. “They’re coming!” he whispered.

Out of the black depths of the forest appeared… something. For a moment, Philip couldn’t tell what it was, only that it was something dark. It was as though the shadows started moving, and gradually the monstrous contours took the shape of five women. They came crawling out of the dark like pale spiders, with milky-white eyes and horrid grins revealing mouths full of rotting teeth. Their clothes were smeared in blood, and one of them cradled her own guts in her arms.

Djaaaak, they whined, and the sound of their voices made Philip’s skin crawl. The women stretched out their sinewy arms and clawlike fingers. Djaaak.

“No!” the man screamed. He let go of Philip’s collar and fled as quickly as his bleeding legs could carry him. Instantly, the women disappeared. No, they didn’t disappear. They transformed. Turned back into the massive shadows in the dark. Hushers. Hastily drifting along the ground, like a murky mist nipping at the man’s heels.

Then one of them stopped. The creature turned its head—which wasn’t really a head, but merely a shadow—and looked at Philip. The husher stared at him with eyes that couldn’t be seen in the dark. Eyes that were the dark. Then it started gliding toward him and Philip’s mind was stunned by the blast of a thousand nightmares. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, and as a single drop slipped into his eye, the dark creature before him began shimmering, and suddenly Sam appeared in its place. He stumbled toward Philip on legs that looked like they were broken in several places, and blood dribbled from his right ear. Philip gulped and frantically blinked away the sweat in his eyes. Sam vanished and once again the shadow demon stood before him in all its horror, and he knew he had to run, he had to run now, because if the husher touched him, or got too close, he’d lose his mind, so run, Philip, run now!

Only he couldn’t move, he was petrified, and he could feel his mind starting to crack.

Then the husher lifted something that looked like an arm and pointed at him. A winter wind enveloped him as the dark shadow spoke:

I know you.

For a moment the words didn’t enter his rupturing mind, and it took a few seconds for Philip to understand what it was saying.

He did a double take. “You kn… know me?”

You stopped by, said the husher in a ghost voice. You wanted to speak to me. You stayed longer than the others. Philip, right?

“The church basement,” Philip whispered, realizing what the husher was talking about. It was from his first time in Hell. He’d been on the trail of a conspiracy against Lucifer, and the clues had led him to the old church where he got dangerously close to losing his mind. “You were the one I spoke to in the church basement.”

The shadow in the shadows nodded as slowly as it spoke. Why are you here? Then it lowered its voice to barely the echo of a breath. Are you a murderer?

“No, no, I… I got lost,” he answered. “Can… can you show me the way out?”

The husher didn’t answer for what seemed like an eternity. Then it dawned on Philip why. It was waiting. Waiting to find out if he was telling the truth or not. For if Philip was a murderer, then sooner or later a husher would show up. In the shape of his victim.

A dangerous place to get lost, the dark ghost finally muttered when nothing happened. It turned around and slithered like a shapeless snake through the trees. Follow me.

Philip followed, all the while making sure to keep a safe distance from the shady creature. Too far back, and he would lose sight of the husher. Too close, and he would go crazy. All around them the forest was alive with the sounds of screaming and frantic footsteps.

“That man you were following. The one who murdered five women,” said Philip. “You kept saying “djaak”. Why?”

His name, responded the darkness in front of him. He was one of the first. And the most infamous.

Philip had never heard of a murderer by the name of Djaak, and he—Wait a second. Of course! They hadn’t been saying “Djaak”, they were saying—

“Jack!” he whispered. “Jack the Ripper!”

The husher didn’t respond, but continued on. Out of the corner of his eye, Philip saw more screaming and fleeing figures, who then vanished a second later.

“I got lost, because I was looking for a boy,” he said after a while. “I think he might be here.”

You’re looking for a murderer? asked the husher, coming to a stop.

“Yes… No…” Philip didn’t exactly know how to put it. Strictly speaking Sam wasn’t a murderer, was he? Philip had woken up again the day Sam pushed him in front of a car. This time, however, Sam was the one who’d gotten killed, and in some way, it was Philip’s fault. So maybe he had been sent to the right place after all. He figured it was best to keep that part to himself. “No, he’s not a murderer. He… he’s lost, like me. Have you seen him? He’s a couple years older than me. Curly hair, leather jacket, a little chub—”

No, the husher interrupted. There are no children here. Only you. Only you.

It kept going, and Philip followed. The trees seemed to inch closer and closer with every step he took, and he was starting to doubt if the forest would ever end. Then the husher stopped in front of a thick curtain of pine needles. No, not pine needles. Real needles—sharp and dripping with blood. The husher stretched out its shadow arm and swept the branches to the side. Behind them there was no more forest. Only rolling hills and valleys, lit by the flames, big and small, burning in the crevices of the earth. He seemed to be far from the devil city. Up ahead, near a little stream that gurgled its way through the fiery landscape, lay an old but well-kept timber-framed house.

He can help you, the husher whispered with its airy voice. A shadow finger pointed at the house. But watch out. Loneliness has made him a little… odd.

Philip ducked under the needles and stepped out of the forest. As he passed the pitch-dark creature who had showed him the way, he whispered a quick, “Thank you.”

A sudden gust of cold wind shook the trees, and the whole forest seemed full of whispering laughter. You’re welcome, said the chuckling shadows.

Once again, the black sky appeared above him, and it felt like a hundred pounds had been lifted off Philip’s shoulders.

His eyes fell upon the lonesome little timber-framed house, and despite the heat, his shivers returned. Who could stand living so close to the Forest of Fear?

“Who is he?” asked Philip.

No one answered. The wind had died down, and the laughter was gone. So was the husher. There was nothing but the sound of eternal screaming.


CHAPTER 6

Tarshell

Philip cautiously approached the house. There was light in the windows and smoke seeping from the chimney.

About sixty feet from the house stood a withered old tree with barren branches. A rusty postbox was nailed to the worm-eaten trunk. “TARSHELL” it said, in big black letters. Nothing else.

“Tarshell,” muttered Philip, wondering where he’d heard the name before. Then it hit him. Tarshell was the name of the painter whose paintings hung in Lucifer’s castle. Paintings that were somehow alive.

Philip walked up to the door. There was neither doorknocker nor bell, so— mustering all his courage—he knocked.

Silence.

He knocked again. Still nothing. He was going to walk over to one of the windows and look inside when he heard a noise on the other side of the house. It sounded like chickens. Sort of. It was definitely the sound of scratching and cackling, but in a strange, hissing sort of way. As though it wasn’t only chickens, but snakes as well.

“There, there, calm down!” said a raspy voice. “There’s enough for everyone. Ow! Don’t look them in the eye, Tarshell, you old fool!”

Philip walked around the side of the house and into the backyard. In a big wire-mesh cage stood a squat little demon. He was old. The two horns over his eyes were well-worn, the feathers on his raven wings were gray, and he had crown of white, unruly hair. In one hand the demon held a bucket, and with the other he was tossing feed to his hens. Which weren’t hens at all, Philip discovered, as the horrid creatures, both cackling and hissing, greedily gobbled up the food. Neither was it chicken feed, as he had assumed, but living, squealing rats. The creatures in the cage were about the same size as chickens, and they had legs, wings, and heads like normal chickens, too. But their bodies, their terrible bodies, were like glistening snakes, ending in a long, scaly tail.

Basilisks. Ravine, who had served Philip soft-boiled basilisk eggs at the castle, once told him that their gaze was lethal. That there was so much evil oozing out of them, that even a glance could sting your eyes. The basilisk was one of the accursed—a beast from the darkness of Outer Reach.

Tarshell was busy with the beasts and Philip tried getting his attention by clearing his throat.

In that instant came a roar of such magnitude that Philip’s heart skipped a few beats. He turned and saw something rushing toward him. It was a deluge of teeth, it was claws like daggers, it was a lion, snake, and goat, fused into one.

He was paralyzed by fear, but beyond the blood thumping in his ears, Philip could faintly hear the sound of Tarshell yelling, “No, Faithful! Heel! Heel!”

The words had no effect. The beast ploughed into Philip, pushing him to the ground with such force, it knocked the wind out of him. He looked up at the insane set of jaws coming for him and knew those teeth would be buried in his throat in the blink of an eye.

But instead the beast let out a little bark and started licking his face with a rough, wet tongue.

“Well, what do you know!” exclaimed Tarshell with a raspy laugh. He put away the bucket of rats and stepped out of the basilisk cage. “Okay, Faithful, stop it, before you drown the poor boy!”

The demon grabbed hold of the beast’s collar and pulled the creature off of Philip, who sat up, gasping for air.

“You alright, kid?”

Philip, his heartbeat gradually returning to normal, nodded. He grasped the old demon’s outstretched hand and got back on his feet. Drying the drool off his face, he took a step away from the beast, which now politely sat on the painter’s left-hand side, playfully staring at Philip and eagerly wagging its snake tail. It was as big as a lion, with the head and body of a lion. But it had the legs of a goat, and two curved horns sticking out of its golden mane.

“You were pretty lucky.” Tarshell patted the formidable creature on its side as it nuzzled up against his leg. “I’ve never seen Faithful act like that with a stranger before. Last time Lucifer’s sleazy old lackey was here—oh, what’s his name?”

“Grum?” replied Philip, disturbed by the very thought of Lucifer’s traitorous servant.

“Exactly! Last time he came to pick up some eggs for the castle, old Faithful here almost bit off his tail.” Tarshell couldn’t help laughing. “He screamed like one of the condemned. I didn’t exactly hurry to get the creature off of him, because to be honest, I’ve never really liked the fellow. But Faithful here sure seems to have taken a liking to you.”

“What kind of an… animal is he?”

“Animal? He’s not an animal at all. He’s a beast. Just like them.” The demon pointed a boney finger at the basilisks scratching at the scorched earth.

“Faithful is a chimera, one of the accursed, but he’s divine at keeping strangers away. Aren’t you, old Faith?” Tarshell scratched Faithful between the horns. “I found him when he was young and raised him. There aren’t many who like these beasts and that suits me just fine.”

“I thought the accursed could speak?”

“Nah, most of them are pretty unintelligent creatures. That counts for the basilisks, too. By the way, I recommend you don’t look them in the eye.”

“I know,” said Philip, careful not to look at the cage. “Then you die.”

“Oh, it’s not that bad. These fellows here are only babies, and their stare could kill a rainworm at best. But it still stings like hell. One time I was so unlucky to—” Tarshell suddenly stopped talking, furrowed his brow, and gave Philip a scrutinizing stare. The bushy eyebrows made it look like the demon had four horns. “Well, I could stand here talking all night, but that can wait. What’s your story, kid? What are you doing here?”

“I’m Philip, and I…” Philip started, but Tarshell cut him off.

“I know what your name is, and who you are. I might be a loner and prefer the company of my paintings, but even I’ve heard of Philip Engel, the Bane of the Great Conspiracy. You were the one who prevented the takeover of the throne.”

“Well,” said Philip, wringing his hands. “I didn’t exactly do it on my own.”

Tarshell burst into a fit of laughter. “Polite and humble! Yes, there’s certainly no doubt about who just landed on my doorstep. I recognize you, too, even though Lucifer seems to have embellished a few things.” The demon glanced at the bumps on Philip’s forehead. Then he looked Philip in the eye, and the corner of his mouth curled into a crooked smile. “And yet… maybe he wasn’t that far off.”

Tarshell could see Philip had no idea what he was talking about, so he explained, still smiling, “I’m the one who made your statue.”

“Oh,” said Philip, looking at the ground. He’d never really liked the statue Lucifer had placed in the town center. “It’s still there?”

“Of course it is.” Tarshell squinted at him. Beneath his cape his rat tail flicked back and forth. “Don’t you like it?”

“Oh, yes, yes,” Philip answered quickly. “It’s nice.”

“Nice?” the demon repeated, and Philip heard his subtle growl. “Nice?”

“Really nice,” he corrected himself. “A masterpiece.”

Tarshell’s smile returned, the hard stare becoming a little shy. “Well, I did my best. I’m happy you like it. But back to my question. What are you doing here?”

“I got lost. I don’t know how to get back to town. I was hoping you could help me?”

“You must have been pretty lost to end up here, where even the harpies turn back. That’s the thing I like about this place. The peace and quiet.” The demon inhaled and exhaled deeply. To Philip, however, the constant screaming coming from the Forest of Fear kind of ruined the peace and quiet.

“Can you tell me how to get back?” Philip asked timidly as Tarshell stood there for a moment, enjoying the cries and heart-wrenching sobs of the condemned.

The demon blinked and looked at Philip like he’d forgotten he was there. He nodded and pointed to the stream that ran behind the house. “Cross the bridge down below. Follow the path until it divides. Then you head right and continue past the retirement home and Whipping Hill.” Tarshell winked at him and held up a finger. “But you’re not going anywhere before you’ve had a drink. It’s been a while since I had a visitor. What would the young man like? A cup of tea? Coffee?”

“No thanks,” Philip said politely and turned to go. “I really need to get goi—”

“Tea or coffee?” the demon repeated sharply. His smile was gone.

Philip swallowed hard. He was beginning to have a bad feeling about this. Very bad. “Tea, please,” he said.


CHAPTER 7

Tea or Coffee?

Visiting Tarshell’s home was a fantastic experience. But a bit scary, too.

After taking his shoes off, Philip was shown into the living room, while the demon disappeared to the kitchen to put the kettle on. The chimera followed Philip, staying so close by his side he almost tripped. A fire burned in the fireplace, but the cozily crackling wood wasn’t the only sound. Far from it. The room was animated with the faint sound of hysterical voices that screamed, cried, pleaded, and begged for mercy. All of it buzzed in Philip’s ears as he looked around at the paintings adorning the walls. They were framed scenes of people in horrible situations. Condemned souls, who were still alive, and who called out in voices no louder than whispers, Help, help!

“So, what do you think?” asked Tarshell as he stepped into the living room, carrying a tray with tea and mugs.

“They’re truly amazing,” answered Philip, trying to hide the fact that the paintings were making him sick. Something told him it was best to keep stroking the painter’s ego.

“I’ll be damned, there’s an art critic at my house!” The demon was beaming. He put the tray down and filled the mugs. “Have a seat, my friend, have a seat.”

Philip sat down on the couch and sipped at the steaming tea. Faithful lay at his feet. No, he actually lay on his feet. The chimera was heavy, and he tried to push it off, but old Faithful didn’t budge. Philip blew on his tea, so he could drink it a little faster.

“Which of the paintings do you like best?” Tarshell asked, eagerly emphasizing the “pain.”

“I don’t know. There are so many good ones.”

The demon grunted and looked at him crossly from behind his cup of steaming hot tea. “So you are saying some of them are bad?”

“No, no, it’s just so hard to choose. Maybe that one,” said Philip, pointing at a random painting of a man trapped under an enormous rock. A huge grizzly bear was approaching. It had its eyes on the man and it looked pretty hungry.

“Ah, yes, that one.” Tarshell nodded contentedly. Then he gave Philip a piercing look. “What do you particularly like about it?”

Philip felt like a worm on a hook. He didn’t know what to say and just rambled on, saying something about the fantastic colors, the man’s hideous facial expression, and the detail in his bloodshot eyes. Luckily, Tarshell seemed to eat it up.

“A real art connoisseur,” said the demon, as Philip was running out of things to say. Tarshell studied him for a little while. Then he got up and signaled for Philip to follow him.

“There’s something I want to show you. Come.”

The demon led him into the kitchen, where a steep, spiral staircase led down into a dark basement. Faithful followed, close at Philip’s heels.

The basement smelled of paint and wood.

“I do all my work down here,” said Tarshell. He lit the light in the ceiling and revealed a large room filled with easels, canvases, and brushes. All around the room unfinished paintings stood stacked against the walls. The silence was wonderfully liberating.

Then Philip thought he heard something. It was distant, like it was coming from somewhere outside the room. Was he hearing things, or did it sound like… rain? But how? It never rained in Hell.

“What’s that sound?” he asked.

“That’s what I want to show you,” replied Tarshell, going over to a door at the other end of the room. “I’ve been working on it for the last 174 years. Lucifer asked me to do it as a way of addressing the storage issues around here—to find a way of packing as many condemned as possible into a small space. It’s going to hang in the throne room, once it’s done. It’s not completely there yet, but almost.” He opened the door with a smile. “My masterpiece.”

It was like stepping into a storm, and the sight of it gave Philip a jolt.

It was a gigantic painting. The largest he’d ever seen. It was divided into sections and covered three of the room’s four walls from floor to ceiling, like an enormous panorama.

In the painting, heaven and sea merged into one. The rain lashed down in streams thick as rope, from the midnight-black sky to a tumultuous, savage sea. There was no land in sight, just an endless stretch of water, water, and more water… and people. People in the water. Thousands of people—no, hundreds of thousands and perhaps even more. They were everywhere, fighting a hopeless, frantic battle to stay above water. Condemned. All of them condemned. The whole world was drowning in the picture, and Philip felt completely hollowed out by a deep sense of horror.

“The Great Flood,” said Tarshell, and there was no mistaking the pride in his voice. He laughed wryly. “With that kind of God, you don’t need the Devil! He only let one family off the hook.” The demon pointed at the wooden ship, sailing on the edge of the horizon. Noah’s ark. “So what does the art connoisseur have to say about this one?”

Philip didn’t utter a word. He couldn’t. Disgust and discomfort sat so far up his throat, he couldn’t speak.

Tarshell laughed loudly and slapped him on the shoulder. “Speechless, huh? That’s the best compliment I could get!”

They left the room and the sound of the end of the world gradually faded as Tarshell closed the door behind them. As they walked through the workshop, Philip passed the half-finished portrait of a devil boy. It held his gaze, and he could barely breathe.

It’s me, he thought, stunned, as he faced the picture. He was staring at his other self, painted, sitting on the throne at Satan’s castle. A long tail rested in his lap, leatherlike wings extended from his back, and two shiny horns protruded from his forehead, forming an impressive arc. In the painting he wasn’t just the Devil’s apprentice. He was the Devil himself. Lucifer II. Schooled in evil. Philip was shaken to the core, and in the back of his mind he corrected himself: That was me.

“Lucifer ordered the portrait a while ago,” explained Tarshell. “But he canceled the job soon after—paid in full, of course. I never identified the culprit, but I suspect it’s that boy, the one behind the attempted murder of his majesty. The one they threw out of Hell. Azazel, or something.”

“Aziel,” Philip whispered to himself, staring at his own dark self. Another chill ran through him. Tarshell wasn’t right, but he wasn’t entirely wrong, either. It was startling how much the devil in the painting looked like Aziel. It wasn’t a mirror image, but close enough. A little too close.

But Aziel didn’t look like that anymore, and the memory of Philip’s last confrontation with his archenemy flashed through his mind; Death’s basement, where Aziel had tried to kill him. But Tempus—Mortimer’s snake—had intervened at the very last second. It bit Aziel and its poison made him age at a terrifying rate. He had run away, screaming in pain, screaming with fear, and several hundred years older. Was he still alive?

“Why Lucifer wanted a portrait of him, I have no clue, but he eventually came to his senses and—Wait a second, he kind of looks like you, Philip,” Tarshell said, interrupting himself. He looked Philip up and down and studied the painting. “In fact, he looks a lot like you. If not for those horns and—”

“I have no idea who that is,” said Philip, turning away from the painting. “But it’s definitely not me.”

Not any longer, at least, whispered a little voice in the back of his head. Another—darker—voice whispered back: Are you sure?

Philip hurried up the stairs. Faithful followed him like a shadow, its goat hooves clattering against the steps.

“Looking at all that water can make you awfully thirsty,” Tarshell laughed as they got back to the kitchen. He put a hand on Philip’s shoulder. “What’s it gonna be this time, my boy? Tea or coffee?”

Philip shook his head. “No tha—”

The hand on his shoulder tightened its grip. He could feel the nails digging through his clothes. “Tea or coffee?” repeated the demon. “What would you like?”

Frightened, Philip tried to avoid the devil’s glaring eyes.

“Tea?” hissed Tarshell, squinting until his eyes were mere slits. “Or coffee?”

“Tea, thank you,” said Philip, doing his best to sound calm and collected.

“Of course.” The demon’s frown relaxed, and so did his grip. He went to take the kettle off the stove. “It’s on the way!”

“I’ll wait in the living room. I want to take a closer look at some of those paintings.”

A hint of suspicion crossed Tarshell’s face, but Philip’s praise won him over, and he nodded, smiling. “Naturally. Go ahead. I’ll be there in a minute.”

Philip left the kitchen and acted like he was heading to the living room.

More like dying room, he thought, while keeping an eye on Tarshell. As soon as the demon turned his back to fill the kettle, Philip sprinted to the front door. It was locked, but the key was in the keyhole, and Philip opened the door, and breathing a sigh of relief as he took his first ste—

Something held him back.

Philip turned his head and saw the chimera behind him. It looked up at him with its amber eyes, a piece of his shirt stuck between its teeth.

“Let go!” he whispered, tugging at his shirt. But just like Tarshell, the chimera refused to let him go. Instead, it started pulling him back inside. Philip saw it was futile to resist and hurriedly closed the door before Tarshell saw them. The last thing Philip wanted was to get on the old painter’s bad side. He didn’t exactly want to end up as a living blob of paint, devoured by five hungry lions for an eternity.

“Are you happy now?” Philip hissed, and, with a kind of nod, the chimera let go of his shirt. Philip slipped past the doorway to the kitchen, where Tarshell stood, quietly humming to himself, and hurried to the living room. He was sweating buckets. How was he going to get out of here? Even if he drank ten barrels of tea, the lonely devil was never going to let him go, he was sure of it. Plus, there was Faithful, who was as good at keeping Philip inside as he was at keeping strangers away. The chimera never budged from his side, and those amber-colored lion eyes followed his every move.

But maybe… maybe that could work in his favor. Philip’s hand stroked the bumps on his forehead while he considered his options.

Soon, Tarshell returned to the study with a fresh pot of tea. “Tea is served!”

“Wonderful,” Philip said. He was studying a painting of a scuba diver discovering his oxygen tank has run dry and realizing he’ll never reach the surface in time.

Tarshell looked at the sofa table. “Where’s your cup?”

“Here,” said Philip and held forth the mug in his hand. “There’s still a few sips left.”

“Just be careful you don’t spill,” the demon warned and poured the freshly brewed tea.

“I won’t.” He glanced over at Faithful. “By the way, I think I’ve found a new favorite painting.”

“Really?” exclaimed Tarshell, overjoyed. “Which one, if I may ask?”

“This one.” Philip pointed at a picture near the door and took three quick steps toward it. The sudden movement caught the chimera by surprise and it pounced for him, but as it bumped into his leg, Philip pretended to trip. The tea flew out of the mug and splashed onto the painting.

In that instant, there was an extra loud scream as the condemned in the picture—a man who had fallen from a skyscraper and was plummeting to his death—was hit by a cascade of burning hot tea.

“No!” Tarshell yelled. He put his hands on his head and tugged at his white hair. “Faithful, you worthless animal, look what you’ve done! That was Philip’s favorite! Come here, you impossible—”

The demon grabbed the chimera’s collar and pulled the whimpering beast out of the living room and into the kitchen. Philip could hear the heavy basement door being flung open as he hurried out of the living room. Passing the kitchen, he had a quick glimpse of the chimera with its snake tail between its legs, skulking down the basement steps, and he heard Tarshell scolding, “Down you go! Down, I said! Go!”

Gladly, thought Philip, dashing out the front door.


CHAPTER 8

Unrest in Peace

He ran for a long time. Over the bridge and the stream. Then along the path and turned right. The whole time afraid that Tarshell was on his tail. That the old painter would suddenly reappear, come rushing through the air, grab him, and bring him back to the house, back to an eternal Hell of tea or coffee? Tea or coffee? Tea or coffee?

But it seemed as though Philip had escaped with just a scare, and he slowed down as he reached Restless, the retirement home. Only then could he relax, and from there, he knew the way into town.

The Forest of Fear continued on his right-hand side, until the trees started to thin out, and the terrible screams of panic were replaced by equally terrible screams of pain. These were accompanied by the sound of whips cracking and the bellowing of executioners. He had arrived at Whipping Hill, and as horrific as it was, oddly enough, it calmed Philip down. It practically felt like coming home.

Whipping Hill was a huge mound that began where the forest ended, and it was bustling with activity. Long lines of condemned souls worked themselves to the bone, dragging their chafing chains as they lugged the hefty chunks of wood gathered on the outskirts of the Forest of Fear. These were delivered to another group of condemned, who worked to make crosses, gallows, spikes, execution wheels, and other terrifying instruments of torture. A third group tested them out, and they were the ones screaming the loudest. Here and there stood the enormous gragorns, swinging their whips at the condemned. The hill was seeping with blood.

Philip sensed Tarshell’s tea had made it to the bottom. He looked around until he found a big bush with coal-black leaves and hurried over, feeling fortunate not to be chained like the other people down here. Imagine never getting a pee break.

He’d only just zipped up and was about to set off again when he heard voices nearby. He furrowed his brow. It sounded like there were three or four of them, and the way they were talking… They didn’t sound like devils.

Philip snuck around the big bush, and the voices grew louder.

“Those bellowing fools,” one said, with muffled laughter. “They didn’t see a thing.”

“They’re far too busy keeping track of all the others. It’s incredible how easy it is these nights.”

“You’re right,” said a third. “Lately things have almost been nice around here. The big brutes are slaving harder than we are.”

The last comment was followed by quiet sniggering and a rattle of metal.

Philip looked over, and the sight was a total surprise—no, shock—to his eyes. Despite everything he had seen and experienced down here in the deep, he’d never expected to see this.

There, in the grass of Whipping Hill, and hidden behind the dark bushes, three condemned lay lounging. They were naked, scarred, and emaciated, and they were chained together by the neck and feet. But it didn’t seem to bother them in the least. They lay on their backs with their arms folded behind their heads and a satisfied smile on their lips, like it was a beautiful day at the beach.

Philip was so baffled he burst out, “What are you doing?”

The three men jumped to their feet as though pricked with a needle. They caught sight of Philip, and the fear in their faces was replaced with a look of total confusion.

“Who… who are you?” asked one of them, lowering the arms he’d raised to protect himself. He was bald, but the top of his head was adorned with long, crisscrossing wounds that looked like red locks of hair.

“A human,” whispered a tall, gangly man whose bones jutted out under his pale skin. He pointed at Philip with a shaky finger. “He’s human! Look. No horns.”

“And no chains,” the last man muttered hoarsely, looking at Philip in disbelief. The iron collar around his throat was so tight it gnawed into his skin and drew a steady, thin stream of blood. “How did you get out of your chains?”

“He looks like he’s never had any.”

Before Philip could think of something to say, the bald man took a step toward him. His eyes, which had been full of fear a second ago, were now full of something else. Opportunity.

“No chains and no horns,” he said. “You know what you look like?”

Philip shook his head.

“You look like a boy. A really good boy. You look like someone who wants to help us.” A streak of drool ran from the corner of his mouth. “You… you can fetch us something to drink.” His gaze grew distant, and he swallowed a couple times, as if he could already taste the cold water. “We haven’t had anything to drink for years.”

The man with the chain tight around his throat touched his chest where the blood ran down and then greedily sucked his fingers. “At least not water. Nice, clean water.”

“And food!” said the tall man, his eyes manic. His gray tongue slid across his dry lips. “You can get us some food.”

“Yes,” the two others whispered. “Food… food…”

They stepped closer, the chains clinking at their feet, their eyes wild, like they weren’t people, but animals.

“Bring it to us,” the bald one rasped. “Do you hear me?”

Philip took a step back, nodding. “Yes, of course. Right away. Something to eat and drink. I’ll hurr—”

“Liar!” the tall man hissed. He attacked, grabbing hold of Philip with hands that felt like bird claws. The raggedy nails tore into Philip’s skin. “A liar like everyone else down here! He was about to run off. I can see it on his face.”

“But what do we do now?” asked the man with the hoarse voice. “How do we get—”

“He’s already brought us some food.” A contorted smile stretched his parched lips until they burst. He greedily licked the blood. “I hope you like raw meat.”

Horrified, Philip realized the man’s plans and tried to tear himself loose. Although the condemned was a mere skeleton wrapped in sweaty skin, the prospect of food made him strong. Philip’s arms were caught in a vise-like grip.

“Raw meat’s my favorite,” slurped the bald one, drool streaming from both corners of his mouth.

Philip screamed, but the sound was lost in the ruckus of Whipping Hill, and the three condemned took little notice. They toppled him to the ground, and Philip screamed again, until he thought he would faint, screamed because the three condemned were about to—

“Enjoy!” the tall one laughed, and the three men leaned over Philip, baring their teeth. They started tearing at his clothes.


CHAPTER 9

The Executioner’s Apprentice

“What the Hell’s going on here?” A powerful voice thundered from above and drowned out Philip’s screams. There was a hiss and the loud crack of a whip as it slashed the top of the bald man’s bloody crown. Wailing, he tried to cover his head with his hands, while the blood ran down into his eyes. It gave the two others a jolt, and their deathly pale faces were terror-stricken.

A formidable beast stood facing them, eyes flaming with fury. Black smoke billowed from its nostrils, enveloping the lizardlike face and the colossal horns.

“And I thought I’d seen it all!” roared the executioner as his whip drew long, red streaks across the sweaty skins of the condemned. “Get back to work, you clowns, before I…”

The three men didn’t bother sticking around to hear about the brutal torments the demon had in store for them. They rushed back to Whipping Hill as fast as their chains could carry them.

“You don’t see that kind of barefaced impudence every night,” grumbled the beast, rolling up his whip. Then he turned toward Philip, who lay prone on the ground, and his ferocity faded, his face lighting up with a smile. “Why, if it isn’t Philip! I thought I recognized those screams.” The demon held out his enormous hand to Philip, who grabbed it and yanked him to his feet.

“Hi, Blackhorn,” he said and smiled shyly at Satina’s father, who had come to his rescue. In the nick of time. “Thanks for the help.”

“No problem.” The gragorn gave him a pat on the shoulder. “What a nice surprise in the middle of all the blood and screaming. It’s getting to be a bad habit, isn’t it?” Blackhorn laughed, amused. “You remember last time? When you were chained to…”

“Yes, I remember,” Philip interrupted and tried not to think about it. About the time Aziel had chained him to the Stone Bearers, and Philip almost drowned in the mud.

“Oh, yes, of course you do.” Blackhorn cleared this throat. Then he spread his arms in a warm welcome. “But what a wonderful surprise to see you again. That should put Satina in a better mood. She’s been a little quiet lately. A bit irritated, too. Fiery as hell, to be completely honest. She gets that from her mother.” Blackhorn shook his head despairingly. Then he suddenly looked scared and pointed a finger at Philip. “You better not go blabbing.”

“Of course not,” Philip assured him.

“Or I’ll be sleeping on the couch for an eternity or two. By the way, does Satina know you’re back?”

He shook his head. “No, I just arrived.”

“And already getting eaten alive? You don’t waste any time.” Blackhorn looked at him and raised an eyebrow.

“What’s the story this time? Did Lucifer bring you back?”

“I’m not sure,” Philip lied. He didn’t know how Blackhorn might react if he found out his daughter had stolen summoning pills from their house and given them to Philip, and he didn’t want to find out. Philip wasn’t so sure Satina’s temper came from her mother’s side. “Maybe someone needs my help?”

“Damn right someone needs your help,” Blackhorn nodded, misunderstanding what Philip had said. On purpose, it seemed. The demon reached under his cape and pulled out another leather whip. He handed it to Philip. “We need all the help we can get around here. Here you go, my friend.”

“What do you mean?” Philip stared at the whip Blackhorn had placed in his hand. “You mean, you want me to…?”

“Exactly. We’re a little short on manpower these nights, and the condemned are taking advantage of it. You just saw so yourself. Those lazy dogs take any opportunity they can get. That’s why I’m not at the Stone Bearers anymore. We’re constantly getting shifted around because we’re short-staffed. I guess it was pretty lucky I got sent to Whipping Hill last night. I interrupted their dinner at the last minute. Just like last time, Philip. You cut it close then, too.” Blackhorn shook his head and chuckled at the thought of it. “Incredible, to think Aziel chained you up with the cond—”

“I know,” Philip interrupted. He tightened his grip on the whip and clenched his teeth.

“Hmm, yes. Well, enough about that. Look, Philip. It’s really not that hard. Just do like this.” Blackhorn swung the whip, and it snaked its way through the air and ended with an angry CRACK! as he quickly jerked back his arm.

Philip unrolled the whip and tried to copy the movements. The crack he made wasn’t as loud as Blackhorn’s, but pretty close.

“You’re a natural!” Satina’s father smiled with delight. “And if you can yell at them, too, you’re well on your way. Start over there.” Blackhorn pointed to a group of condemned who were hauling tree trunks up a steep hill. “I’m off to…Wait, what the… There’s more of them slacking off! I’ll show them…” With a hot-headed growl Blackhorn dashed off, waving his whip over his head as he headed for a cluster of trees where a handful of condemned rested in the grass.

Philip stared at the whip in his hand. He felt like throwing it away and taking off, but he knew Blackhorn wouldn’t appreciate it. He also knew it was better to keep on the evil side of Satina’s father.

He went over to the condemned who were lugging and tugging the colossal chunks of wood. He felt like a fish out of water and prayed his help wouldn’t be needed. But prayers aren’t heard in Hell.

Suddenly one of the condemned slipped on the blood-splattered grass and lost his grip, so that his load went tumbling back down the hill. The condemned—a young man with a ravaged face and ancient eyes—gasped and was about to run after it. Then he stopped in his tracks. Listened. Shot a couple of nervous glances back and forth and smiled subtly. He hadn’t noticed Philip standing nearby, hoping that precisely this kind of thing wouldn’t happen.

“No executioners,” the condemned whispered, and his smile widened. He reached out to a man around his own age, who was also carrying a heavy chunk of wood. He had black, disheveled hair that pointed in all directions, just like his dirty beard.

The man jumped at his touch. “What are you doing? Let go, Barabbas, or we’ll get the whip!”

“No whip!” said Barabbas with a laugh that revealed his rotten teeth. He flung out his hands and turned around in a circle. “No executioners!”

“Really?” The other man let go of the tree trunk and it landed on the grass with a wet smack. Philip saw the big holes in the palms of his hands. The man whistled to a third man, who was also on his way up the hill. “Hey, my friend, take it easy. No one’s watching us!”

The third man stopped and stared in disbelief at the two others. His eyes were red and puffy. It looked like he’d been crying for a long time. He also had holes through both hands. The man opened his mouth to say something, but his voice was too dry, and nothing came out. Once again, his eyes welled up with tears.

“Stop that eternal blubbering,” said the man with the beard. “Pass on the message!”

Philip bit his lip. He had to stop them, before it got out of hand. He stepped a little closer, the tail of the whip dragging behind him.

He cleared his throat, and the three men spun around.

“Get back to work!” he said, but there was no reaction. “Get back to work!” he repeated, trying to sound tough.

The three men stared in confusion. They glanced back and forth at each other, perplexed. Then back at Philip.

“Who are you?” the one called Barabbas muttered.

“Please be quiet,” said Philip. “And get—”

“Please be quiet?” interrupted the man in the middle, his stupefied smile turning into a look of contempt. “Did you just say that?”

“A boy.” The man with the teary eyes shook his head, dumbstruck. He looked almost amused. “It’s just a little boy!”

“And he’s so polite, too!”

“Get moving!” Philip took a step closer and pointed at them. “I mean it!”

The three condemned once again exchanged glances. Then broke into a fit of laughter.

A few of the other condemned nearby stopped working and looked up to see what was happening.

“This has got to be the final straw!” laughed Barabbas, slapping the tender back of the red-eyed man, whose laughter turned to a whimper. “It’s getting so bad down here, they’re recruiting little angel boys to do their dirty work!”

Philip felt his anger pulsing through his veins. The bumps on his forehead started tingling again, but this time he didn’t mind. “I’m no—”

“Why don’t you put that whip down and run home to mommy before you hurt yourself, boy,” interrupted the bearded man. He took a step toward Philip. He had the look of a hungry wolf. “Down here it’s easy to get hurt.”

“Get back to work!” said Philip, pointing with the whip. “Now! This is your last warning.”

“The little angel thinks he’s a devil,” whispered Barabbas, taking a step closer to Philip. “Get lost, angel, before—”

“Get back to work!” Philip’s voice thundered so loudly it startled the three men, as well as all those who had been watching the spectacle. He swung the whip and it splintered the air above Barabbas’ head. The man looked up, wide-eyed and terrified.

“Get going, you good-for-nothing slugs! I said get going!”

This time they obeyed. So quickly, in fact, they almost tripped on the chains between their legs as they grabbed hold of the big chunks of wood and returned to hauling them up the hill even faster than before. The other condemned, who’d been looking on from the side, got back to work and kept their eyes glued to the ground.

“Hurry!” Philip roared and once more let the whip sing past the faces dripping with sweat. He felt that tingling sensation on his forehead again, and it thrilled him. “You can work faster than that!”

And they did.

Philip looked around and caught sight of Blackhorn up ahead. Satina’s father gave him a nod of approval and a thumbs up.


CHAPTER 10

Midnight Invitation

Philip was about to crack the whip again when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

“Why don’t you let’em take a break?” Blackhorn said.

“You mean the whip and my arm?” asked Philip. Then he nodded toward the condemned, who were slaving away. “Or do you mean them?”

“All three.” Blackhorn smiled. “Those guys just had their hardest night ever. There’s spark in you, kid, I’ll give you that. That was some cruel work you did out there. Thanks for the help.”

“It was…” fun, he almost said. Which was true, but he didn’t like to admit it. “It was the least I could do.”

He handed Blackhorn the whip and felt a wave of relief as soon as it left his hand. Yes, it was fun, and it almost felt good as the whip cracked, chasing the condemned, and making them move faster, FASTER! But it wasn’t like Philip to be that way. Maybe the devil from the past was still lurking inside, waiting for the right opportunity. That’s why it felt good to return the whip. Good to be himself again.

Just admit it, whispered a voice within. The dark voice from the past. That was the real you.

“It’s gonna be good to get back home and get something down the hatch,” said Blackhorn, sticking the whip in his cape pocket. “My stomach’s growling like a beast. I take it my colleague has worked up an appetite, too?”

“Yes, please,” Philip nodded and felt his heart racing at the thought of seeing Satina again.

“Fantastic!” Blackhorn said, turning to go, when he suddenly remembered something. “Unfortunately, Satina’s not home. She’s at camp this week.”

Philip’s stomach turned into a big, empty hole. “Really?”

“No,” Blackhorn answered, followed by his deep, booming laughter. He slapped Philip on the shoulder, which was still tender from swinging the whip, and waves of pain washed over him. “You should have seen yourself, Philip! For a second there, you almost looked like one of those poor souls on the hill. Don’t worry, she’s home. I was only joking.”

Still chuckling to himself, he started walking. Philip sighed and followed him.

On the way, Philip asked if Blackhorn knew who they were, the three condemned who’d briefly tasted freedom.

“Did you say Barabbas?” Blackhorn chewed on the name a little, then shook his head. “It rings a bell, but I can’t put my finger on it. I can’t remember the names of the two others, either, but I know who they are. It’s kind of a funny story. For us that is, not for them. You’ve heard of Jesus, right?”

Philip stared at Blackhorn, dumbfounded. “One of them was Jesus?”

Blackhorn nearly choked on Philip’s question. “No, no, no, Jesus isn’t down here. Don’t you know he’s God’s son?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“There were a few times when Jehovah deserved to be sent down here, but his son has always been such a goody two shoes. Well, apart from what he did to one of the guys you just dealt with. As you might remember, Jesus was crucified, but he wasn’t alone that day on Golgotha. Those two men with holes through their hands were nailed on a cross as well. They were robbers who had reserved a spot for themselves down here a long time ago. One of them arrived immediately, while the other—the one with the red eyes—he took a detour, you might say. He ended up in Paradise.”

“In Paradise?” Philip repeated, surprised. “Why? Did someone make a mistake?”

“Nah, no mistake. It was promised to him.”

“By whom?”

“By Jesus himself. You see, when the Son of Man was hanging there on the cross, one of the criminals started taunting him and making fun of him. But the other robber set him straight and told him that Jesus hadn’t done anything wrong. They had earned their punishment, he said, but Jesus hadn’t. That’s why God’s only son promised the man a spot in Paradise with him that day.”

“Why is he down here, then? If Jesus brought him along?”

“Because he only got that one day. Just like he’d been promised, neither more nor less. When the day was over, he was sent directly down to the eternal night, where he stayed. Jesus was perfectly aware the man’s words were hollow, and he was only saying what Jesus wanted to hear. So he spiced up his punishment a little with a single day in Eden’s garden.”

“It’s not exactly punishment to be sent to Paradise, is it? Even if just for one day.”

“Why sure, in the greatest sense. Didn’t you notice how he was blubbering the whole time? He knows what kind of afterlife he missed out on, and the thought of it will drive him crazy for the rest of… Well, forever. That’s worse than all the lashings in the world. He can be a little hard-nosed, that Jesus. Like father like son, I guess.”

Blackhorn went on to tell Philip about the other condemned who were lugging and tugging at Whipping Hill, until they reached the town center. They had to go by a shop to pick up something Satina’s father had ordered. Along the way, they hardly met any devils, and Philip observed that many of the shops had closed down. The only things in the empty window displays were dust and spider webs.

“I guess you know who that is,” said Blackhorn, nodding to the six-foot high copper statue of Philip up ahead.

Do I? wondered Philip as he hurried past his own cold, metallic stare. Last time he was in Hell, the statue had frequently been vandalized. He was relieved to see the many signs of destruction were gone. The newly polished statue shone, the nose had been fixed, and any additions made to the inscription on the bronze plate had been washed off, so it once again read:

PHILIP ENGEL

The Bane of the Great Conspiracy

A Hell of a Boy

They turned down a side street and went into a little boutique that sold jewelry and clothes. The clothes looked pretty ordinary. Pants, T-shirts, and blouses, just like in Philip’s world—other than the black capes, that took up an entire wall in the store.

But the jewelry…

Fortunately, Philip hadn’t eaten anything for a while, otherwise he would have thrown up.

There were earrings, necklaces, and bracelets, alright, lying there on display in little glass boxes, but they weren’t decorated with diamonds or little figurines in gold or silver. The jewelry was the kind of ugly you’d only find in Hell. Necklaces with eyeballs or cut-off ears. Bracelets with bloody teeth, with roots and all. Broches made of red lips. Rings that…

No, no more. Philip turned away from the display, where Blackhorn was getting help from a young she-devil with long, black eyelashes and two small horns sticking up out of her bleached hair.

“You’re sure those are the blue ones?” asked Blackhorn, taking the little package the woman handed him. “She’s really into blue.”

“Then she’ll be crazy about these,” the sales lady said. “That’ll be… Hey, you look like—” The woman’s black eyes fell upon Philip and grew wide-eyed at the sight. She glanced out the window at the statue.

“He doesn’t just look like, little lady,” Blackhorn said, ruffling Philip’s red hair. “It is him. Philip Engel, the bane of the Great Conspiracy!”

Philip blushed and raised his hand. “Good morn—I mean, good night.”

“What do you know, a famous human being right here in my shop!” the she-devil said with a big smile. “And not even in chains.”

“Which reminds me…” Blackhorn snapped his fingers. “I better get a cape for the boy. We can’t have you running around in those clothes, Philip. People will think I’m bringing a condemned home for dinner.”

The woman laughed and found a cape in Philip’s size. Philip pulled the hood halfway down his face and hoped no one else would recognize him.

They left the shop and eventually reached the suburb where Satina lived with her parents in a house made of blackened timber.

Right before Blackhorn opened the door and invited Philip inside, the demon handed him the little box with the gift he’d bought.

“Here,” he said. “You give it to Satina.”

“Me?” Philip took the box and swallowed hard at the thought of what was hiding under the glittery wrapping paper. “What is it?”

“A little surprise for her. Say it’s from you.” Blackhorn winked at him, and Philip wondered if he could trust him. Satina’s father tended to have a rather coarse sense of humor. What if it was some kind of trick?

But looking into the demon’s yellow eyes, somehow Philip knew Blackhorn wasn’t playing games. The present was genuine. He could read the gragorn like a book.

“I wanted to thank you for your help tonight. It’ll make Satina happy, and I think I’ve finally understood—you’re one of those weird ones who like making people happy, Philip. So, let’s go see if dinner’s on the table. Come on in.” Blackhorn opened the door and laboriously inched his enormous body through the far-too-small doorway. He hung the whip on the coat rack in the entrance and went into the kitchen, where Satina’s mother was cooking up a storm of meaty stews.

“Yum, does this place smell good,” said Blackhorn, taking a deep whiff. “When do we eat?”

“Yes, my night went fine, thanks for asking,” Demeona answered, stirring a pot.

Blackhorn said he was sorry and gave her a kiss. “I’ve had a pretty interesting night myself, my dear,” he said. “Go see what the manticore dragged in.”

Demeona turned around, and her ravishing face became even more beautiful the second she saw Philip.

“What in the underworld! Philip!” She dropped the spoon and wrapped her arms around him. “It’s so good to see you!”

“Same here, Demeona,” Philip said and looked into the dark eyes that would instantly make any man fall in love. And then lose his mind.

She stroked his hair. “What a surprise.”

“For all three of us, apparently,” Blackhorn added. “Philip doesn’t actually know how he ended up down here—again. He just popped up at Whipping Hill, and then nearly got devoured by a gang of condemned on the run. Luckily, I caught them before they had a bite. Speaking of a bite…” Blackhorn furrowed his brow and nodded to the pots on the stove. “Shouldn’t you get moving?”

The smile on Demeona’s face flattened to a frown, and the look she gave her husband was colder than ice.

Blackhorn cleared his throat and awkwardly looked down, wringing his hands. “Er, I… I wasn’t talking about you, my dear,” he said in a voice that was as wavering as his look. “That was meant for Philip. Shouldn’t you get moving, Philip… Um, and run up to Satina before we start our delicious dinner? That’s what I meant.”

Demeona shook her head, but didn’t pursue the matter. Her face softened as she turned to Philip. “She’s in her room.”


CHAPTER 11

A Cold Welcome

Philip went up the stairs and down the hallway toward the door at the end. His heart was beating fast and he had to restrain himself not to sprint the final way and burst into Satina’s room. He was really looking forward to her reaction.

He knocked on the door.

“What is it?” Satina asked. She sounded a little irritated at the disturbance.

“Visitors,” Philip said and opened the door.

He couldn’t help chuckling at her utterly speechless expression. She looked like she’d seen a ghost. Which—technically speaking—wasn’t entirely incorrect.

“Philip?” she gasped, and the start of a smile parted her lips. But then it disappeared, and she nonchalantly went back to whatever she was doing.

“So you’re back,” she said, sounding like she couldn’t care less.

“Yes.” He felt a pang of disappointment. It wasn’t exactly the reception he’d been dreaming of. “I ate one of the pills.”

“Oh,” she said, without sparing him a single glance. What was wrong with her?

“What are you doing?” Philip went over to her. She was sitting in front of the cage with the fist-sized, snow-white tarantula.

“Feeding Spinner,” she answered and fished a living mouse out of a little bag. She held it by the tail and lowered the squeaking animal down into the cage. Spinner jumped on it like a cat, and a couple of seconds later the mouse was entwined in a ball of sticky spider web.

Philip observed Satina out of the corner of his eye. She’d changed a bit. Her horns had grown longer, just like her black hair that fell in waves down her back. Her body was a little more grown-up as well, which only made her even more beautiful. But there was something else different about her. He couldn’t put his finger on it. She’d gotten older, of course, in the time that had passed, but that wasn’t it.

On the contrary, Philip thought, even though he didn’t quite understand what he meant by that.

“I…” he started, then stalled for a moment. Bit his lip. “I’ve missed you, Satina.”

She looked at him, and the expression in her black-blue eyes was so icy, Philip had to take a step back.

“Okay,” she said. Then she went back to feeding the spider.

Philip felt the anger rising within him. It overshadowed his confusion. To think how much he’d looked forward to seeing her, and then this was the way she acted? What was she thinking? No—what the hell was she thinking?

“Nice to see you, too,” he sneered and walked toward the door. “Bye.”

“So this time you know how to say goodbye!” Satina practically yelled as she stood up. “How nice of you!”

Philip turned around and stared at her. “Is that what this is about?”

“When I woke up, you were gone. I was all alone in a cold house—with Mortimer.” She shuddered just thinking about it. Philip understood. He knew perfectly well what it was like to be alone with Mortimer.

“It was just… You were asleep, and I…” He shrugged and looked down at the floor. “It was easier that way. Besides, you gave me the pills. There was no reason to say goodbye. You knew I’d be back at some point.”

“Did I?” She crossed her arms, and there were thunderbolts in her eyes. “Maybe if that bimbo hadn’t made you forget—” she stopped short, ate her words, and then continued “—the pills.”

Aha, now they were getting somewhere.

“So it was you,” Philip said. For some reason he couldn’t stop smiling on the inside. Or feeling just a little bit… proud. “Sabrina’s accidents. You were behind every one of them.”

Satina didn’t answer, which was an answer in itself.

“You went a little too far with the paint job,” he said. “That was kind of evil.”

Satina muttered something Philip didn’t catch, but it sounded a bit like, “The bimbo should thank her lucky stars I didn’t ask a vargar to derail a train.”

“I didn’t forget about… the pills, Satina.” He went over to her, looked her in the eyes. Let her see he wasn’t lying.

“It was just… There were other things I wanted to forget. Things that happened down here.”

She looked at him. Then she nodded.

“But I’m back now and I brought you something.” He took Blackhorn’s little present out of his cape pocket.

“For me? What is it?”

“Oh, nothing much,” he said and looked on in anticipation as she tore off the wrapping paper and opened the little box.

“They’re exactly what I wanted!” she shrieked, and her eyes grew round with delight. Philip’s eyes, on the other hand, grew round with disgust. It was a pair of earrings, and the pendants were—as expected—nauseating. From each earring dangled a torn-off nail. They were painted with blue nail polish. “How did you know?”

“Lucky guess,” he lied, thankful he’d at least learned that much down here. “I thought they’d look good on you.”

“They’re so cool,” she said and put them on. Philip was relieved to see that her dark hair partially covered them up. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Her bad mood had evaporated, and Satina’s eyes shone when she looked at him. She threw her arms around him and held him tightly. “I’ve missed you, too,” she whispered.

She let go of him—a little too soon, thought Philip—and sat down on the bed. “So tell me. What was it like to take the pills? Did everything happen like it was supposed to?”

“No,” he said and sighed as he sat down next to her. “Not even close. Actually, I took the pill because…”

He told her the whole story. About Sam’s death and about his own.

“I have to find him, Satina.” Philip got up and walked over to the window with a view of the backyard. Devils and demons flew across the black night sky. “I have to find Sam and bring him back. His death was a mistake. His life wasn’t supposed to end like that. It only happened because he ate the pill.”

“What a mess,” Satina muttered and bit her lower lip. “Philip, I told you to be careful! If Lucifer hears about this…”

“Well, let’s make sure he never does,” he answered. “I don’t have any more pills, so Sam and I can’t go back, but I thought you might be able to—”

“Swipe a few more from my mother?” She nodded. “Sure. As long as she never finds out, or I’ll be grounded until Judgment Day.”

“You don’t have any more pills yourself?”

“No. I had a couple, but I used them about a month ago. You know, that night I ‘accidently’ bumped into the bucket of blue paint, and it landed right on the bimbo’s head.”

“About a month ago?” Philip repeated and shook his head. “But that happened today. Or tonight, or whatever it’s called.”

“Has it really been such a short time for you? Funny.” She shrugged. “For me, it’s been about a month.”

Yes, of course. Time was different down here. Very different. Down here it stretched to an eternity.

“Do you know where he is?” asked Satina. “The guy you’re looking for.”

“No, but he’s down here somewhere, that’s for sure. If anyone’s earned some time in chains, it’s Sam. I was looking for him on the way here, but I didn’t see him. Of course, this place isn’t exactly tiny. He could be anywhere.”

“Luckily, that’s not a problem,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“I thought you were the big detective, Philip. Ever heard of Grumblebeard?”

“Oh, right!” He should have thought of that from the get-go. Of course, the gatekeeper at the entrance to Hell could tell them which punishment Sam had been sent to. “Let’s get goi—”

“Time to eat!” Blackhorn’s voice roared from the kitchen, making Philip jump. “Come on, you two! Hurry up!”

“Sounds like he’s still at work,” Philip panted. “Hopefully he won’t be up here with his whip.”

“He will if we don’t get moving,” Satina said and laughed at the expression on Philip’s face.

“Let’s wait to visit Grumblebeard until after dinner,” he suggested and walked—no, ran for the door.

Satina smiled. “Smart choice.”


CHAPTER 12

The Missing Devils

“Don’t hold back, Philip. Demons like us have to stock up after a hard night.” Blackhorn handed Philip the platter with steaks, after shoveling four of them on his own plate—for the third time.

The meat was a little tough and had a strange aftertaste, but slid down pretty easily, if you were ravenous. Which Philip was at first. Now he was stuffed, but he took another steak to keep Blackhorn happy. He didn’t know what kind of meat it was, and he didn’t intend to ask. In Hell it was sometimes—actually, most of the time—better not to ask. At least, if you wanted to keep it down.

“It tastes wonderful,” he said to Demeona, who smiled and kept saying how great it was to have him back.

“What do you think, Satina?” asked Blackhorn, poking his daughter with his elbow. “By the way, is that firestorm attitude of yours over yet?”

Satina pushed her father’s elbow away and turned red from her chin to her horns.

“No, not completely, I see. Perhaps—”

“Blackhorn!” Demeona cut in sharply.

“What?”

“Eat your food. There’s dessert, too.”

“Really?” Blackhorn lit up and shoveled in the steaks even faster than before. “I have to tell you, Philip worked hard for his meal tonight,” he continued, in between mouthfuls. “You wouldn’t believe it, but the boy is a bona fide slave driver. The way he went to work, the condemned almost would have preferred a devil.”

“What’s going on, since you’re so short-staffed these nights?” Philip asked as he cut into a piece of steak. “That hasn’t been a problem before, has it?”

For a moment the kitchen fell silent, and Philip felt like he’d put his foot in it.

“No,” Blackhorn answered finally, and his voice had an ominous ring to it. “But times are not what they were. A lot has changed since you were here last, Philip.”

“I know,” he said when Blackhorn remained silent. “You’ve become…” Now he was the one who was at a loss for words. Unsure if he dared continue. Last time Philip had been here, Satina told him a lot of the devils were angry about Lucifer’s decision and his pact with Mortimer. What if Blackhorn was one of them?

Demeona nodded and ended his sentence for him. “We’ve become mortal. And many of us are thankful for it.”

“You are?” asked Philip, relieved. He glanced furtively at Satina, who sat with her eyes frozen on her glass of water.

“You can bet your sweet life we are,” Blackhorn agreed and jabbed his fork into yet another piece of meat. “And in my opinion, it couldn’t have come a moment too soon. I saw my great-great-great-grandfather wither away until there was practically nothing left of him. I wouldn’t even wish that for the condemned. He was a godawful sight in the end, and it’s good that he finally gets to rest in peace.” Blackhorn emphasized the word “good” by slamming his fist on the table.

“Of course, it’s a huge adjustment to lose your immortality,” added Demeona, looking over at Satina, whose eyes were still glued to her glass. “And the very thought of it is going to take a while to get used to, but that doesn’t change the fact that the end of eternal life is probably one of the best things ever to happen to this place.”

“But not everyone would agree with that,” Blackhorn continued. “Many were outraged by the decision. So outraged, they simply packed up their belongings and left. They said they would prefer to live with the accursed than next to a despicable backstabber like Lucifer. So in the nights after the order was given, there were a lot—a whole lot—who abandoned Hell and headed out into the darkness of Outer Reach. Most of them were young devils, but there were also many older ones, too.” The heaviness in the gragorn’s voice matched the look of despair in his eyes. “Old friends became new enemies.”

“So they just vanished into Outer Reach?” Philip muttered, imagining the dense darkness that lay outside the walls of Hell.

Blackhorn nodded. “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s perfectly understandable. Outer Reach, that devil-forsaken place? Why under Earth would anyone go there?” The demon shrugged. “There are rumors circulating about what they’re doing out there in the dark. Some say they’ve settled down in other underworlds. Others, that—” Blackhorn looked at Satina and paused. He stuffed another piece of steak in his mouth and washed it down with a sip of water. Then he flung out his arms and waved it off. “But they’re just rumors, and you shouldn’t take them seriously. Wait a second, did you get some new earrings?”

Satina looked up for the first time in a while. For a moment it looked like she thought her father was speaking a foreign language. Then she nodded and pushed her hair back to show them the torn nails.

“Wow, they’re fabulous,” said Demeona. “Who gave you those?”

“Philip,” Satina answered with a smile.

“Well, I must say.” Blackhorn looked at Philip and winked.

For the rest of the meal no one said another word about the devils who had abandoned Hell.


CHAPTER 13

Dark Rumors

“Your father seems a lot happier than last time I was here,” Philip said after they had finished their meal and were on their way to visit Grumblebeard. Last time Philip was in Hell, Blackhorn had been in a terrible mood because Demeona had forced him to do chores around the house. There was nothing the demon hated more than washing dishes. Other than vacuum cleaning, cooking, dusting, getting groceries or doing a load of laundry. He’d felt like he’d died and gone to Hell.

“He’s out of Mom’s clutches,” Satina answered. “He was about to tear the whole house apart. Every time he cleaned, he knocked over vases and lamps, and when he washed the dishes, there was nothing but shards of glass left in the sink. I’m pretty sure he did it on purpose too, and in the end, Mom just gave up.”

As they walked along, the occasional horde of condemned souls would pass them on their way to punishment. Some of the chained souls chatted along the way, and Philip saw two elderly gragorns fight a losing battle, trying to get the condemned to scream instead. Philip wanted to know more about the devils who’d left Hell, and about the rumors Blackhorn had evaded, but he wasn’t sure Satina wanted to talk about it.

The road to the entrance to Hell led them past the burning village lake and a house Philip recognized all too well. It was where he first bumped into Aziel. Aziel had been stealing apples with Flux, but Philip had ruined the raid, and the old devil living in the house had thanked him profusely. Grimleg was his name.

But the place looked different now. The previously well-tended garden had grown into a tangle of weeds and poisonous plants, and the house looked dark and empty.

“Did Grimleg move?” Philip asked.

Satina shook her head.

“Don’t tell me he’s turned his back on Lucifer as well?”

She shook her head once again. “He’s dead.”

“Dead? When?”

“A couple of months ago. He had a heart attack. Lucifax found him. Ravine told me about it. Grimleg used to deliver apples to the castle kitchen, and she’d been by the house to pick up an extra crate. He didn’t answer the door, and she asked Lucifax to go check it out. The cat found the old devil on the floor in the living room. He’d been dead for a couple of nights.”

“Poor Grimleg,” said Philip. “That’s horrible.”

“Horrible?” repeated Satina in an icy tone. “Last time you seemed to think death was so great.”

“You know what I mean,” he said, and after a while, Satina nodded.

Philip studied the abandoned house. For some reason it made the hair on his arms stand on end. “So it’s just empty now? Why hasn’t anyone moved in?”

“I think…” Satina began, but couldn’t continue as she stared at the house. Philip realized he wasn’t the only one shuddering. “I think people are a little superstitious. Grimleg died in there, and that makes the place kind of scary. The whole concept of death is still pretty new to us.”

Philip had no idea if it was a matter of superstition or not, but there definitely was something frightening about the place. The wilderness in the garden. The dead apple trees. The dark windows that glared at them. Like eyes in a skull.

“A ghost house in Hell,” he muttered and sensed how the shadows in the garden seemed to stretch out and reach for them.

“It’s just a house,” Satina shrugged.

He gave her a questioning look. “So you want to go inside?”

“Forget it,” she replied and continued walking.

“Satina?” he asked after a while. They’d passed the park and the place where animal abusers received their punishment. Philip had never spared it a glance. The sound—the insane combination of screams and laughter— had said it all. Nope, he’d never even had a peek at the condemned who were chained there, their bodies lathered in fat and salt, or at the animals—dogs, cats, goats, and pigs—licking and tickling their way to the blood, meat, and bones.

“What is it?”

“When a devil dies, what do you do?”

“Probably the same as you guys,” she answered. “We hold a funeral in the old church.”

“In the church?” he repeated, surprised.

“It’s been renovated,” she nodded, even though that wasn’t the part that surprised him.

“Afterward the dead are cremated.”

Philip was about to ask some more questions, but Satina sidestepped them with an entirely different topic.

“Do you remember Droel? The one from my class with the crooked horns?”

Philip nodded. “Aziel’s biggest fan. How could I forget?”

“He’s one of those who’ve disappeared. It’s really weird being in school these nights. Over half of the older students are missing. As well as many of the teachers.”

“That many?”

“And there’s more all the time. It seems like a few slip away every night.”

Philip could see there was something Satina wanted to add, but she was hesitating. Finally, she couldn’t keep it to herself. “Rumor has it, they’ve joined Aziel.”

He nodded. He figured that was what Blackhorn had been wanting to say at dinner.

“But that’s not all,” she continued. She bit her lip. “They say they’re forming an army with the accursed. That they’re planning a war against Hell.”

“A war?” Philip repeated. At first, he was shocked, but it all made perfect sense. Philip still vividly remembered his last clash with Aziel. Aziel, who had murdered his own mother in cold blood. Aziel, who was claimed to have made the accursed do his bidding. Aziel, who spoke of a new kingdom, where he alone would bear the bloody crown, and where the condemned would scream louder than ever before. He called it New Hell. But that meant Lucifer had to be done away with first. Philip, who knew Aziel just about as well as he knew himself, realized Aziel would never accept being number two. Besides, he hated Lucifer as much as he hated Philip. Which reminded him—

“There’s something I can’t figure out, Satina.”

“What?”

“Last time I was here, Aziel told me he was going to steal Death’s die. That he was going to use it to—”

“Deal you another death,” she interjected. “So he could get his revenge.”

He nodded. “But why go to all that trouble? Why did he need Death’s die? Wasn’t he a tempter? Why didn’t he just summon himself and come kill me?”

“He probably tried,” she answered, and the words sent a chill careening down his spine. “Aziel is a master at transformation, but he’s never been very good at summoning. He’s nothing like you, Philip.” She smiled at the confused expression on his face and explained: “You just keep coming back.”

When he didn’t return the smile, hers quickly faded. “Could he actually do it?” he asked. “Could Aziel win the war?”

“I don’t think so,” she replied after a short pause. “We still outnumber them, and Hell is pretty well positioned behind the mountains. It will be easy to defend. But many devils are scared, Philip. Really scared.” She looked at him, and he could tell she was one of them. “You heard what my dad said. Most of those who’ve disappeared are young devils. Even though there are still more devils on this side of the mountains, a lot of them are old and weak. Those on the other side have longer horns. Much longer. Those devils… They’re evil, Philip. They’re evil through and through. You know what Aziel is like. They will undoubtedly take advantage of the very thing that started this whole mess—the loss of our immortality.”

“They’re going to kill,” Philip said, and Satina nodded.

“Without a second thought. If it comes to war, we’ll win, I’m positive. But not without sacrifice.” Then she waved it all away and tried to smile. “But like I said—it’s only a rumor. It’s probably nothing.”

“Probably,” Philip said.

Only he didn’t believe it. And it was obvious Satina didn’t, either.


CHAPTER 14

On Guard

They barely slipped through the black gate and into the outer court of Hell.

Two armed guards stood in front of the gate, suspiciously eyeing Philip and Satina as they approached.

“The gate’s being guarded around-the-clock now,” Satina whispered. “They’re trying to prevent more from running off.”

“What do you want?” asked the guard on the right. His gray horns twisted upward like corkscrews. His voice and eyes were hard, and he lowered the point of his spear. He’d posed a question, but from the sound of it he didn’t welcome an answer.

“We’d like to visit Grumblebeard,” Satina answered calmly.

“The gate’s closed,” the guard said curtly. “Leave.”

“But—” Philip began.

Satina stopped him by tugging on his arm. “We’re only going to visit Grumblebeard,” she said again and fluttered her eyelashes, smiling at the guards. “Won’t you please open the gate?”

“No, I said,” the guard replied, but his voice wasn’t nearly as brusque as before. Instead, he sounded almost apologetic. “We aren’t allowed to. The gate stays closed, unless we’re letting in the newly condemned. Go on, get moving!”

“Oh, come on,” Satina pleaded and flicked her hair back. Her eyes twinkled. Her voice changed, too, Philip noted. So soft and relaxed. Like the sound of a cat purring. “What if we ask nicely?”

“B-but it’s f-forbidden,” the guard stammered.

“Yeah,” his associate added, his voice wavering as well. “We aren’t allowed to…”

“You’re devils.” Satina smiled and stared deep into their eyes. Lured them. Tempted them. “Don’t you feel like doing something you’re not allowed to? Something that’s… forbidden?”

They nodded. Slowly.

“Then open the gate. We promise we won’t tell anyone.”

They kept on nodding. The guard with the spiraling horns went over to a lever on the stone wall and yanked it up. The gate began to open, and the air was pierced by the painful screeching of the rusty hinges.

“There,” the demon whispered and pushed the lever down again. The gate began to close. “Hurry, while there’s still a gap.”

Philip and Satina slipped through the opening, and the gate slammed shut with a hollow bang.

“How did you two get out?”

“Oh no, not again,” Satina muttered.

Outside the gate were another two guards, equally armed with spears. One of them—a thickset demon with a beard and three small horns on his forehead—raised his spear and pointed the tip at Philip.

“More traitors?” he growled.

“No, we’re only going to visit Grumblebeard,” Satina explained and pointed at the black house, which was lit by torches at its gate.

“We haven’t received notice. Go back inside. No one passes without permission.”

“Here we go again,” Satina sighed. Once again, she pursed her lips into a seductive smile, and her eyes began glowing in that weird way. Only this time her seduction didn’t get any farther. Suddenly the door to the gatekeeper’s house swung open, and Grumblebeard appeared in all his fury.

“What’s going on here?” he bellowed. “Why was the gate opened? Answer me! Nobody was supposed to be let in!”

“No, someone needed to get out,” said Philip, pulling his hood back. “To pay an old friend a visit.”

Grumblebeard’s eyes squinted a little at first, then they shot wide open. “What the… Isn’t that… Philip, my boy! Why I never… Get that spear out of the way, soldier!” roared the gatekeeper at the three-horned guard, who almost dropped his weapon out of sheer fright. “Can’t you see it’s the one and only Philip Engel?”

“Ph-Philip Engel?” stammered the guard, stepping aside, completely flummoxed. “Sorry.”

Philip ran to Grumblebeard and into his outstretched arms, which wrapped around him and lifted him up into the air.

“You’re back!” cheered the gatekeeper. Then he put Philip down again, shaking his head and laughing. “I can’t believe it! I don’t know anyone who can kick the bucket like you, my boy. You’ve got more friggin’ lives than a cat. But I don’t remember letting you through the gate, so how under Earth did you—”

Grumblebeard didn’t get to finish his sentence. Ravine’s head suddenly popped out of the doorway.

“Philip? Did I hear right? Did you say Philip?” Lucifer’s cook had a wild look in her eyes. She looked around, frantically searching for Philip, who was still half-hidden behind the enormous gatekeeper.

“Hi, Ravine,” he said and stuck an arm out and waved.

The old she-devil let out a shriek of delight and raced over to him, and Philip disappeared in yet another embrace. It squeezed the air from his lungs and made him see stars.

“Enough,” he heard Grumblebeard say from some place far away. “You’re strangling the boy.”

“No, I’m not, he’s already dead,” Ravine replied, but let go of Philip anyway. She was one big smile. She stroked his hair, his forehead, his cheek. “What a surprise! I thought we’d never see you again, after you took off with that detestable man.”

“He simply can’t live without us,” Grumblebeard said and slapped Philip on the back, while he looked at Satina with a twinkle in his eye. “And I certainly understand why.”

“You’ve grown so tall and handsome.” Ravine measured Philip with her eyes from head to toe and then looked him in the eye. “There’s hardly any ‘boy’ left in you. Well, let’s not stand here all night. Come in, come in. I’ve got a cake in the oven, and coffee will be out in just a moment!”

They went into the house, which smelled like freshly baked goods.

Ravine disappeared into the kitchen, while the others went into the living room, where the fire quietly crackled in the wooden stove. The dim light gently reflected on the busts of previous gatekeepers and on the shelves that brimmed with heavy books bound in human skin.

“So tell me,” Grumblebeard said as he settled into the armchair. Philip and Satina sat down on the couch. “How did you get down here this time? And on the other side of the gate as well?”

Philip glanced over at Satina for a second, and then told the demon what had happened.

“Hmm,” the gatekeeper grumbled. He furrowed his brow in deep thought. “And so now you’re searching for this kid? Sam?”

Philip nodded. “We were hoping you might be able to tell us where he is. What punishment he was sent to.”

“You’re forgetting something,” Grumblebeard said. He was about to explain, but was interrupted by someone from outside frantically yelling.

“Mr. Grumblebeard! Mr. Grumblebeard! Come quick! Hurry! Hurry!”

Grumblebeard jumped out of his chair, grabbed his whip, which was hanging on the headrest, and stormed to the front door.

Philip and Satina looked at each other, startled.

“What is it?” they heard Grumblebeard asking. “What did you see?”

“Oh, it was nothing,” said a tiny voice Philip recognized. It was Pilate—the gatekeeper’s talking doorknocker. “I thought I saw something, but it’s these old eyes—they fooled me. I’ve been hanging here for a while, after all. But it was nothing. I’m sorry about the disturbance, Mr. Grumblebeard.”

Grumblebeard growled something that sounded rather angry. Philip was expecting to hear a loud clunk, followed by a yelp, as Grumblebeard knocked the brass-plated ring on the forehead of the living doorknocker as punishment for unnecessarily getting him out of his chair. But there was neither a clunk nor a yelp.

Instead, Grumblebeard merely returned to the living room and furiously flung his whip over the headrest.

“That damn…” he grumbled.

“What was it?” Satina asked as Grumblebeard—who was still steaming—sat back down in the armchair. “Why did he call for you?”

“Because that’s what I’ve ordered him to do,” the gatekeeper answered and clenched his teeth. Then he sighed. “These are dark times we live in. Darker than Hell itself. Do you know what I’m talking about, Philip?”

He nodded. “Satina told me about it.”

“Many have turned their back on Lucifer. Whatever they’re doing out there in the darkness is beyond me, but I don’t trust folks who hide. Especially not devils. Something’s going on, that much is clear, and I’ve ordered Pilate to call me the second he sees anything suspicious. But I’m starting to think he’s taking advantage of the situation. He’s constantly calling me, making me jump up and come running with my whip. It’s pure torture, and he knows it, that miserable—” Grumblebeard began grinding his teeth.

“Hasn’t Pilate seen any of the devils escaping Hell?” asked Philip.

“Of course, and so have I. In the nights following the announcement, lots of them left in plain view. I stood in the doorway and watched them disappear to Outer Reach, one after another. Old friends and colleagues walked right by me without as much as a wave goodbye. Do you remember Grabclaw? That demon who worked here briefly as gatekeeper, while I was—um, away.”

Philip nodded. Oh, yes, he remembered Grabclaw. The coldness in the gragorn’s eyes and the start of a third horn, growing out of his forehead. He’d looked evil.

“He was among the first to leave. In the beginning Lucifer didn’t do anything to hold them back. It was their choice, he said, and if they preferred the accursed to the condemned, then peace be with them. It was only when rumors about war, rebellion, and a new hell started stirring that the guards were placed at the gate. Now it’s closed for everyone other than the condemned. Speaking of condemned, that boy you’re talking about—” Grumblebeard took down the pipe that he kept in a little stand on the windowsill and started stuffing it with tobacco. “I don’t have clue where he is.”

Philip looked at him, confused. “Why not? He went to Hell, I’m positive.”

“That may be, but he never passed by here. His death wasn’t supposed to be, it was caused by the summoning pills. Just like yours. And by the way, I don’t think I need to repeat how strictly forbidden it is, what you did.” Grumblebeard looked at Satina, who shook her head and stared at the floor. “You’ve really made a mess of things, young lady.”

“I know,” she said quietly.

“You better cross your wings and hope Lucifer doesn’t find out.”

“You mean Sam never passed through the gate?” asked Philip, trying to steer the conversation back on track.

“No, but we can quickly find out where he should have ended up. All we have to do is look him up in the books. Even though he didn’t know how to use the summoning pills, there’s still a chance he ended up where he was supposed to.” Grumblebeard stood up and, with the pipe hanging from his mouth, walked over to the shelves lined with books. The Death Books. A record of all the people who were meant for Hell when they died—and the punishments that awaited them.

“Your friend, what’s he called other than Sam?” asked Grumblebeard.

Philip gave him Sam’s full name, and the gatekeeper pulled out a book that was a little thicker than the others. He put on his reading glasses, flipped back and forth through the pages, until—

“Ah, here he is. You were right, Philip, he definitely earned his chains. Let me see.” Grumblebeard turned the page. Then another. And another. He kept going. Behind the tiny spectacles, the fiery eyes expanded, but Philip couldn’t quite tell if he was shocked or impressed.

“My, oh my, that’s one tough friend you got there. It’s not every night I see one of these! The kid’s already earned a mountain of punishments. His section alone is why the book is so thick! Pillory Park, Guillotine Grotto, Maim Street, the Cemetery, the Classroom, the Bog of Nightmares, Whipping Hill, the Gate Hinges, the Forest of Fe… No, wait, that one’s been deleted. Apparently, he isn’t a murderer—yet. But what a lout.”

“So he could be in any one of those places?” Satina asked.

The gatekeeper nodded and took out a quill and an inkwell. No, not an inkwell, Philip realized as soon as Grumblebeard started writing. A bloodwell. “I’m writing them down for you. A list that long is impossible to remember by heart. All you have to do now is start looking. It will probably take a while, but maybe that bully boy could use a few nights down here, to get a taste of what to expect when he finally goes belly up.”

Grumblebeard had just finished his list of all the places Sam might be when Ravine stepped into the living room carrying a tray.

“Here you go,” she said and started passing out cups and plates. As she cut the first piece of cake, the phone rang.

Grumblebeard picked up. “Hello? Yes? Yes, that’s right, he’s here in front of me.” The gatekeeper looked over at Philip. “Right now? Alright, yes. I’ll pass it on. Night, night.” He hung up. “I hope you have a good excuse for why you’re here, Philip. That was the Lord of Darkness himself. He’s just heard you’re back, and he wants to see you. Now. Apparently, we aren’t the only ones who’ve been missing you.”

Ravine glanced at the newly set table with a look of disappointment on her face. “Does it have to be right now? We haven’t even had a bite.”

Grumblebeard shrugged. “Patience isn’t one of Lucifer’s greatest strengths.”

“Sorry,” said Philip, looking over at Ravine. “It’ll have to wait.”

Satina was about to get up from the couch, but Philip pulled her back down. “I was talking about Lucifer. He’ll have to wait. We’re having cake.”

It was like a lightbulb went on inside the cook, and she jumped back into slicing her cake. Grumblebeard did a double take when he saw the size of Philip’s piece.


CHAPTER 15

The Greatest Devil of All

After the night coffee, Philip and Satina said their goodbyes. While they ate there had been several interruptions by the doorknocker calling for Grumblebeard—usually right before he took a bite of cake. Each time it turned out “it was nothing. Sorry, Mr. Grumblebeard, I sincerely apologize, it’ll never happen again.” The gatekeeper had been about to explode.

Upon Grumblebeard’s order, the guards let the two friends pass through the gate, and they headed for Lucifer’s castle. Along the way they talked about the missing devils. Philip didn’t understand what the guards were for—couldn’t devils just fly over the wall?

Satina told him it was impossible. Just like most things down here, the rock walls were never-ending.

But how did they get out, then? Hadn’t she said some disappeared every night?

“Nobody knows,” she said. “Other than those who’ve run off.”

As they reached Maim Street, which led up to the castle gate, Satina spotted a girl from her class.

“Just a second, Philip. I need to ask her about the homework.” Satina spread her wings and took off in the direction of her classmate. “Beelse! Beelse!”

Philip looked at Satina and felt a tinge of jealousy. There were times when he wished he still had wings, so that he could fly off, free as a bird, instead of being chained to the ground. There were certain advantages to being a devil.

“Father? Mother? Where are you?” Nearby Philip heard a voice as dry and cracked as a dead tree. He looked around and saw an old, skinny man, whose long beard dragged on the ground. He was walking along Maim Street, searching for something, while trying to sidestep the bloody heads of the people buried underneath. The man had chains on both arms and legs, but there wasn’t a gragorn in sight. Had he escaped as well? It didn’t look like it. The man wasn’t trying to hide, and the passing demons in the street didn’t spare him a glance.

The old man suddenly caught sight of Philip and stumbled toward him on legs that were so thin, it was a miracle they didn’t buckle. His bloodshot eyes flickered back and forth, like he didn’t dare look Philip in the eyes.

“Sorry,” he said in a raspy voice. “But I’m looking for a woman and a man. They’ve… They’ve…”

The man stopped mid-sentence, and the tears welled up in his cruddy eyes.

“I don’t remember. I don’t remember what they look like! Oh, God, help m—No!” the man suddenly yelled with surprising strength, and the fire in his eyes dried up the tears. “Not him! He shall not help me. Never, ever, do you hear me?!” The old man looked up at the coal-black sky and swung a fist over his head. “You beast! You monster!”

A couple of devils standing nearby pointed at the man and chuckled. “Look, old Noah’s acting up again.”

“Noah?” Philip burst out, abruptly interrupting the man’s damnations and curses. “You’re Noah? The one who built the ark?”

The condemned lowered his gaze and stared at his hands as though they were alien creatures. He nodded mournfully. “With these hands I built it. The ark, that floated over the destruction of the world but was the cause of my own.”

There were a lot of things down here that Philip didn’t understand, but this—this made no sense at all. Noah? The one and only man God protected from the flood. “Why are you here? God saved you. Didn’t he?”

The old man shook his head, and there was a distant look in his eyes. “He saved me from drowning, yes, but he didn’t save me from the flood. I did what he commanded. I built the ark. I gathered all the animals. I… survived.”

“But that was… good?” Philip asked cautiously. “Wasn’t it?”

“Good?” the man repeated, slightly raising his voice. “Good? Only a devil would call such cruelty good. Do you know what I did after the water retreated, and it was all over? Do you know the first thing I did?”

Philip shook his head.

“I got dead drunk. I cursed myself, my family, and the god who levelled the world at the snap of his fingers. I saw the world drown and die. Do you understand what I’m saying? I heard the whole world scream, and I heard it grow silent. My siblings… My parents… I saw them in the water, and I just… sailed away.” Noah squeezed his eyes shut, but it didn’t help him hold back the tears. They ran down his cheeks and gathered in his gray beard. “I preferred Hell,” he said, his eyes still shut. “I’d rather spend an eternity in this atrocious place than be with the greatest devil of all. Besides… they’re down here somewhere, and this time I won’t abandon them.”

Philip swallowed a lump in his throat. Noah’s story had shaken him to the core. He’d never thought about it that way before.

“I’m… I’m sorry for your loss,” he said.

The old man opened his watery eyes and looked at him in surprise. “Unusual words from a devil. Very unusual. But I have to keep moving. I have to find my family.” The old man turned around and hobbled along as he muttered to himself, “If I could only remember what they looked like. If I could only remember their names.”

Shortly afterward Satina showed up again. She landed next to Philip and folded her wings, a little out of breath. “Sorry it took so long.”

“I just met Noah,” Philip muttered and was about to point out the hunched old man, but he’d already disappeared, on his eternal search for his family.

“Who?”

“Nothing. Did you figure out your homework?”

She nodded. “Both the homework and the latest news. Beelse heard it from somebody who overheard two teachers talking. Kokabiel, my history teacher, has left Hell as well.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” said Philip, remembering all too well the evil look the history teacher gave him back when Philip had attended Satina’s school.

“Aziel’s following is growing,” she said gloomily. Then she smiled. “But at least I don’t have history homework next week.”


CHAPTER 16

The Writing on the Soul

Something came running toward them as they walked up the stairs to the bone castle’s white gate of interlaced rib cages. It was some sort of animal that seemed to have been in a horrible accident. The front of the body was covered in blood, but the back part was fine and still covered in shiny black fur. Except for the kinked tail.

“You’re here!” The creature let out a sigh of relief and then looked at Satina. “Hi, Satina.”

“Hi, Lucifax!” Philip called out as he recognized the Devil’s cat, whose wet red front paws slapped against the steps. “Did he skin you alive again?”

The cat nodded. “He was halfway there. Master is a little… temperamental these nights. The new and revised edition of his autobiography got a bad review, and unfortunately, I was around when he read it. Luckily, he didn’t get a chance to finish the job. His mood improved tremendously when he heard you were back. Come along, Philip. Master is waiting, and he’s been waiting for too long, if you ask me.”

They followed the half-skinned cat through the gate into the dimly lit throne room, past the empty throne of bones, and up the stairwell behind it. They reached the door to the study, and Lucifax lifted one of its bloody paws to knock, but paused midair and gave Philip an imploring look.

“Would you mind?” the cat said. “It’s pretty painful.”

Philip nodded and was about to knock when the door suddenly flung open. “Is that infernal kid never comin—” The Devil’s dark eyes fell upon Philip. He sniggered scornfully. “Well, well, so you finally dragged yourself up here.”

“I came as quickly as I could,” Philip said.

Lucifer sneered in return, but not even Satan himself could hide his delight when Philp said, “It’s good to see you again.”

Lucifer gave Philip a big hug. “You, too, my boy! You, too.”

He let go of Philip and looked him in the eyes. Philip had no idea what he thought he saw there, but it made the Devil’s smile even wider. “My old apprentice! I could hardly believe it when I heard you were back.”

“Hell is repetition,” Philip said.

“It most certainly is,” the Devil laughed and pulled him in for another hug. “And you’ve brought Satina, I see. Have you gotten yourself mixed up in things again, young lady?”

“Um…” Satina muttered under her breath. “Sort of.”

“Well, come in and tell me all about it.” Lucifer disappeared into his study, and they followed.

Philip always got a weird feeling, being there, in the deepest, darkest part of Hell. The big, leather-bound books on the tall bookshelves, the stuffed beasts, the heads floating in liquid-filled glass containers, and last but not least—the Globe of Evil. The black glass ball that glistened and glowed like a monster’s eye.

Yet it wasn’t only the strange curiosities that made his heart beat a little faster. It was the reminder that it was here—in this room—that he once became a devil.

Lucifer sat himself down behind the big desk that overflowed with papers and books, including a newspaper with a front page citing that more devils had run off in the night. “Sit down, Philip, catch your breath. You’ve come a long way.”

Philip glanced at the electric chair and shook his head. No way was he sitting in that while explaining to Lucifer what had happened. “No thanks, I’ll stand.”

Satina preferred that, too, she signaled, backing into a corner and stepping on bloody bits of fur—leftovers from Lucifax’s torture.

“Truly a surprise,” Lucifer said, stroking his goatee while studying his old apprentice. “Because this time I had nothing to do with your death. Tell me everything. Are you here to stay this time? Has your hourglass run out?”

“No, there’s… there’s been a mistake.”

“Not again?” Lucifer chuckled. “You seem to have a knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, my friend.”

“Yes, but this time it’s mainly my own fault.” He looked over at Satina, who took another couple of steps back. “I have to tell him.”

She nodded.

“You’re making me nervous, Philip.” The Devil folded his hands under his chin and leaned forward. “What happened?”

For the third time that night, Philip told the whole story. Satan’s dark gaze got even darker.

“Fate can be so puzzling,” he said. “So the boy who was originally destined to become the devil’s apprentice, but by accident was swapped with you, has now ended up down here anyway. Because of you.” He pointed at Philip. Then his finger and his black eyes snapped over to Satina. “And you. Do you realize what you’ve done? Do you know what the consequences might be? Do you have any idea how serious this is?”

“It wasn’t just Satina’s fault,” Philip said, but Lucifer ignored him.

“An untimely death, an intervention in the natural course of events! This could be the collapse of everything!”

“I-I’m sorry, but it was just—”

“Oh, stop it,” Lucifer interrupted and waved her away with his hand. “I know perfectly well why you did it, and you aren’t going to ruin it all by apologizing. Yes, this is a minor disaster, but luckily there are certain mitigating circumstances.” The devil cast a sidelong glance at Philip, who suddenly realized the mitigating circumstances were… him. “Besides, you’re a devil, right? And devils are darned well going to do things they aren’t supposed to. So allow me—now that I’ve been infected by the boy’s presence—to express these rare words: You’re forgiven. But if it happens again,” he added, before Satina could breathe a sigh of relief, “you’re heading straight to Purgatory.”

Philip was about to point out that it wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. Lucifer just highlighted the fact himself. Philip’s death, when he ended up as the Devil’s apprentice, had been a mistake as well, and whose fault had that been? Then he looked over at the bloody tufts of fur on the floor and figured it was best to keep his thoughts to himself.

Lucifer’s stare turned back to Philip. “It’s funny,” he said after a while.

“What’s funny?”

“That you should return now.” His answer was barely a mumble. The Devil was speaking more to himself than to Philip. “A coincidence, perhaps. Or maybe not.” The words faded into thoughts. He silently sat there for a while. Then he picked up the newspaper and showed Philip the front page. A sharp nail pointed at the headline. “I’m sure Satina has informed you about the situation down here?”

Philip nodded. “What a mess.”

“A mess,” Lucifer repeated, contorting his mouth as though the word itself left a bad taste. He opened a drawer, took out a jar with pills, and tossed two in his mouth. The Devil was about to put the jar away but then changed his mind and took two more pills.

“You… you aren’t sick again, are you?” asked Philip, concerned.

“No, no.” Lucifer smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “It’s just… My nerves, you see. They’re a little… frazzled these nights. Not that I have any reason to be worried or nervous!” His statement was underlined with a raised index finger. “But the uncertainty… The wait… I’ve talked to Jehovah to find out if he knows anything about what they’re doing out there in the dark, but unfortunately he says he can’t see through Outer Reach’s massive shadows. Fine help from a god who calls himself omniscient, right?” Lucifer rolled his eyes. Then he raised his index finger again, and his voice became hard and cold as iron. “But if those damned traitors want a war, then that’s what they’ll get. They don’t know who they’re up against. I’ve been in a war before, and—”

“But you lost that one, master,” Lucifax cautiously interjected.

“Shut up, or there won’t be anything left of you!” Lucifer roared, and the cat seemed to shrink right there on the spot. The Devil struggled to get a hold of himself. Finally, he managed and instead of directing his anger at the cat, he reached out for his anxiety pills and swallowed two more. He closed his eyes, inhaling and exhaling deeply.

“Like I said,” he continued and gave Philip a reprimanding look, “I’m neither worried nor nervous! So, enough already. About that troublemaker you’re looking for. You said you went to Grumblebeard to see if he could help you find him?”

Philip nodded and unfolded the paper crammed with notes. “He wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but he wrote down a couple places.”

“Oh my evilness!” Lucifer exclaimed when he saw the paper. “I knew he was a bad boy, but this is impressive for a kid his age. That’ll take you an eternity.” He wrinkled his forehead. “But I don’t understand. Someone would have alerted me if a condemned was running around without chains. Are you sure he’s even dead, Philip?”

“Positive.”

“Hmm, okay. Perhaps my books can give us a better idea of where the kid might be.” Lucifer got up and went over to the tall bookshelves with the bricklike books. The Soul Books. Pages describing a person’s entire life, feelings, thoughts, desires, and deepest secrets. Even the things you didn’t know about yourself were in those books.

Lucifer once read Philip a section of his profile—nice, dutiful, well-behaved, and so on—and none of it had surprised him. But Philip had long since developed horns, a tail, and wings, and something had changed inside him. Who knew what was in the book now? Was there something he didn’t know about himself? Did he have secrets he wasn’t aware of?

Lucifer pulled out an enormous book. It didn’t take him long, he seemed to know exactly where to find Sam’s description, and when he put the book down on the desk, it opened up to the page about the boy originally chosen to be the Devil’s heir.

“Here he is, the little wisecracker. Let me see—” Lucifer said, quietly chuckling, as he skimmed through the description of Sam’s dark soul. “Wicked! That’s one bad little devil. Amazing!” Suddenly he froze. His eyes shot wide open. “What the—?”

“What is it?” Philip asked. “What does it say?”

Lucifer looked at Lucifax, and the Devil’s expression was loud and clear: complete and utter shock.

“Someone… someone wrote in the book,” he whispered hoarsely.

The cat looked at him, dumbstruck.

“What’s the big deal?” Philip shook his head. “I thought the books updated themselves all the time?”

“Yes, the books write themselves, but that’s not what I mean! Someone’s tampered with his book! Someone deleted what was written and wrote something else! Do you understand what I’m saying?” Lucifer turned the heavy book around and pointed to the bottom of the page, where two lines had been crossed out and overwritten by hand. “Someone’s been fiddling with the kid’s soul!”

Philip stepped closer and tried to read what it said, but Satan’s hands trembled so much the letters were shaking. “What does it say?”

Lucifer looked at the book. “It said, that Sam’s best friend is Philip Engel, and that the troublemaker practically thinks he’s his guardian angel. That’s what it’s been saying, ever since the traffic accident he caused. But that’s been erased. Instead it says…” Lucifer paused. Read the sentence again. Blinked. Read it again. “It says, that he hates Philip Engel with all his dark heart and wants to…”

“To what?”

“To kill him.”

The blood drained from Philip’s head, and his legs felt weak. Yet the discovery didn’t surprise him all that much. Lucifer might have had his share of enemies down here, but Philip certainly did, too.

Besides, the rewriting of the book would explain a lot.

When Sam had tried to find Philip at school, his classmates thought it was because Philip was the Condemned of the Week. Because Sam—

He said, I had it coming. That he was going to get me. That’s what Vernon told Philip when he stepped into the classroom. And that he looked crazy. Really crazy.

“He wanted to kill me,” Philip whispered. Now he knew why Sam had acted so strange and the reason for his thundering headache. It was because someone had written in his book and changed his thoughts. Changed his soul. “Who… who would do that?”

“That’s the question, and luckily, one we can quickly answer.” Lucifer put the book down and walked over to the Globe of Evil. Philip and Satina followed him and looked into the globe’s smoldering depths as the Devil, in his seething voice, said, “Show me who wrote in Sam’s Soul Book!”

Instantly a picture emerged out of the darkness. It showed the study. Then it showed—

Philip stared in disbelief at the figure in the image, and then he glanced at Satina, whose mouth was half open in shock.

“Dad?” she whispered.

It was Blackhorn. Beyond a shadow of a doubt. He stood behind the desk, furtively looking around. Then he went over to the shelves and pulled out the book with Sam’s profile. As it was placed on the desk, the book automatically opened up to Sam’s description. Blackhorn paged a little farther ahead and found what he was looking for. He picked up the quill lying on the desk, dipped it in blood, and rewrote Sam’s innermost being. Then he slammed the book shut, placed it back on the shelf, and the picture ended.

Lucifer gave Satina a scrutinizing look. “Your father? Was that what you said?”

“It can’t be—” Her eyes were still locked on the Globe of Evil. “Why would he… It makes no sense!”

“The globe doesn’t lie,” Lucifer said, his voice as hard as the expression in his eyes. “He’s got some explaining to do. Do you know where he is?”

“But… but…” Satina looked at Philip. Her gaze was glassy and full of tears.

Lucifer stretched out his hand, grasped her chin and turned her face, so that they looked directly into each other’s eyes. “I asked you if you know where he is?”

She didn’t respond. Then she nodded and glanced down. “He’s at the Suicide Plains.”

“And his name?”

“Blackhorn,” answered Lucifax, who had kept his distance throughout the whole episode. The half-flayed cat stepped toward them, its green eyes glinting. “His name is Blackhorn Dargue.”

“I’m sorry you had to witness that, my girl, but your father has committed a serious crime.” Lucifer let go of her and stepped back. “I’m issuing a warrant for his arrest immediately. Lucifax, to the throne room!”

“Yes, master,” the cat said, limping after the Devil, who briskly disappeared out the door, his black cape flapping behind him. Lucifax glanced back at Satina and Philip, and it looked like the cat wanted to say something. But Lucifax kept quiet, and soon they were all alone.


CHAPTER 17

Soulful Reading

“I just don’t get it, Philip,” said Satina. She walked over to the door and closed it before she continued. “I’ve no idea why he would do something like that, but… he’s my father. I have to warn him.”

“He’s not really at the Suicide Plains, is he?”

“Are you going to say anything?”

He shook his head.

“Thank you.” She was already on her way out the door.

Philip didn’t know what to do. Or what to think. He couldn’t believe it. Blackhorn. Blackhorn had written in Sam’s book. Written that Sam wanted to kill him. But why? Blackhorn had seemed so happy to see Philip again. Genuinely surprised.

Or was it all just an act?

Blackhorn had told him that Satina had been in a bad mood lately. Was that why he’d done it? To get Philip down here again? Because Blackhorn knew how much his daughter missed him? Was Philip’s own murder Blackhorn’s gift to his daughter, just like the earrings Philip gave her? It was a crazy idea, but then again, Blackhorn wasn’t exactly normal. He was a demon. An executioner, to be precise.

Philip shook his head and sat down in the electric chair. He felt both exhausted and restless at the same time. There was another thing, too. The constant feeling that he was forgetting something.

He sat and tried to gather his thoughts. It was useless. His eyes wandered the room, but kept coming back to the same spot, however much he tried to avoid it.

After a while he got up and walked over to the bookcase. Moved the ladder and crawled up to the seventh shelf. Let his fingers glide along the book spines, until they stopped at the one Lucifer had read out loud to him, in what seemed like two lifetimes ago.

He knew he shouldn’t do it. He knew it was dangerous. To read the truth about who he really was. What if he couldn’t handle it?

But he couldn’t help it.

He pulled out the book and found his pages at the very back. His name was there in neat writing. Underneath—his life and soul, turned into letters and words and described down to the smallest detail. Philip began trembling inside, reading about his life and about the secrets he carried in the depths of his heart. He read how rolling the die for his mother’s life had aged him several years. How he missed his father, who had never been there for him, and how he kind of hated him for it, too. He read about the evil that had blossomed within him during his apprenticeship in Hell, and how he sometimes longed to be a devil again, and the freedom that went with it.

Close the book, Philip, pleaded a voice in the back of his mind. Close it before it’s too late! But he couldn’t, and he kept reading and discovered that he was still slightly disappointed at having lost the black throne, and that he was in love with—a spot on the yellowing paper made it impossible to read if it said Satina or Sabrina, and he read that—

Philip felt something incredibly cold expanding in his stomach and for a moment, he couldn’t breathe. He read the sentence again. And again. He didn’t understand it. Or perhaps he didn’t want to understand it.

It was at the end of a long paragraph about Aziel, which naturally filled a large part of Philip’s life—or rather, his death.

Philip Engel and Aziel Stofeles are like a mirror image of each other.

A feeling of dread ran through him.

It was true that he and Aziel had once looked a lot alike. So much that they could have been brothers, if it hadn’t been for the wings, tail, and horns. But Mortimer’s snake had bitten Aziel, and its poison had aged him several hundred years. He was an old demon by now, but if that sentence—

Philip Engel and Aziel Stofeles are like a mirror image of each other.

—was still in the book, it must mean it was still true—just in a different way now. That he and Aziel were a mirror image of each other. Not on the outside, but on the inside. Their souls.

Philip wrestled with his thoughts to understand, and at the same time, tried not to understand. Didn’t want to understand. He wasn’t like Aziel, that was impossible. Wasn’t it?

Stop it, Philip, put the book away! Or you’ll end up not knowing who you are anymore!

He nodded, and only then did he realize how much he was sweating. And that he had bitten his lip so hard it was bleeding.

He was about to slam shut the book when his eyes zoomed in on the very last sentence in his profile. It had recently been added. In fact, only within the last few minutes, which explained the feeling of having forgotten something. Not that there was anything he’d forgotten. But there was something he’d overlooked.

“Gradually, Philip realizes there is something wrong with what he saw in the Globe of Evil,” he read in a whisper. He stared at the glowing, black glass ball.

Something was wrong.

He put the book back on the shelf, crawled down the ladder, and ran over to the globe.

“Show me who wrote in Sam’s Soul Book,” he said, and once again the picture unfurled inside the glass bulb.

The globe never lies, Lucifer had told them. But that was a lie. This time Philip saw it right away, and he gasped for air. He spun around, dashed out of the study, and sprinted along the corridor and down the stairwell to the throne room.

“Lucifer!” he shouted so loudly that the bats hanging from the ceiling fluttered about the room. “Lucifer!”

As the Devil snapped his head to look, so did Lucifax and Satina, standing on either side of the black throne. Lucifer must have caught her sneaking away to warn her father.

“What is it, Philip?”

“It wasn’t him! Blackhorn wasn’t the one who made the changes in the book!”

“What are you talking about?” Lucifer shook his head. “The Globe of Evil clearly showed—”

“It was a trick! Come and see.” He eagerly waved his arms for them to follow.

Lucifer stepped down from the throne. “Lucifax, call off the warrant.”


CHAPTER 18

“Go to Hel!”

“What did you see?” asked the Devil as they entered the study. “If it wasn’t Blackhorn, then who was it?”

“I don’t know,” Philip answered. “I just know it wasn’t him.”

Once again, he asked the globe to show him the episode, and it instantly appeared out of the darkness.

“Look!” he said, pointing excitedly. “Look at the floor! Look at his shadow!”

Inside the glass ball, Blackhorn walked by the fireplace, and for a second, the flickering fire cast a long shadow behind him on the floor. That one second was all they needed, and this time they all saw it. Blackhorn didn’t just cast his own shadow, he cast two.

“A transformation,” Lucifer whispered.

Philip nodded and looked over at Satina, who had once told him that tempters could transform. However, no matter how strong the transformation was, their original body would still cast a hint of a shadow. “Someone out there knows the globe would record the crime and used the disguise of a transformation so we would think your dad was the one who did it.”

“But who?” asked Satina. “And why my dad?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out.” Lucifer tapped on the image of Satina’s father inside the glass with his long, curved nails. “Whoever you are, we’re going to get you. Do you hear me, you damn devil?”

Inside the globe, the fake Blackhorn returned the book, and the picture ended.

“Good work, Philip,” said Lucifer, giving him a nod of approval. “You saw what I should have seen, and you prevented the conviction of an innocent devil. The scoundrel’s murderous plan failed, yet—in its own strange way—still succeeded.”

Philip frowned. “What do you mean? Sam didn’t kill me.”

“No,” he answered. “But you still died, didn’t you?”

The room fell silent.

“Naturally, we have to get you back to life,” Lucifer said. “Along with the boy you’re looking for. The sooner we find him, the better. We were interrupted, and I didn’t have a chance to finish reading the description.” Lucifer went over to the desk, where Sam’s book still lay open. His dark eyes skimmed the last page.

“Ah, here’s something we can use,” he said. “And this will make it a hell of a lot easier.” Lucifer emphasized “hell” and laughed as though he’d said something funny.

Philip sent Satina a questioning look and she shrugged.

“I couldn’t figure out why I hadn’t received a message, if the boy was running around down here,” Lucifer said and looked at them. “The fact is, I don’t think he’s here at all.”

“He’s not? Then where is he?”

“It says here Sam’s motto is ‘Go to Hel!’” Lucifer sighed forbearingly. “But he isn’t exactly the sharpest knife in the torture chamber, plus he can’t spell to save his life, so he writes it with just one ‘l’. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

Philip was about to shake his head, but Satina was one step ahead of him.

“Hel!” she shouted. “You think he ended up in Hel!”

“But… Isn’t that here?” asked Philip, whose brain was starting to feel like scrambled eggs.

“I’m talking about Hel with just one ‘l’. One of the other underworlds. Ancient and almost forgotten,” Lucifer answered. “Just like the Queen who rules it, and whom the place is named after. It’s probably been ages since she had any guests.”

Philip was flabbergasted. “You think Sam ended up there just because he can’t spell?”

Lucifer nodded. “Summoning pills aren’t child’s play. There have been terrible mistakes in the past.”

Philip, who’d ended up in the Forest of Fear, understood that all too well.

“So we have to go to this… Hel?”

Lucifer nodded. Then he snapped his fingers. “Oops, I almost forgot! I better delete…” He dragged Sam’s book over in front of him, dipped the quill in blood and made the changes. He blew on the blood until it was dry, then shut the book. “There, everything should be back to normal. We can’t have him trying to murder you as soon as you find him. Yes, you’re going to Hel.”

“How do we get there?”

The Devil sat and pondered, tapping his fingers on the table. Then he shook his head. “It’s been a while since I was there last, and exactly which stairwell you take… If only I remembered.”

“How do we get there, then?” Philip asked again.

“I don’t have a clue, but I know someone who does.”

“Who?”

Lucifer pointed upward. “My old friend and archenemy. I have to go see him anyway, to discuss… pressing matters. Why don’t you come along, Philip, and ask him yourself. What do you say to that? Would you like to take a trip to Paradise and say hello to the old fellow?”

Philip’s mouth went dry, and his heart started galloping. “Do you mean… God?”

Lucifer nodded. “He has been wanting to say hello to you for quite some time.”

“He’s been wanting…” Philip repeated in a mumble and couldn’t believe his ears. He was going to Paradise. Was going up there to meet God, the creator of Heaven and Earth, who wanted to say hello to him. “When are we leaving?”

“At the crack of dusk.”

“What about me?” Satina asked eagerly. “Can I come, too?”

“Two devils in Eden’s garden? He probably wouldn’t be too happy about that.” Lucifer flashed his teeth in a monstrous smile. “So pack your bags.”

He got up and went over to the door. “Like I said, we’re leaving at the crack of dusk. Your old room is as you left it, Philip. I don’t even think your beds have been made. There’s been too much going on since you left. I’ll inform your parents, Satina. Now, if you’ll excuse me, there’s something I have to see to.”

Lucifer opened the door and closed it behind them.

Philip and Satina walked down the corridor and had almost reached the spiral stairwell that led up to Philip’s old room when the door to the study burst open, and Lucifer’s voice resounded down the hall like a lion’s roar.

“Get back here, you two! NOW!”

The Devil stood in the doorway, huffing and puffing like an angry animal.

“What’s wrong?” Philip asked cautiously, looking up into the stormy face of Satan. Right then, he truly resembled the horrible demon who had once declared war on God and the human race. Philip felt himself trembling deep within.

Lucifer pointed a shaking finger at the Globe of Evil, and when he spoke, there was an ominous growl in his voice. “I just checked the globe to see if any other crimes had been committed in here and what do I see?” The finger pointed at Philip and Satina. “The two of you! Walking through the forbidden door!”

Philip felt himself shrinking. It had happened during Philip’s first time in Hell. He had sworn he would never open the forbidden door in Satan’s study. Later, that same night, Satina had lured him into doing it anyway.

“Tell me,” said Lucifer, his voice heavy with anger, “why I shouldn’t skin you alive right now?”

“Er…” Satina looked as pale as Philip felt. They couldn’t lie their way out of this one, and they knew it.

“Because I broke a promise,” Philip said, surprised over how calm his voice sounded, considering how the rest of him was quivering. “I promised I would never open the door, but I did it anyway. I did something bad. Something evil. But that’s good, right? Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

Lucifer looked at him. Slowly the fire in his eyes died out. “The way you twist your words, you could pass for a devil any night,” he hissed. “I’ll go easy on you this time, but that doesn’t mean you’re not getting punished!” He thought about it for a moment, then decided. “You’re stepping in for Ravine. Both of you. The dish washing’s yours from now on. Now get lost, before I change my mind!”

The door shut, and Philip and Satina let out a sigh of relief.


CHAPTER 19

Once Again

There weren’t a lot of dishes waiting for them in the kitchen. There was a mountain of them.

“This will take forever!” Satina grumbled. Apart from her and Philip, the kitchen was empty. Ravine apparently hadn’t returned from Grumblebeard’s. “I don’t feel like doing this. Come on, let’s get out of here. Besides, Ravine doesn’t even know Lucifer ordered us to…”

“No, she doesn’t,” Philip interrupted. “But we do. So what do you prefer? Washing or drying?”

“Philip,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes and flashing her smile. Her voice grew softer, smoother. It purred. “Come on. We’re going.”

“No,” he said again. “And stop trying to tempt me. Can’t you see Ravine needs help. Do you want to wash or dry?”

“Argh, sometimes I wish you had a set of horns,” she sneered and picked up a dish towel.

Apparently, I wish that too sometimes, he thought, wondering about that sentence in his Soul Book.

While they did the washing up, they talked about everything that had happened, and how exciting it was to go to Paradise, aren’t you looking forward to that, Philip?

Yes. He was looking forward to it. Very much so. Especially because of his… But he didn’t dare complete the thought. Didn’t dare hope for too much. He was afraid that he might jinx it somehow, and he was scared of getting disappointed. He’d already experienced it twice before.

A pile of plates suddenly slipped from his hands and fell into the dish water, splashing up on Satina.

“Sorry,” he said. “That wasn’t on pur…”

Water sprayed all over his face as Satina dipped the end of her tail into the sink and flicked it back at him. “Sorry.” She smiled. “That wasn’t, either.”

“You’re gonna pay for that,” he warned.

Laughing and shrieking, they chased each other around the kitchen, while water and soap sloshed through the air and gathered in puddles on the floor.

The fun ended there.

Right as Philip threw a soaking wet sponge at Satina, the door in the back of the kitchen opened. Satina ducked, and there was a loud smack as the sponge hit Ravine right between the horns.

“Madhook!” she shouted, looking madder than a wet hen. Water dripped down her chin. “I’ve had it up to here with…”

Then her flashing eyes fell on Philip and Satina, and the mounting rage instantly came to a halt. “It’s you?”

“We’re really sorry, Ravine,” Philip said and ran to her with a towel. “We just wanted to help you with the dishes.”

“A fine help,” she grumbled, angrily snatching the towel to dry her face. Then her eyes fell on the pile they’d cleaned, and she couldn’t help but smile. “But at least it’s an improvement from the help I usually get around here.”

Philip picked up the sponge and hurried back to the sink, where Satina was already busy. “Who’s Madhook?”

“My usual help,” Ravine answered. She hung her handbag on a peg and took off her cape. “If you can call it help. He’s the new castle servant instead of Grum.”

“Where’s Grum?” he asked, but he could have guessed the answer.

“No one knows. He was one of the first to take off, that traitor, and he hasn’t shown his face around here since. Not that it surprises me. I always thought Grum was a bit sneaky. But at least he bothered to show up for work, and that’s more than you can say about Madhook. He’s almost more useless than stupid. He could at least have done the dishes while I was out, but he’s probably just been lying around. Good help is hard to find these nights.” She sighed as she tied the apron around her waist. “Did you say hello to Lucifer?”

They nodded.

“He seems a little… anxious about what’s going on down here,” said Philip.

“But not one bit worried or nervous!” Ravine made a reprimanding gesture with her finger, parodying Lucifer. She shook her head. “That old saphead, who does he think he’s fooling? He’s terrified, but he’d have to be a fool not to be. He probably hasn’t told you, but every night he scours his room for rabbit’s feet or other types of hidden lucky charms. He’s deeply afraid of another assassination attempt and trusts no one. Grum was a faithful servant and turned out to be a fake. Poor Lucifer, he’s even started using Lucifax as his cupbearer, and… Why, my dear child, you’re dead tired.”

“No, no, it’s okay.” Philip shook his head, trying to suppress another yawn.

“Yes, you are. It’s been a long night. You two can put down the sponges and towels, you’ve done more than enough. I’m going to get you a little night snack instead. We can’t have you going to bed on an empty stomach.” Ravine quickly slipped into the pantry.

A moment later they heard a roar, then a scream, and the cook came out dragging a thin, scraggly demon with mid-length hair.

“Let go!” he pleaded, trying to twist his horns out of Ravine’s iron-fisted grip. “You’ll rip them off!”

“Which is what you deserve!” she raged. “Of all the places to find you snoring! How much did you eat, you gluttonous mutt?”

“N-nothing! I just took a little nap.”

“A pathetic help and a pathetic liar, that’s what you are.” Ravine’s tail snapped like a whip. “Get up and clean Philip’s old room, so it’s ready for our guests. After that, do the dishes, clean the oven, and wash the floor. If I see you taking as much as a split-second break, I’ll stuff your head in the oven. Now get going, you lousy loafer!” She swung her foot at Madhook, who narrowly escaped.

“Have fun,” said Philip. He got a sour look from the devil as he withdrew upstairs.

“You two stay here and eat in the meantime,” Ravine said as she started taking out some plates. “This is, if that good-for-nothing hasn’t eaten it all!”

* * *

Madhook hadn’t exactly bent over backward to clean the room. The two beds were still unmade, there were cobwebs in the windows, and a thick layer of dust on the floor. He hadn’t done anything, other than put nine new candles in the candelabra. That took him about an hour.

But they didn’t bother complaining to Ravine. They were tired and exhausted after that night’s events and just wanted to sleep.

“It’s strange being back here,” Satina said when they were lying under the covers and the candles had been blown out.

“Yes,” he said.

A little pause.

“It’s strange to have you back, Philip.”

“Yes,” he said.

A silence followed, and in that silence, Satina fell fast asleep.

It’s strange to have you back, Philip.

He lay there replaying the words, thinking about what Lucifer had said. That it was interesting how Philip had returned now. A coincidence, perhaps. Or maybe not.

The first time Philip ended up in Hell was by mistake. A wrongful death, like Sam’s. Or was it? Not alone had Philip become a devil, he’d also prevented the attempted murder of Lucifer and saved the Devil king. After that he’d been returned to life, and his fate had been restored. The second time, he got mixed up in the theft of Death’s die, which ended with the devils losing their immortality. Such crucial times, such crucial events. If it hadn’t been for him—Philip Engel—things might have turned out different. And now he was back—once more completely at random—when Hell was possibly on the brink of war. Was it all just coincidental? Was there some force greater than both God and the Devil? A being so powerful, that in comparison God was merely a tiny player in a gigantic game? A game where Philip was a player as well and had always been? Was his role as important as the Devil’s or God’s? Or perhaps even greater?

His thoughts started getting too big and flighty to follow, and sleep beckoned. One last thing crossed his mind before he finally drifted off.

Pride is a sin.

Then he slept and dreamed about Aziel.

* * *

He woke up in the middle of the night. Not because he’d heard something, but because of that feeling, that nagging feeling. It was back. That sense that something was wrong with what they’d seen in the Globe of Evil. But he didn’t understand why. He’d already seen what was wrong.

He yawned and turned back on his side. It was probably nothing, probably just excitement about all things he’d experienced. All the many things his mind had to proce…

Philip slept, and the feeling floated away.


CHAPTER 20

The Back Door to Paradise

Lucifax woke them up early the next night. The cat’s fur had almost grown back and other than a few bumps and scratches, it was back to its old self. Even though its tail still looked a little funny.

“Master awaits,” the cat said as Philip stood in the doorway, yawning and nodding with sleepy eyes. Then he remembered their plans for the night, and his drowsiness instantly vanished.

They quickly dressed and followed Lucifax, who led them through the castle and down corridors, where Philip had never been before.

“You seem a little quiet, Lucifax,” said Philip. “Didn’t you sleep well?”

“I haven’t slept at all,” the cat said curtly and stopped in front of a door that stood ajar. “Getting skinned hurts like hell, but so does growing it out again. We’re going in here.”

It was a big library with a checkerboard floor, filled with books all the way to the ceiling. Besides the shelves, the only piece of furniture was an empty armchair in front of a cold fireplace.

“He’s outside,” said Lucifax, going over to an open double door that led to a large conservatory with a magnificent and terrifying view of the castle gardens. Lucifer sat in a garden chair, enjoying his night coffee and a pipe of tobacco. He smiled when he saw them.

“Fresh and rested, I hope? We have quite a walk ahead of us. Do you want a bite to eat before we go?”

“No, thanks,” Philip answered for the both of them. After yesternight’s force-feeding by Ravine, they didn’t know if they’d ever be hungry again.

“In any case, Jehovah will probably offer a bite of bread and a sip of wine.” Lucifer put down the pipe, emptied the coffee cup, and got up. “Well, we’d better get going. He’s expecting us. Follow me.” He picked up a big, flat package that was leaning against the wall and opened the door to the garden. “Just promise me you’ll stay on the path.”

“We’re going through the garden?” asked Philip, a little bewildered. “I thought we had to use the stairwell outside of Hell.”

“You could go that way, but I don’t really like rubbing shoulders with…” The Devil paused, and Philip was pretty sure he’d been on the verge of saying humans. “… the dead. I have my own entrance. The earthly Paradise and Hell aren’t actually that far from each other.” He turned to go but almost tripped over Lucifax, who was standing right behind him. “Stop it, Lucifax! I’ve told you to stay here and look after things while I’m away.”

“Can’t I come?” asked the cat, its big eyes pleading. “I really want to—”

“Stop begging, you know I hate that,” Lucifer said sharply.

Crestfallen, Lucifax went back inside and watched them as they moved along the path that meandered through the deadly garden. Ink-black trees with thorns as long and sharp as daggers. Carnivorous plants with shark jaws that snapped if you got too close. Six-foot high nettle bushes and enormous toadstools that sizzled and dripped with poison. It was like taking a hike through a nightmare.

“What did you bring?” Satina asked, pointing at the package under Lucifer’s arm.

“A gift for the old fellow. We always bring each other something,” the Devil said with a crooked smile. “I can’t wait to see the look on his face when he opens it.”

They continued a little farther, until Philip whispered: “We’re being followed.”

Lucifer sighed in irritation. “Stop it, Lucifax! You’re not coming. Go back, before I throw you to the plants!”

For a second nothing happened. Then the cat stepped out from behind a blood-red bush. It shot Philip an evil eye and slunk away, back to the castle.

Lucifer shook his head. “He’s been acting a little strange lately. I don’t know what’s up with him, he clings to me and doesn’t let me out of his sight.”

“Maybe he’s as scared as you are?” Satina suggested and got a furious glare from the Devil.

“I’m not one bit scared!” he scolded. “How could you even think such a crazy thing?”

“S-sorry, I just meant…”

Lucifer held up a finger in warning. “Stop moving that tongue before you lose it.”

They continued through the garden and came to a roughly built stone stairway with seven steep steps that ended in a solid rock wall. The last step was blocked by a big fire licking the side of the rock.

“What’s burning?” asked Philip, squinting. The fire burned so intensely it stung his eyes.

“A thornbush,” Lucifer answered. “It was Jehovah’s idea. To prevent uninvited guests from getting in.”

“But how do we get in?”

“By correctly answering the question.” The Devil took a step closer. The fire flared and grew to an inferno, and from the burning thornbush came a deep, booming voice:

“WHO ARE YOU?”

“Tell me, Philip.” Lucifer turned toward him. “You’re smart, can you answer the question and get us into the Garden of Eden?”

“Who am I?” He shrugged. “I’m Philip Engel.”

The answer had no effect. The thornbush kept burning, seemingly unfazed, and the Devil shook his head. “No, Philip Engel is only a name. Who are you?”

“What do you mean?” Philip thought about it and then suggested: “I’m a boy?”

“No, no, that’s just what you are. Use your head, Philip. Who are you? Who?”

“I don’t understand!” he said, irritated. “Who am I? I don’t know. I am who I am.”

The second the words left his mouth, the fire died, like a sudden rainfall had quenched it. Gray smoke seeped from the smoldering branches, and behind it, a little iron-clad door appeared in the rock wall.

“Excellent, Philip!” Lucifer clapped his hands together and continued up the steps. “We can go in now.”


CHAPTER 21

The Garden of Eden

The darkness of night turned into the light of morning, and although Philip did what Lucifer recommended and pulled his hood over his eyes, he was momentarily dazzled by the light. Slowly his eyes grew accustomed to the change, and out of the blinding whiteness, the Garden of Eden emerged in all its splendor.

Philip felt something pulling at his soul, even though all he saw was an ordinary forest. That’s because it wasn’t just an ordinary forest.

Not at all.

First of all there were the colors. The green moss that lay like a thick carpet on the floor. The blooming flowers. The luscious tree canopy overhead and fruits hanging in bunches. The sky that was more blue than Philip had ever seen. The sunlight that fell between the leaves in warm streams of gold.

Secondly there were the smells. So many, and so clear, that Philip became dizzy and had to hold onto Satina so he didn’t stumble.

Then there were the sounds. A storm of bird songs, monkey cries, and distant, thundering waterfalls, and yet… quiet, so quiet.

Then, to top it off, the atmosphere—the feeling of the place… It carried him off his feet. The forest, the air, it inspired a feeling of pure joy that Philip had never known before. It made the hair on his arms rise with delight and made his heart, yes, his very soul, feel like laughing. It felt like… Well, like he was in Heaven.

“Horrible place, right?” Lucifer said, closing the door to the rock wall. “Too cold and much too bright in my opinion. Come on, it’s this way.”

Philip and Satina followed the Devil, who with long, decisive steps led them through the summer forest.

“We’re in Heaven,” Philip whispered as he heard the mild breeze softly stirring the leaves in the canopies overhead. “I can’t believe it. We’re in Heaven!”

“Not quite,” Lucifer corrected. “It’s merely the earthly Paradise that lies between Earth and Heaven. This is where the saved souls go after they die. They help tend the garden.”

“Between Earth and Heaven?” Philip said, confused. “I thought you went to Heaven when you died. If you’re good, that is.”

“No. You get this far and no farther. I realize a lot of people think that, Philip. There are even more who think Paradise is about lying in a hammock all day and letting God’s angels attend to your every need. But it’s never been like that. It would quickly lead to many of the seven deadly sins—laziness, gluttony, and greed, just to name a few—and that doesn’t exactly harmonize well with this place. No, living in Paradise means hard work. Of course, it’s nothing compared to working conditions down where we are.”

“What is Heaven, then?”

“Heaven is home to Jehovah and the angels. The angels come to Paradise, but they don’t live there. They live in Empyrean, the city of light. It’s even worse than this place. It makes my eyes itch and my nose starts running like a faucet. I’m definitely more comfortable here.” Lucifer plucked a flame-red rose, and it immediately lost its color and shriveled up. He smelled it and tossed it aside, the now metallic-gray flower disintegrating to ash as it hit the ground. “I have some good memories from this place.”

There was a subtle snap on their right as something in the forest stepped on a branch.

Philip turned his head and froze in his tracks.

It was a tiger. It ran toward them, its giant paws soundlessly bounding through the forest, and its amber eyes locked on Satina, who hadn’t noticed the wild animal.

“Watch out!” Philip shouted and pulled her toward him as the animal came bursting out of the brush, a cascade of yellow and black and teeth and claws.

“Philip, take it easy!” Beyond the rush of blood roaring in his ears, he heard Lucifer laughing. “It wouldn’t harm a fly.”

Fear turned into confusion and then amazement when he saw the tiger had stopped and just stood there, curiously watching them. Curious and…friendly?

“It won’t?” he muttered and let go of Satina. “Sorry, but I thought… Are you okay?”

She nodded.

“That’s what I’m saying, Philip. Paradise is a gruesome place. So sad and boring. Just look at this guy.” Lucifer walked over to the tiger and patted him on the back. “Tame as a lamb. Wild animals aren’t even wild here. In the afterlife they peacefully coexist.” The Devil sadly shook his head. “I get nauseous just thinking about it.”

Philip slowly approached the tiger, stretched out his hand, and stroked it between the ears. His fingers sank into the soft fur. The not-so-wild beast rubbed up against him like an enormous house cat.

“Awesome,” he muttered.

The tiger suddenly caught sight of something between the trees and dashed away. In the flash of an eye, it was gone.

They continued on through Paradise, which was filled with all sorts of animals. Polar bears, rhinos, gorillas, camels, turtles, just to name a few. They tumbled about in the grass, played between the trees, drank from the water holes, or dozed in the sun. Some of them glanced up as the three guests wandered by. At one point, they were joined by a giraffe and a waddling penguin that followed them for a bit and then dived back into the forest again. Under the distant tree canopies flew a sea of birds that filled the place with music.

Time vanished in the fantastic surroundings, and Philip had no idea how long they’d been walking when Lucifer announced, “It’s not much farther. Do you see that tree over there?”

He pointed at a little gnarled tree that stood in the shadow of another, larger tree. The apples on the little tree were red as blood and looked so juicy and tempting, they made your mouth water.

“Was that where it happened?” Satina whispered in a voice full of awe.

Lucifer nodded, and pride darkened his eyes. He smiled, and it was as though a cloud drifted in front of the sun. Philip felt a chill slide down his spine.

“The Tree of Knowledge, the garden’s center. It doesn’t look like much, does it? But with that tree God tested his creation, and with that tree, I lured it to its ruin. I got the woman to defy the old fellow’s order and take a bite of the forbidden fruit. Then she tempted her man to commit the same crime.” His smile expanded, and he wet his lips with a tongue that was narrow and forked at the end. The snake tongue that led Adam and Eve to defy God.

“That was a… good day.”

For a while Lucifer just stood there, with that awful smile on his face, lost in evil memories.

“What kind of tree is that, then?” Philip asked and pointed to the tree next to the Tree of Knowledge. It was a far more impressive sight. The broad trunk was straight and tall, with a majestic canopy that unfurled a waterfall of bluish-green leaves. The apples from this tree were so red that the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge was pale in comparison.

“The Tree of Life,” Lucifer answered, and his smile vanished. He gave Satina a stern look. “I would keep my distance from that, if I were you.”

“The Tree of Life,” Philip repeated. “So it gives—”

“Yes,” interrupted Lucifer, his eyes still fastened on Satina. She didn’t return his gaze. Her eyes were fixed on the tree. On the apples. On immortality.

“Do you forbid us to eat from it?” she asked.

“Would it do any good?” the Devil asked in response. Then he went ahead and curtly responded to both questions: “No.”

Philip followed but stopped when he realized they’d left Satina behind. He went back. She was still standing there, contemplating the Tree of Life.

“Come on, Satina.”

She blinked a couple of times and looked at him like he was a stranger. Then she nodded, and they hurried after Lucifer, who was trudging through the forest at a steady pace.

They came to a little clearing with a simple wooden cottage, surrounded by rose bushes and fruit trees. In a chair on the covered terrace sat…


CHAPTER 22

The Almighty

… an elderly man. He had a white beard and white hair, soft locks that cascaded down his back and chest. He was big—tall with broad shoulders—but the years had slightly bent his back, and there was a hint of bags under his eyes. All the same, he didn’t look old, thought Philip, even though he didn’t quite understand why. When he looked at the man in the garden chair, it felt like he was dreaming. A really good dream.

“Good evening, Jehovah,” Lucifer said coldly, and it briefly felt like a cloud blocked the sun.

“Good day, Lucifer,” said the elderly man, and the cloud darted away. “Welcome. So this must be Philip?”

Philip nodded slowly, staring at the creator of Heaven and Earth, who was dressed in a light gray robe and sandals. Jehovah smiled as he got up and walked toward them, holding out his hand. His eyes… They were strange, these eyes that had seen the birth of the universe. They were both radiant as the sun and dark as an abyss. They were mild eyes, and they were hard eyes.

“What a pleasure it is to meet you,” God said in a voice, that—like his eyes—was both light and dark. It was a voice that could drive away your fears and make mountains crumble to dust. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Likewise,” Philip said and thought how stupid that sounded. He shook the hand, which was big and warm.

“And who are you?” God looked at Satina with raised eyebrows.

“This is Satina,” Philip answered. “She’s my friend.”

“Goodnig…I mean, good day,” she said and curtsied.

“What in the worlds? The girl’s polite. Okay, then, I’ll let it pass this time.” Jehovah became serious, the darkness in his eyes intensifying as he held up a warning finger. “But I don’t care for devils on this side of the white gate. Last time somebody snuck in, I lost my best pair of slippers. So no funny business, got it?”

It looked like Satina opened her mouth to contradict him, but she bit her tongue and shook her head. “No, of course not.”

“Alright. Well, pull up a chair. There’s a pot of freshly brewed tea.” They went over to the white painted garden table that tilted dangerously as Jehovah took the teapot and filled the cups. Philip noticed there were four cups. God had asked who Satina was, but apparently, he’d known she was coming all along. Philip sat down in a chair that creaked loudly and its back was a little loose.

“Yes, you probably don’t want to lean too far back in that one,” said Jehovah, handing Philip a teacup. “My son built it. Miracles, he can manage those, but carpentry was never his strong point. I just can’t bring myself to tell him.”

“I’d be glad to do it,” Lucifer offered as he unsuccessfully tried to get comfortable in the warped and crooked chair.

Jehovah ignored him and turned his attention to Philip.

“So I finally get the chance to meet the famous Philip Engel. As I said, I’ve heard a lot about you. Rarely have I heard Lucifer praise a human so highly, and a good human, on top of it.”

“But I made him evil,” Lucifer insisted, banging his fist on the table. “Even if he’s a number one.”

“But fortunately the devil inside didn’t stick. Or maybe some of it did.” God glanced at the bumps on Philip’s forehead. “Not entirely a number one any more, I see, but maybe that’s a good thing.” He took a sip of tea. “It’s impressive what you’ve achieved during your visits down there, Philip, I have to say. I just spoke to Mortimer, by the way, and he sends his regards.”

“Thank you,” said Philip. “How is he?”

“Busy as usual. He’d hoped he could have been here, but there was a train wreck he had to see to. Another one of your darn vargars,” Jehovah said, glaring at Lucifer, who only waved it away.

“You shouldn’t give them a hard time,” he responded. “They send new workers to your garden.”

“Sure, maybe one out of fifty! The rest go straight down to you!”

The devil shrugged. “That’s what happens when you favor forgiveness over punishment. Which is fine by me, but if I can give you some advice, then drop all that benevolence stuff and bring back the good old fear of God in people. You make it too easy for us. Which reminds me…” Lucifer picked up the package he brought along and handed it to Jehovah, who received it with a skeptical expression on his face. “A little something for the host.”

“What is it this time?” God muttered and tore off the paper. The color drained from his face in a spasm of pain and disgust.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Lucifer said, smiling. “Tarshell painted it. They’re all there. All seventy thousand. You can count them yourself.”

God stared at the painting for a moment, and Philip thought he could hear the faint sound of screams in the mild summer breeze. Then they vanished as Jehovah slammed the artwork on the table, picture down. “Oh, you devil!” he sneered.

“Me?” Lucifer exclaimed and did nothing to hide the fact that he was utterly enjoying himself. “I’m not the one who had them killed.” He turned toward Philip and Satina as he stroked his goatee. “It’s actually a pretty funny story.”

“Shut your mouth,” God warned, but the Devil continued, unperturbed.

“Jehovah here once ordered King David to count all the people in his land and then got furious because David went ahead and did it. Just think, to order someone to do something, and then punish them for actually doing it! You were pretty cruel in those days, Yahweh. Far worse than I’ve ever been. What punishment was it you had him choose between, even though he obeyed you? Three years of famine, three months of war, or three days with the plague, was that it? In any case, David chose to go with three days of plague, and seventy thousand people died. I had Tarshell paint them and they’re very… lifelike, don’t you think?”

God looked like he was boiling, his cheeks fiery with indignation. “I wasn’t the one who ordered the census. You were the one that lured him into it, and you know that!”

Lucifer laughed. “You’re better at twisting the truth than I am, old friend.”

“You’re the one who twists the truth, you cursed…”

“I do, do I? So perhaps it was also me who ordered Abraham to kill his only son, just to test the man’s loyalty?”

“Do you have to bring that up every single time? You know nothing happened!”

“Nothing happened? Ha! I highly doubt Abraham was ever the same again after that little incident. Or Isaac, for that matter. And while we’re at it, maybe I should mention your little issue with Job…”

“Shut up!”

Things developed quickly from there. Talking turned into shouting, fists were banged on the table, and the argument raged at full force. Accusations shot back and forth like bullets, and the air was saturated with fury. It was like watching two terrible storms thunder against each other. Philip was relieved when something poked his leg and he saw Satina give a nod toward the cottage. Quietly they slid out of their chairs and crept away from the table. Neither God nor the Devil, both equally absorbed in their dispute, took any notice.


CHAPTER 23

God and Engel

“Once those two get started, they go on for an eternity,” Satina said as they stepped into the wooden cottage. The air inside was wonderfully cool and it smelled like wood.

“Do you think we’re allowed in here?” Philip asked, a little worried.

She shrugged. “Probably not.”

The cottage had a small open-plan kitchen, a living room with a fireplace, and an armchair. The door to another room stood ajar, revealing a bedroom.

One of the walls in the living room had eight big windows with a view across a magnificent lake that mirrored the deep blue of the sky. In the distance, Philip could see a couple of row boats with people fishing. Between each window was a large painting. There were no images in the first one, only colors so bright and powerful that they stung your eyes. The second showed an endless sea under an endless sky. The third picture was a splendid forest with a cascade of green leaves and colorful flowers. But no animals. Not yet at least.

“The creation of the world,” Philip whispered and looked at the name of the artist in the right-hand corner. “Painted by God himself!”

“Boring,” said Satina, passing it by to look at something else. Philip’s heart was pounding as he walked from painting to painting, where the origin of everything was depicted, down to the smallest detail. He saw the birth of the sun, moon, and stars. The sea that began swarming with living creatures, and birds, streaking across the sky. Then the land animals—everything from the flea to the elephant, and somewhere in between, mankind. Adam and Eve. Philip searched for them, but couldn’t find them among the throng of creatures.

On the last picture—the seventh—the artist himself lay in a hammock, strung up between two palm trees, resting. His eyes were closed, a contented smile on his lips.

“That was a good day,” said a voice behind him. “Six days of hard work—all done!”

Philip spun around to find God right behind them. The fight with Lucifer had ended sooner than expected. “Did it really only take six days?”

“That depends on how you look at it and who you are. For me it took six days. For a human, those six days would probably mean… I don’t know, a couple billon years. Time is different here. But you know all about that of course.”

Philip nodded. He knew perfectly well time was different here, but the fact that six days could stretch into several billion years… The thought made him dizzy. Yet somehow, it made sense.

“Yes, six days, but it only took that snake out there one day to destroy it all.” Jehovah gave a nod toward the terrace, where Lucifer sat enjoying his tea. He sighed. “If only they hadn’t eaten that apple.”

“I don’t understand,” Philip said. “If you didn’t want them to eat the apple, why did you show them the tree in the first place? Couldn’t you have planted it somewhere inaccessible? Or just put a fence around it?”

“That would naturally have made everything much easier. But no. If I did that, then they wouldn’t have had a choice, and the choice was the whole point. I was hoping, of course, that they would obey my command, but I didn’t want to force them. They had to choose not to do it. Choose not to eat the apple. Unfortunately, that’s not what they chose.”

“Why did they do it? You told them it was forbidden. They knew what was going to happen if they did.”

Jehovah shrugged. “There are no perfect human beings. Just like there are no perfect angels.” He gave another nod toward Lucifer. Then he turned back to Philip. “You are proof of both. Everything you’ve been through… You’ve experienced more than any human before you. Things that most people couldn’t even imagine.”

“I’ve…” Philip said quietly and tried to hold back the memories forcing their way through. He looked down. “I’ve experienced things I wish I hadn’t.”

God placed a finger under Philip’s chin and raised his face, so they looked into each other’s eyes.

“I know,” he said. “And I’m sorry.” It looked like he was going to say something else but changed his mind. “I’m sorry,” he said again.

Philip’s heart began racing, and he suddenly felt both warm and cold at the same time. Was he shaking a little as well? He was relieved that God had changed his mind and not said anything else, and he suddenly felt scared. Very scared. He had looked into Jehovah’s eyes and had seen the compassion in the bright darkness, and for a second, he had the impression that God—this unfathomable being, that knew just about everything—didn’t feel sorry for him because of everything Philip had been through, but because of what he would go through.

Philip tore away from the powerful gaze and told himself he was wrong. There was no way—regardless of how much devil was still in him—that he could read God’s thoughts.

“What is that for?” he asked and pointed at a little handle on the wall, between the last painting and a glass door that led out to the lake and a narrow pier. Over the handle was a sign that said in big capital letters “REMEMBER! ONCE A WEEK!”, along with an arrow, showing which way to turn the handle.

“My goodness, glad you reminded me!” exclaimed Jehovah. “I actually set the alarm, but you arrived at exactly the same time, so I forgot it.”

He was about to turn the handle, then paused and looked at Philip. “Would you do me the honor?”

“And do what?”

“Just turn the handle seven times. In the direction of the arrow, for my sake!”

Philip grabbed the handle and turned it around. It slid easily, but creaked a little, like it needed some oiling. He let go of the handle and furrowed his brow. “What happens now?”

“It’s done, my boy,” God said and patted him on the shoulder. “You just stopped the destruction of the universe. Excellent work.”

“Destruction? What do you mean?”

“The handle adjusts the planets. Gets them to rotate and revolve around the stars. It doesn’t just happen by itself. If you hadn’t turned the handle, everything would have stopped. Which would have led to the end of the universe. So thanks for your help.”

“It… it was nothing,” Philip mumbled, while staring at the handle and wondering what would have happened if he had turned it the wrong way. “Is it going to keep running for a couple billion years?”

Jehovah shook his head and pointed at the sign. “No, it runs for about a week, and then it has to be adjusted again.”

“But for people, isn’t that equal to several billion years?”

“No, no. It’s about a week.”

“But you just said, that time…”

“That time here is different,” God nodded. “A week can last for an eternity, or merely a split second. It varies.”

“And it drives me nuts,” said Philip. He walked over to one of the windows and looked out over the lake and the forest. Between the trees he caught sight of two brown bears calmly tromping along.

Jehovah came over and stood next to him. “Do you like the place?”

“It’s fantastic,” he said and paused. Bit his lip.

“I can sense you have a question, Philip.”

“One? I have a ton of them.”

“Ask one, and I will see if I can answer it.”

He thought for a little while. He was standing in front of the creator of the universe, the almighty God. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. The possibility of getting an answer to one of life’s greatest mysteries.

“What does it all mean?” he asked as he studied God’s reflection in the window. “What is the meaning of life?”

Jehovah quietly chuckled to himself. “That wasn’t really what you wanted to ask,” he said. “But I’m happy to answer. I know it’s been bugging people for a long time, but in reality, the answer is very simple. You see, the meaning of life is—”

Right then a big bang nearly made them jump out of their skin.

“Philip,” said Jehovah, sending him a tight-lipped—and rather furious—look. “Where’s your little friend?”

“I… I don’t know,” he lied, but in vain: a big black cloud of smoke billowed out from the bedroom.

A frightened Satina stood petrified by the bed. In her hands she held something resembling a spear of glimmering gold. On the other side of the room one of the curtains was on fire.

“What have you done?!” God yelled and rushed over to the curtain, tore it down, and stomped on it, until the fire was put out. Then he opened a window, so the smoke could escape.

“S-sorry,” Satina said in a meek voice. “It was an accident.”

“You foolish—” Jehovah stomped over to her and grabbed the spear away from her. “My old thunderbolts! Do you realize how dangerous these are? The whole place could have gone up in smoke! Why do you think I put it in the back of the closet, you snooping devil?”

He slipped the thunderbolt into a half-filled quiver and put it back in the closet. Sparks flew as the bolts rattled against each other.

“Didn’t I tell you no funny business? Now look what you’ve done!” He pointed at the remains of the scorched curtain that lay smoldering on the floor.

“Sorry,” said Satina and she even seemed to mean it.

God sneered angrily. “I knew I never should have let a devil through—”

“There, there, Jehovah,” said Lucifer, popping his head in the doorway. “The girl said she was sorry, and that’s not easy for a devil. Let it go. As far as I recall, aren’t you some kind of spokesman for forgiveness?”

“That’s my son’s department,” God hissed. He clenched his teeth and glared at Satina. “You’re off the hook this time, but let that be a warning. From here on you keep your prying fingers to yourself, is that understood?”

She nodded.

“Good.” Jehovah turned to Philip, and his eyes softened. “Excuse the interruption, Philip. I didn’t get a chance to answer your question. What was it you asked?”

He opened his mouth to repeat the question from before but hesitated as God’s words echoed in his head…

That wasn’t really what you wanted to ask.

He was right. There was another question. A question that was far more important than the meaning of life. Only Philip was afraid of asking it. No, not afraid. Terrified.

“My dad,” he said in a shaky voice. “Is he here?”

God smiled and nodded. He nodded.

“Can… Can I go see him?”

“Of course,” the almighty answered, and Philip let out a deep, deep sigh of relief.


CHAPTER 24

The Real Father

As they made their way back out to the terrace, Jehovah mumbled something, then pointed to the sky and said, “Michael will take you to your father.”

“Oh, God.” Lucifer rolled his eyes. “Not him.”

Philip’s eyes followed God’s pointing finger and caught sight of a bright little dot on the horizon that looked like a star. It flew toward them at a tremendous speed and Philip could see the mighty swan wings, waving back and forth behind a human-like figure in a white robe.

Soundless as an owl the angel landed in front of them and briefly bowed to Jehovah.

Even though the angel stood tall and looked strong, there were telltale signs of aging. The wings, which once had been white as snow, were spotted with gray feathers. Wrinkles and old age were etched into the chiseled face like the thin lines of a spider web, and even though Philip had always pictured angels as peaceful beings, he sensed he was in the presence of a powerful warrior. The angle cast a disgusted sidelong glance at Lucifer. “Well, well, the snake is back. Should I get my sword?”

The Devil’s smile was full of scorn. “We’re no longer equals, Michael. Take a look at yourself. You’re old.”

Michael took a step toward Lucifer, who immediately lowered his head, ready to butt him with his horns.

“Equals? We’ve never been equals, you turncoat, and I’ll never be too old to—”

“Stop it, you two,” Jehovah interrupted, before the archenemies went at each other’s throats. “Michael, this is Philip Engel, and this is Satina, a… um, devil.”

“The famous Philip Engel,” said the angel, impressed, holding out his hand. It closed around Philip’s like a steel clamp. “It’s an honor. Even though I think you could have done us a favor by sparing the world and the rest of us from that old dragon.” He nodded toward Lucifer and turned back to Philip, observing the bumps on his forehead. “Not much devil left in you, though.”

“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” said Lucifer.

“Says the guy who ended up seeking cover,” Michael said coldly.

Satan scowled, his black eyes glowing like embers. “Are you calling me a coward?”

“Yes.”

“Will you two simmer down, please?” God sighed. He put an arm around the angel’s shoulders and turned him away from Lucifer.

“Philip would like to see his father, and I thought you might be able to take him.”

“Of course.” Michael nodded. “It would be my pleasure. Where does he live?”

“As far as I remember, he’s all the way on the western outskirts of the forest. He lives next door to… Oh, what’s her name? The writer.”

“Ah, yes.” The angel kneeled and motioned for Philip to crawl onto his back as his powerful wings gracefully unfolded.

“Have a seat, my friend. I reckon the she-devil can fly herself? That is, if she’s joining us?”

Satina glanced over at Philip, who nodded.

He walked over behind the angel, swallowed a lump, and sat down astride the broad, muscular back.

“Nothing but a donkey. Really, could you go any lower?” Lucifer snickered. “Don’t break your back, archangel.”

“Don’t make me draw my sword, coward,” Michael sneered back.

His grayish-white wings lifted them off the ground with an enormous force and power. Philip was struck with awe. He clung to the angel’s neck as they shot into the air and the royal blue sky. The wind rumbled in his ears like a storm. Below them the treetops became a sea of green, and Paradise stretched to all four corners of the world like a fantastic dream. The place was not merely covered with forest, Philip observed, but included a myriad of different landscapes, one more breathtaking than the next. Meadows filled with rainbow-colored flowers, golden fields, open plains, rocky landscapes with dark caves, and roaring waterfalls that became rivers, and then streams, crisscrossing a land that defined perfection.

“Isn’t it fantastic, Satina?” Philip shouted, but there was no response. He looked over his shoulder and saw Satina behind them, breaking a sweat to catch up. Even though her wings were churning like windmills, she couldn’t keep up. The archangel may well have been aging, but you couldn’t tell by his flying. Philip asked Michael to slow down, and Satina finally caught up.

Besides all the animals, there were also lots of people making their way across the Garden of Eden. A few of them sat reading or playing games, but most of them were working. Fruit had to be picked, trees pruned, houses built, cows milked, and clothes washed. Even weeds were pulled, explained Philip’s guide.

“Weeds?” Satina repeated. “I didn’t think weeds grew in God’s garden.”

“Weeds grow everywhere.” The angel snorted. “Just like Lucifer. He was once one of us, you know. An angel. Before the Great War.”

“Was he your friend?” Philip asked.

“I fought him,” said Michael quietly. “And I beat him. They were dark times.”

Just like now, Philip thought, and from the look in Satina’s eyes, he could tell she was thinking the same thing.

They flew toward the sun and the light suddenly intensified as the sea appeared beyond the treetops. The water stretched to the horizon like an enormous blue blanket, where the surface was occasionally broken by frisky whales wallowing in the waves.

“Hold tight,” said Michael as he steered toward the ground that came whizzing up to meet them. Then he straightened up and landed like a feather upon the soft beach sand. The water lapping on the shore was the only sound to be heard. The archangel pointed to a little wooden cabin that lay at the water’s edge. “This is where your father lives.”

Philip jumped down onto the sand and looked at the cabin that was lit by the warm rays of the sun. There was a little garden in the front and a green porch. The gate was open.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Michael said and once again spread his wings. They seemed to glimmer in the sunlight. “Just call for me, and I’ll come. I hope you find what you’re looking for, Philip Engel.”

Then he was gone.

“I’ve never seen anyone fly that fast,” Satina said, impressed, as she followed the little dot, disappearing in the sky.

Philip wasn’t listening. He was entirely focused on the house.

He went over and pushed open the gate. He cast a long shadow onto the well-tended garden. Satina joined him, and they went toward the house. A sloth hung sleeping in a plum tree. Satina laughed and said something—reminds me of someone I know, Philip—but the words were distant. He stared at the rocking chair on the porch. The raggedy old blanket that lay folded over the armrest, the worn-down shoes sitting next to an empty dog bowl, and the name on the door. The letters were carved in wood. “Victor Engel.”

His father. This time it was his father. Right now, right here.

Philip—barely able to close his hand—knocked at the door.

Silence.

No steps, no answer. Only silence, and it felt like a knife in his soul.

It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be!

He knocked again—harder this time—even though he knew it was in vain.

“There’s no one home,” said a voice behind them.

Philip spun around to see a young dark-haired woman on the walkway. She looked at them kindly with eyes that sparkled.

“Where… Where is he?” His voice was faint and, just like his thoughts, seemed to fizzle out.

“Out sailing. He said he would be away for a few days. But that was a while ago now. I actually thought it was him that was back. I’m Victor’s neighbor. My name is Astrid. I promised to look after his dog while he was gone. Where is he? Scamp! Scamp!”

“Scamp?” Philip muttered. Coming from the forest they heard an excited barking, and soon enough a shaggy German shepherd came running around the corner. It didn’t look anything like the dog he remembered, but somehow he recognized it on the spot. “Scamp!”

At the sound of his voice, the dog stopped and looked at him in surprise, its head slightly cocked to the side. Then it barked once and stormed toward him, jumped up and licked his face. Philip couldn’t stop laughing.

“It looks like you two know each other,” said Astrid, raising her eyebrows, slightly puzzled.

“It’s amazing!” Philip managed to free himself from the dog. It continued running in circles around him, and Philip noticed that one of its back legs had a slight limp. Eventually the dog sat down and studied him with its brown eyes, the tail eagerly sweeping the floorboards.

“Who is he?” Satina asked.

“It’s our old dog! But he looks different. I was seven when he died. I think Scamp was eleven or twelve. I remember that he was old and weak. He couldn’t hear anymore and just lay in his basket most of the day. But now… Now he’s as energetic as a puppy!” He put his arm around the dog and inhaled the scent of his fur.

“Your old dog?” the neighbor said, surprised. “Are you Victor’s son?”

He nodded. “I’m Philip.”

He was expecting Astrid to say she already knew that, that Victor had told her all about him. But she didn’t. She just nodded and looked a little sad when she said, “You met your maker rather early, my dear boy.”

Then she looked at Satina. “And who are you? Are you also… Wait a second, are those horns?” The woman grew wide-eyed as Satina nodded and pulled back her hood. “A devil! What in the world is a devil doing in the Garden of Eden?”

“It’s a long story,” Philip said.

Satina held her hands up to show Astrid she didn’t have to worry. “Please, don’t be afraid. My name’s Satina, and I’m a… a good friend of Philip.”

“Afraid?” The woman laughed. A wonderful, bubbly laugh. “I’m not the least bit afraid, my girl. I’m quite fond of devils. As long as their heart is in the right place, which yours seems to be.”

“So you don’t know when my father will be coming back?” Philip interrupted, unsure if Satina would interpret Astrid’s words as a compliment or an insult.

The woman shook her head. “I thought he would have been back by now. But perhaps—”

“Mom! Mom!” Shouts were heard from within the forest, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps. Two children ran up, heaving for air as they leaned against the fence that surrounded the front yard. It was a boy and a girl and—

—and Philip’s mouth dropped, speechless. The two children… He knew them. Everyone did.

The boy was seven, perhaps eight years old. He wore dirty blue pants and a dirty blue shirt, and under his dirty blue cap his snow-white hair stuck out in all directions. It was harder to determine the girl’s age, especially because of her slightly odd appearance. The weird dress, the big shoes, the carrot-colored hair, done up in two tightly bound braids that pointed in opposite directions.

“Come on, Mom, you promised to tell us a story!” the boy whined and jumped up and down.

“Yeah, come on!” begged the girl, drumming on the fence.

“We’ve waited a thousand years. At least!”

“They’re my little devils,” the woman said and smiled. She waved at the two impatient children. “I’m coming.”

“Astrid Lindgren!” Philip whispered and stared at the young woman. “You’re Astrid Lindgren.”

“Fantastic place, right? All my characters, my children, they’ve all come alive here! They were waiting for me when I arrived. And they love stories. I better get back, before more of them turn up.” She walked toward the garden gate. “It’s a pity your father wasn’t home. I’ll make sure to tell him you stopped by. He’ll be happy to see you, Philip.”

Philip watched her go. He felt like calling her back, there was so much he wanted to know about his father, but the two kids were already at her side, pulling her back into the forest, and she had to run to keep up. The sound of her laughter lingered, and then that disappeared as well.

Philip shook his head. He couldn’t believe he’d just met Astrid Lindgren and it was even harder to believe that he’d just met Emil and Pippi Longstocking.

He turned around and looked at the closed door and once again felt the disappointment, like a hard knot in his stomach.

To be so close.

So close to his father, his real father. To the house where he lived, to the rocking chair he sat in, and to the shoes he wore. So painfully close.

And yet so far.

How was it possible? How was it possible to be so unlucky, so damn unlucky? How could this be Paradise, when it felt like Hell?

Philip gripped the door handle and pressed it down. The door silently slid open.

He was about to tell Satina he needed to do it alone, but he didn’t have to.

“I’ll stay out here,” she said.

Philip closed his eyes. Opened them. And stepped into the house of his deceased father.


CHAPTER 25

In loving memory

It was strange being in that house and Philip had no idea what to feel or what to think. All at once, he felt both overwhelmed and completely empty.

There was a little kitchen with a dining alcove. On the table there was a mug with a sip of cold coffee left. There were crumbs in the sink.

The bed in the bedroom wasn’t made, which surprised him for some reason. On the bedside table was a book Philip didn’t recognize. He went over and put a hand on his father’s pillow. It was cold. He picked it up and smelled it. It didn’t smell like anything.

In the living room was a little sofa group, arranged to face the windows, with a view across the endless sea. In one corner stood a wooden stove, and in the other an easel with an empty canvas. Philip never knew his father liked to paint. On the wall hung a portrait of a woman and a boy.

He recognized the woman right away, although she looked a little different. It was his mother. But it was how his mother looked fourteen years ago—the last time Victor Engel saw her—and the portrait was nothing less than a masterpiece.

But the boy…

The boy had to be Philip, and he also looked a little like him, but not much. It was nothing compared to how well his father had painted his mother. Philip’s nose was too broad, his face too long, and the eyes were the wrong color. The red hair was the only part he got right, and it was a little unsettling to see oneself portrayed that way. It could only mean one thing: His father had no idea what Philip looked like. He’d simply guessed.

He doesn’t even know me, Philip thought and felt a sharp pain in his chest. He always imagined that his father had been looking down on him from Paradise. That he had followed the events in his life, that he was there all the time, even when he wasn’t. That’s what Philip’s mother always told him and it was a nice thought.

But it wasn’t true. Just like Philip didn’t know his father, his father didn’t know him, and that explained why Astrid hadn’t said anything when Philip had told her his name. He’d just assumed she knew it, but she hadn’t, because his dad…

He doesn’t even know my name.

That wasn’t the only thing. Philip was fourteen, but in the picture, he wasn’t more than seven years old, maybe eight, and suddenly he understood, that his father didn’t even know how old he was. Time passed differently in the afterlife and Victor Engel didn’t have a clue as to whether his son was three or sixty years old.

But he missed them. He missed his wife and his unknown son, and it showed in every brushstroke. Apparently those kinds of feelings also belonged in the Garden of Eden. It wasn’t only a place of joy and delight.

Philip went over to the empty canvas on the easel. He squeezed a little black paint onto a palette and dipped a brush in it.

For a while, he just stood there. He realized that regardless of what he wrote, it wouldn’t sound right.

‘Hi, Dad,’ he wrote on the canvas. ’I’m your son, Philip. I came to visit you today, but you weren’t home. I’m sorry about that. I hope we get to meet some day. Ask God where to find me. He knows. All the best, Phi…’ Suddenly his hand was shaking, the tears burst forth, the brush fell out of his hand, and he collapsed on the floor. He couldn’t remember the last time his stomach had hurt so much, and he wished Satina was there with him, there to wrap her arms around him, comfort him, and make a little bit of the loneliness disappear. But she wasn’t, and Philip cried for a long time, and he cried alone.

At last his sobbing subsided, and the remaining tears disappeared in the sleeve of his jacket. He picked the brush up from the floor and tried to wipe away the black mark it left behind. Philip dipped the brush once again and wrote the last three letters in the message to his father.

He was about to leave when his eye caught sight of a stone on the windowsill. It was round and smooth, and the color—unlike any he’d ever seen—was radiant and beautiful. It must have been a stone his father had picked up along the shore in Paradise. He touched it, tightly closed his hand around it, and slipped it into his pocket.

“Are you okay?” asked Satina as he stepped outside. She sat in the rocking chair, petting Scamp on the head.

He nodded, but it was a lie, and both of them knew it.

She got up and took his hand. “He’ll be here soon. You heard what his neighbor said. Let’s go sit on the beach and wait for him.”

Philip didn’t say anything. He let himself be led through the garden and down to the soft sand, where the water gently lapped upon the shore. Scamp followed on their heels and sat down close to Philip, as though to tell him he wasn’t the only one missing his father. The sun hung low over the sea and reflected a stripe of fire in the clear shimmering water. The air had a golden sheen.

“It’s setting,” Satina said, surprised. “I didn’t think they had night here.”

Philip didn’t say anything. He just sat there petting Scamp and clutching the stone in his pocket.

The shadows grew longer and the sky emitted a thousand different nuances of color.

“I’ve never seen a sunset before.” Satina’s black eyes glinted in the fading light as the sun slowly sank into the sea. “It’s beautiful.”

Philip didn’t say anything.

Twilight set in. A full moon rose.

“Stars!” she cried out and pointed at the darkening firmament above, where the first stars appeared like little droplets of light. “I’ve heard about them, but I’ve never—”

“He’s not coming,” Philip interrupted and stood up. He fished the stone out of his pocket, pulled his arm back, and wanted to hurl it as far as he could and let the waves devour it. Devour it, along with the hope of ever getting to see his father. Then at least he wouldn’t have to feel the pain, the sorrow, and the disappointment that followed every time.

But he hesitated.

Finally, he lowered his arm and put the stone back in his pocket. Hid it, along with the pain, the sorrow, and the disappointment. As well as the hope.

“Let’s go back,” he said. “Before it gets dark.”

He called out to the archangel.

* * *

From his spot between the feather-covered wings, Philip looked down upon his father’s cabin that rapidly grew smaller and smaller. On the beach sat Scamp, sorrowfully looking up at them. Then both the dog and the cabin disappeared behind the treetops.

They made the trip back in silence. Philip didn’t say anything, and Michael, who could sense something was wrong, didn’t ask.

The angel, devil, and human flew across a sky that was lit by flames of color, toward a sky that was dark as demon blood.


CHAPTER 26

Hate, Hates, Hades

“Of course you won. You cheated!”

“Nonsense! Cheating is something you do on purpose. Which incidentally, you did several times!”

“You’re calling me a cheater? Holy cow, your sense of decency is about the size of a pea. Weren’t you the one who dug out another piece from somewhere?”

“And what about it? You stole one of mine!”

“That isn’t the same thing! I demand a rematch! The game is hereby annulled!”

They could hear the shouting long before they saw the cottage. Out on the terrace God and the Devil sat banging the table with their fists and pointing fingers, once again absorbed in a completely nonsensical argument. However, they put aside their differences as Satina and the angel with Philip on his back landed next to them.

“Well, if it isn’t the old donkey!” Lucifer mocked. “How’s the back?”

Michael chose to ignore him and helped Philip climb down. Then the archangel turned to Jehovah. “My Lord,” he said and bowed briefly. Then he glanced over at Lucifer and didn’t bow. “Coward.”

Then he flew off.

“How dare he, that damn…” Lucifer grumbled and clenched his fists so his knuckles turned white.

“Did you have a good trip?” Jehovah asked, smiling. But the smile faded with Philip’s, “No.”

“No? Why not? Didn’t you say hello to your father?”

“No,” he repeated. In a hard voice. Like it was God’s fault, but in some way—wasn’t it? “He wasn’t home.”

“He wasn’t home?” Jehovah frowned. Then shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Me, too.”

“Then I’m afraid I don’t know where he is. It’s that darn free will, you see. It’s so hard to manage.” He raised an eyebrow and gave Satina a stern look that made her duck a little. “Just like those summoning pills I heard you got your fingers on. Those aren’t easy to manage, either. I have full faith you found a suitable punishment for that she-devil, Lucifer.”

“Of course,” said the Devil as his cheeks flushed and he wrung his hands. “Punishment’s my domain, after all.”

“Fine. In regards to the boy, you’re looking for—”

Philip nodded and practically felt relieved. After everything they’d experienced, he’d almost forgotten the reason they were even here and he was only too happy to focus on something else. “We think he’s in Hel. The one spelled with one ‘l’, that is.”

“I already know what you think. But I think you’re wrong,” said Jehovah, adding, “and I’m usually right.”

“What do you mean?”

“I called the old dame, and she didn’t have a clue what I was talking about. I don’t think she was bluffing. The boy isn’t with her.”

“Where is he, then?”

“You should know. You were the one who sent him down there.” God smiled at Philip’s obvious confusion. “I don’t know everything, but I do know most things. I also can’t see everything, but I see most things.”

“Braggart,” Lucifer muttered. “Cut to the chase.”

“I backtracked to the moment Sam ate the pill. The pill he took from your desk, and I saw that—wait, I’ll let you see for yourself.” Jehovah waved Philip over, so they stood face to face. Philip felt uncomfortable and tried to take a step back, but God made him stay, and when he spoke again it was in such a low voice only Philip could hear it. The words gave him goosebumps. “You’ve been Lucifer’s apprentice, and the demon in you is far from gone. Dark emotions churn inside you, my boy. So I wonder, are you still devil enough to look God in the eye?”

The question froze Philip’s wavering gaze. He looked up and stared into the creator’s eyes, and in that lustrous dark light, like an infinity of glitter and whirling galaxies, he saw…

… Sam. He’s in Philip’s classroom. His eyes are cloudy and keep welling up. He looks sick. Between his lips is the stub of a cigarette. The smoke clings to his face. He sounds like he’s out of breath. He looks around at Philip’s classmates, and they take a step back, frightened and nervous.

“Where’s Philip?” he asks. His voice is strangely muddled.

Nobody reacts.

“I said, where’s Philip?!” Sam takes out the cigarette butt and flicks it at Martin, who’s sitting at his desk, white as a ghost. He whimpers, opens his mouth to answer, but his voice is stuck.

“He’s not out of class yet,” Vernon cuts in and stands his ground as Sam takes two quick steps toward him with a raised fist. Vernon looks like he’s preparing for a punch in the stomach or a bloody nose, but Sam lowers his arm. Just stands there, swaying. Vernon tries to hide a sigh of relief. “Should we give him a message?”

“Tell him,” Sam growls, “tell him he has it coming. That I’m going to get him.”

Vernon swallows a lump and nods. “I’ll tell him.”

Sam turns around to leave. Then stops. Touches his forehead. Moans quietly. “Doesn’t one of you have a freaking headache pill?”

A moment of silence, interrupted by Nick, saying, “Philip does. In his pencil case.”

Nick points to Philip’s place, where there’s a book, a bottle of water, and his pencil case. Sam staggers over, finds the little black box, opens it, and takes one of the summoning pills. He is about to put it in his mouth when his gaze falls upon the open book on Philip’s desk. His eyes seem to change as they lock on to the printed words. It’s their religious studies book, and it’s open to a section on…

“Hades,” Sam mutters, smacking his lips like he’s tasting the word. He smiles to himself, wobbles out of the classroom, and…

Philip gasped for air as the image shrank and became a little dot, vanishing into God’s inscrutable gaze.

“He’s in Hades,” Philip whispered.

“Hades?” Satina repeated. “Why?”

He shook his head. It was too weird. But in its own strange way, it made sense. “We had religious studies that morning. We’d been looking at different mythologies, and I… Can you remember you once tricked Aziel into believing I was from Hades?”

Satina nodded.

“I hadn’t given it any thought, until I saw a section about it in our book. I’d looked it up and—”

“And you left the book lying open,” Jehovah continued as Philip stopped mid-sentence. “So when Sam took the pill, he happened to look at that one word in the book—Hades—and that one word filled his clouded mind, which someone had poisoned with hatred.”

“Hate, hates, Hades,” Philip muttered. He tried to remember some of the things he’d read about the place, but could hardly concentrate. One thing he remembered, though, was that the underworld—similar to Hel—was named after its ruler.

“But if Sam is in Hades, why wasn’t that in his Soul Book?” Satina asked. “Shouldn’t it have been in there?”

“Under normal circumstances, yes,” Lucifer answered. “But someone made changes to his book—to his very being. The result was a damaged soul. The poor boy no longer even knew who he was himself. That’s why there wasn’t anything written about him after that, because Sam basically no longer existed.”

“Another mystery that needs to be sorted, preferably as soon as possible.” Jehovah sent Lucifer another stern look.

The Devil nodded. “Don’t worry, when I get my hands on whoever’s behind this, they’ll out-scream the condemned.”

“That wouldn’t be loud enough,” God answered coldly. “But back to our initial problem. I tried to call Hades, but he doesn’t pick up. I don’t think that means anything, though. I’m positive the boy is with him.”

“You don’t think it means anything?” Lucifer asked, stroking his goatee. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Old Hades is no fool, you know.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Jehovah said and nodded speculatively. Then he got up and disappeared into the cottage. He returned with a piece of paper and a quill, sat down in the chair, and started scribbling something. “The old shadow king might not be able to hear the phone ringing, but he should be able to read a hand-delivered letter. I’m going to explain the whole misadventure and request he hand the scoundrel over, so we can fix this damn mess.”

Jehovah finished the letter with his signature, which was a combination of four symbols Philip had never seen before. He folded the paper and was about to hand it to Philip but then withdrew it. He bit his lip. “Perhaps… perhaps we should let him stay there,” he muttered. “I mean, the boy isn’t exactly a paragon of virtue, and this way we get to avoid all his eventual mishaps. At least down there he can’t do any damage and we’ll just patch up the gap with a little divine intervention.”

“Jehovah, you devil, what are you up to?” Lucifer chuckled. “You know that won’t work. Fate has been distorted and needs to be restored, so no funny business. What’s happened may have far-reaching consequences. What if Sam would have grown up to become an important person? Or his children or grandchildren? This could potentially disrupt the bigger picture.”

“Spare me your sermons and ulterior motives,” God snapped. “You just want me to bring that little wretch back to life so he can get into more trouble!”

“I’m not denying it,” the Devil answered, his smile widening. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m right, and you know it.”

Jehovah sighed, nodded, and handed the letter to Philip. Then he snapped his fingers and once again disappeared into the cottage, returning a moment later. “Good thing I remembered, or you’d never have gotten across the river,” he said and put two coins in Philip’s hand. “These are for the ferryman who will be waiting at the end of the stairs. Don’t lose them.”

Philip stuck the letter and coins in his pocket and asked how to find the stairwell to Hades.

“Just count the steps,” God said. “You walk toward Hell. Two hundred and seventy-eight steps down the stairs divide, and you take a right. That will bring you to the right place. But wait until tomorrow morning. It’s getting late, and you must be tired.”

“It actually gets dark here?” Satina asked, looking up at the sky, where the increasing darkness introduced more and more stars.

“For the sake of change,” Jehovah nodded. “The residents would get sick and tired of perpetual sunshine. You can sleep in Adam and Eve’s old cabin. I assume Lucifer showed you the Tree of Knowledge on your way here? The cabin is just a little to the left of the tree. They don’t use it anymore.”

“Are they in Hell, too?” Philp asked. “Because they ate the forbidden fruit?”

God had to spit out his tea, so that he could laugh out loud. “No, no, they’re not in Hell. They certainly sinned, but they got punished for it, too. Nah, they’ve just built a new house closer to their son Abel and his family. It’s not far from their old cabin. Well, goodnight. See you in the morning.” Jehovah laid a hand on Philip’s shoulder and gave him an encouraging smile. “Maybe your father will be back by then.”

The words stirred a glimmer of hope. Philip stomped it out.

“Goodnight,” he said.


CHAPTER 27

Adam and Eve

They walked through the forest, which gradually grew dark. The shadows became longer, deeper, and heavier. They could hear animals stirring in the brush and once in a while caught a glimmer of eyes between the trees.

Alone in a dark forest full of lions and tigers, Philip thought and heard a branch snap behind them. As he turned to look a leopard sprang into a tree and snuggled in for the night. Still, I’ve never felt more safe.

Along the way they gathered some fruit. They hadn’t had anything to eat all day, and their stomachs were rumbling. As they plucked some bananas from a tree, Satina poked Philip with an elbow and pointed.

“Look!” she whispered. “It’s them.”

“Who?”

“Adam and Eve.”

“Is that Adam and Eve?” He looked in amazement at the two people walking through the forest, each carrying a load of firewood. They were old. They had gray hair and a lot of wrinkles. They still had a long life ahead of them, but were clearly already far into their afterlife. Yet it wasn’t their age that surprised Philip. It was their skin color.

“They’re black,” he muttered. He hadn’t even considered the possibility. In all the paintings and drawings he’d seen of Adam and Eve, they were always white.

At the sound of his voice, the man and the woman looked up and saw them. Adam and Eve greeted them with a nod. They smiled, but even in the fading light Philip could see their eyes harbored an immense sorrow. A sorrow so deep that not even an eternity in Paradise could reduce it, and he understood it was caused by the greatest loss a mother and father can ever experience.

Philip and Satina nodded in return, and Adam and Eve trudged on into the forest.

“They’re still grieving for their son,” said Philip, shaking his head in dismay. He knew the story. Of their sons, Cain and Abel. How Cain had killed his brother in a jealous fit. “But I don’t understand. They got him back again. God said they live near Abel and his family.”

“It’s not Abel they’re grieving for,” Satina answered. “They lost both sons that day, and they’ll never see the other one again. Even though Cain committed a terrible crime, he’s still their son. When Jehovah discovered what he’d done—”

Philip nodded. “He ended up in Hell.”

But to his surprise, Satina shook her head. “No, even worse. God arranged for his punishment himself. He cursed Cain and banished him to Outer Reach. He was the first monster and the first accursed.”

“Adam and Eve ate from the tree God had forbidden them to eat from, and they were thrown out of Paradise,” Philip muttered. “Their first son murdered his brother, whereafter he was banished. Not exactly a flying start for God.”

“And God saw that it was good,” Satina snickered. “Everything other than mankind.”

* * *

They arrived at the cabin shortly after. It had been empty for a long time and was overgrown by the forest, making it look like it was made of plants and flowers. The roof was woven with fragrant foliage, and the walls were adorned with jasmine, roses, and irises.

It was a weird feeling to step into that little cabin, where an old double bed stood under an open window, on a floor of lilies and violets. To think that this was where they’d lived. The first two people in the universe. That they had slept in this bed and…

Then a slight horror crept upon Philip as he realized the double bed was the only piece of furniture in the house. He saw Satina had discovered it as well, and that she was thinking the same as him, and he was about to suggest that he sleep on the floor when she smiled at him. It was a wonderful smile, so pure and natural, it dissolved the lump in his throat.

She took his hand, and they sat down on the bed, soft as moss. From the other side of the window came the quiet gurgle of the stream that ran behind the cabin.

“What a ni—day, I mean,” Satina said. “Hanging out with you is quite an adventure, Philip.”

He nodded. “Too much of one, if you ask me.”

“Who was that lady we met at your dad’s? It sounded like you knew her?”

“She’s a famous writer,” he answered and started to tell her all about it.

Far into the night, their voices could be heard in the cabin that had been abandoned for thousands of years. They talked about Emil, Pippi, God, the Garden of Eden, the animals they’d seen, and about the sunset that had colored the sky. They talked until the night lay upon them like a warm, black blanket, and the only light came from the full moon shining through the window, giving everything a silver sheen.

A heavy silence fell upon them as they agreed to get some sleep, and they undressed under the cover of darkness. Wearing only his T-shirt and underwear, Philip crept in under the blanket. Satina eluded the moonlight and was nothing more than a silhouette in the darkness as she lay down by his side.

It was strange. The situation should have stirred up all those feelings that ordinarily would have made his heart pound and his throat feel like sandpaper—lying in a bed next to Satina. But for some reason Philip felt neither shy nor anxious nor shameful. Even though his heart was beating a little faster than normal.

For a while they just lay there, listening to the night and the forest outside. To the babbling brook. The nightingale’s distant song. The softly whispering wind. Through the window they could see the moon and the stars.

“Philip?”

“Yes.”

“Remember the tiger? The one that suddenly came running toward us.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For trying to protect me.”

“But it wasn’t going to do anything.”

“But you didn’t know that.”

“No, but—”

“So, thank you.” She leaned toward him and pressed her lips against his in a kiss that engulfed everything. The darkness gently whirled around him. Then she pulled back again, but not too far. She was still right next to him, her eyes infinitely beautiful in the moonlight. Under the covers she took his hand.

Only then did he discover she was naked. It was good and true.

Only later did he fall asleep.


CHAPTER 28

The Fall

He’s in the cabin. Looks at the bed. It’s empty. He turns toward the window, expecting to see the dark and night, but it’s light as day. The sun is shining, and the heat hangs heavy in the air. An uncomfortable heat. Sweat starts to trickle.

Then it occurs to him: the forest is silent. Completely silent. Not an animal is stirring, and it makes him feel uneasy. Even the wind has died down. It’s like the forest is holding its breath.

No, not completely quiet, he realizes a moment later. There are voices. Two voices. Distant voices. They aren’t any louder than the thoughts in his head. Perhaps that’s all they are, just thoughts in his head.

One is a woman’s voice, and the other—for some reason—awakens a deep sense of horror within him. It’s the voice that has scared the forest stiff. But the fear quickly fades and becomes a figment of his imagination. That voice could never frighten anyone, it’s as gentle and soft as the clouds that drift across the sky. It’s also impossible to ignore.

“All I did was eat from the tree,” it says. “I felt the change straight away! Me—a dumb snake—I could talk!”

“But we’re not allowed to eat from the tree,” says the woman, sounding a little disappointed. “He’s forbidden it.”

“Has he now? But didn’t he create all of this for you?”

“Yes. Other than the fruit from this tree. If we ate from it, we would die, he said.”

“Die?” The gentle, soft voice laughs, and the laughter is gentle and soft, too. Like a soft blanket around your soul. “You’re not going to die. This fruit gives you knowledge and insight! I ate it myself, and I’m still here! And my life has improved more than fate could ever have imagined. This tree holds the knowledge of good and evil. And if evil exists, wouldn’t it be good to be able to recognize it, so you can avoid it?”

“Yes…” There’s hesitation in her voice.

“How can God punish you for that, if he’s a just God? And if he’s unjust, then he must not be God and shouldn’t be obeyed! Don’t you think he’s just testing you? Testing, to see if you dare conquer your fear of death and gain the knowledge of good and evil? He knows that if you eat from the tree, then your eyes and mind will be opened, and you’ll become like him. You will be gods!”

“But—”

The other voice steps in, gentler and softer than ever. It’s almost a hiss. “Why did God create the tree, if you can’t eat its fruit? How can it be evil to eat it when evil couldn’t possibly exist so close to Heaven? So eat from the tree, Eve. Defy God and pass the test. Eat… from… the tree.”

Silence.

“Eat.”

Silence.

Then—it’s like the entire world lets out a long sigh of despair.

Philip leaves the cabin. He doesn’t know where he’s going. His legs direct him, he feels like a stranger in his own body. He walks through the hushed forest, where the air suddenly feels cold. He doesn’t see any animals along the way. Only feels their eyes, hidden between the leaves and brush. They follow him vigilantly. Like they’re afraid.

He arrives at the tree. The one Lucifer pointed out to them. The Tree of Knowledge. The forbidden fruit.

In front of it there’s a young woman with long hair. She is naked, and she has an apple in her hand. Or what is left of it.

“Eve,” he says, and his voice has changed.

She turns toward him, gasping, and for a second, the dread she feels is obvious. Then it vanishes, and she smiles at him.

“Adam!” She sighs. “It’s only you.”

“Eve, what have you done?” he whispers, horrified. He is Adam, not Philip, and this… this is what happened that day. The fall.

“The fruit, Adam. It’s wonderful! I can see… Suddenly there’s so much I understand!”

He staggers toward her. Stares at the half-eaten apple in her hand. “But we aren’t allowed… It’s forbidden… Why did you do it?”

She laughs at him, at his fear. “Calm down, Adam. Listen to me.”

“How did the evil one get to you?” he moans in confusion and falls to his knees. Fear turns into tears in his eyes. “And me. He got to me, too, because you’ll die, and I have to die with you, because I can’t live without you.”

“Listen to me, Adam,” she says once again. She gently holds his head, raises his face, and they look into each other’s eyes. “We are not going to die. That’s just something he wanted us to believe.”

She tells him about the serpent, tells him what it told her, recalls its alluring speech, and now it’s her voice that’s gentle and soft, talking the fear out of his heart. Perhaps she’s right. He doesn’t believe it, either—that God would actually kill them. He created the whole Earth for them, gave it to them, and would he destroy it all—all of his creations—because of this? It seems ridiculous. It seems… unjust. And if God is unjust, says Eve, in the words of the snake, then he must not be God, and therefore he should not be obeyed, and that apple… It looks delicious.

“Take a bite, Adam,” she says and holds out the fruit. “Take a bite, and become what I am. See what I see. It’s… fantastic.”

That’s all that was said. She has defeated him, and they have both lost. He takes her hand, the one holding the apple, up to his mouth and takes a bite.

The earth lets out another long sigh and trembles to the core, and the sky turns dark with thunder, and heavy raindrops start to fall, fall, fall…

Philip awoke with a start in the cabin. A drop of sweat ran down his right cheek. What a dream. It had seemed so real. He could almost taste the sweet juice of the apple.

It was still night, and it was as dark as the stairwell to Hell. The Earth had revolved, and the moon no longer shone through the window. He looked over at Satina, slightly hoping he might have woken her up, so he could tell her about his experience. For a second, he thought he couldn’t see her because it was dark. Then he realized he couldn’t see her because she was gone.

“Satina?” He sat up, scanning the room. “Satina?”

No answer.

He jumped out of bed and put on his cape. Stepped out into the forest and the moonlight, under a sea of stars. He had never seen so many.

“Satina?”

Deafening silence, like in his dream. It was the heart of the night, when the last animals have settled down, and before the first animals begin stirring. Quiet. So quiet.

That’s when he knew where she was.

Quietly, he made his way through the moonlit forest. Even in the dark he knew the way. He’d just walked it in his dream.

She stood in front of the tree, exactly as Eve had done. A crooked branch jutted out at her, resembling a snake. But it was the other tree she stood by. Not the Tree of Knowledge, but the one next to it. The Tree of Life.

She stood there with an apple in her hand. The darkness colored it gray.

“Satina?”

At first, she didn’t react. She just stood there staring at the apple. Moonlight fell through the treetops, and her horns shone in the pale light. Even at a distance, Philip could see she had a peculiar look in her eyes. She moistened her lips with her tongue.

“Sometimes…” she said and raised the apple into the moonlight, so that it regained its blood-red color. To his relief, Philip saw she hadn’t taken a bite. Yet. “Sometimes I don’t know if what Lucifer did was right. Immortality… It was ours, and I… I yearn for it, Philip. Yearn not to fear death.”

“Don’t do it, Satina,” he said and took a step closer.

“Why? Lucifer didn’t forbid me. It’s my own choice.”

“But you’ll regret it. At some point you will regret it. You know that.”

“I hate being afraid, Philip, and I… I hate Lucifer for making me afraid. A war is coming. And when the war comes, so will Mortimer. Sometimes I dream about him. He comes riding on that horrible horse of his. He knocks on our door. He comes to take one of us away. He never says who. He just keeps knocking and knocking.” She paused, and the silence of the night returned, even heavier than before. “I could bring them an apple. Mom and Dad. That would make Mortimer go away. I don’t want to lose them, just the thought of it… You know how much it hurts to lose your parents, Phillip.”

He went over and stood next to her. Observed the eternal life she held in her hand. “I know,” he said. “It’s like dying yourself.”

“But it doesn’t have to be like that. With the apple I can—”

“They would never eat it,” he said gently. “Your parents would choose death. You can’t save them. Not this way. If you take a bite… You’d be the only one. Everyone else will die before you. You’ll be lonesome, and you’ll end up experiencing a lot more pain than just the loss of your parents. Don’t eat it, Satina. Don’t eat it.”

She studied the fruit, which seemed to glow in the moonlight.

“Lucifer did the right thing,” he quietly continued. “Despite the fact that he’s the Devil. You know that, Satina. Deep inside, you know that.” For a second, he thought she was going to do it. She brought the apple up to her mouth, closed her eyes, and smelled it. Stood like that for a while. Then she drew back her arm and tossed the apple into the dark.

“I know,” she said. She sighed deeply, as though she’d been holding her breath. Like Philip. Then she turned and looked at him with eyes that weren’t as dark as they had been a few minutes ago. There was a hint of a smile on her lips, but it was a sad smile. “To think that you, Philip Engel, just lured a devil into doing the right thing.”

He took her hand, and together they walked back to the cabin and to the rest of that night’s sleep.


CHAPTER 29

A Merciless God

“Turn off the light!” Satina moaned and pulled the blanket over her head.

Philip chuckled. “I can’t. It’s sunshine.”

A moment passed. Then Satina’s head appeared again. Her eyes were shut tight.

“Woken by sunlight,” she mumbled sleepily. “I’ve never tried that before. Luckily. It’s awful! How long have you been up?”

Philip shrugged. “A while. I’ve been out scrounging for some breakfast.”

He’d awoken with the very first rays of sun, to the sound of birdsong. He’d lain there for a long time, observing Satina and listening to her sleeping as the day brightened. Finally, he’d left the cabin and walked into the forest, which had only just begun to stir. He had taken a refreshing bath in a nearby lake.

I can die, he had thought to himself as he swam through the cool, soft water, side by side with colorful fish, hippopotamuses, and crocodiles. The idea had come to him the evening before, when Satina had mentioned the incident with the tiger. He’d never really considered it; in fact, he’d always assumed the opposite. Satina had, too.

You’re immortal, too, now that you’re no longer alive. That’s what she told him, that time they were searching for Death’s die. But it wasn’t true. The afterlife was only eternal for the condemned. Not for angels, not for devils, and not for those tending God’s garden. Therefore, is wasn’t for him, either, he’d realized the moment Satina leaned in for a kiss. Yes, he could die, and he didn’t mind. In fact, if anything, it would only bring him closer to Satina.

On the way back to the cabin, he gathered a juicy breakfast of grapes, berries, plums, melons, and a bunch of other fruit he didn’t recognize. But no apples.

They sat in silence as they ate, but it wasn’t an awkward silence. It felt natural and comfortable. They looked into each other’s eyes, and from the look they gave one another, Philip knew Satina felt the same.

He reached out for a grape, and she did as well. Their hands met and slowly folded together. They sat like that for a while, and it was only then that Philip really understood what love was.

* * *

After breakfast they left the cabin and went back to the cottage, where Jehovah stood stretching in the doorway. He looked like someone who just got up but still isn’t completely awake. His white hair was unruly, and his eyes were puffy and a little droopy, too.

“Good morning, you two,” he greeted them, yawning loudly. “You look like you’ve slept well.”

They nodded.

“Well, I could have used a couple more hours in dreamland. Lucifer kept me up half the night with all his questions and concerns. I suppose he has reason to worry,” he mumbled, mostly to himself. It looked like he was deep in thought.

“Where is Lucifer?” Philip asked. “Did he sleep here as well?”

“No, no, he can’t take it. His allergies would kill him. He went back home. There was no reason for you to go with him. You’ll be on your way to Hades soon.”

“Two hundred and seventy-eight steps and then take a right,” Philip muttered.

“Exactly. Did you remember the money and the letter?”

Philip nodded and patted the pocket in his cape, clinking the two coins. “My dad?” he asked. “He… he’s not back yet, is he?”

Jehovah shook his head. Philip didn’t feel disappointed. That was the advantage of not hoping for things. The downside was that it left you feeling kind of numb and cold inside.

“I’m sorry. I asked Michael right before you came. I’ve commanded several angels to locate him, but it’s a big place, so no luck yet.”

“Then we can’t leave.”

God frowned. “What do you mean?”

“We’re staying. I’m staying. I have to wait for my dad. I have to—”

“I’m afraid I can’t allow that, my boy,” Jehovah interrupted. His voice was gentle but firm. Just like the expression in his eyes.

“But he’s coming home soon, I know it. His neighbor said that he was on his way and—”

“Time is not to be wasted. However much I hate to admit it, Lucifer’s right. The boy who died must be found as quickly as possible.”

“But… Can’t you get someone else to pick him up? I don’t need to be the one who—”

“Yes, you most certainly do,” God said, and his voice was no longer gentle. “You and Satina are responsible for what happened, and you’re responsible for straightening it out again. I don’t think you’ve really considered the gravity of the situation. To breach the path of fate in that way, it changes everything… This should never have happened, and therefore I can’t let the situation have a negative effect on other people’s lives. Do you understand? We need to act as though none of this ever happened, because it never should have happened. The kid’s death already caused your own death, Philip. The rift of change will continue to expand like ripples from a drop of water, and if we don’t stop them in time… I know you want to say hello to your father, but…”

God kept talking, but for Philip the words vanished in the anger that suddenly flared inside him and made him clench his fists. That he “wanted to say hello to his father”? It sounded so… so trivial. So unimportant. Didn’t God understand how much this meant to him? That it was what he’d always dreamed of, that he had no greater wish than to meet the father he’d never known? That it was a wish he would give his life to fulfil? Something he had done three times by now and all three times been cheated.

“I’m staying,” Philip said, like his words were chiseled in stone. He stared defiantly at God, his jaw clenched. “I’m staying. Just one more day. Then he’ll be back. I have to stay. Don’t you understand that I have to—”

“No,” Jehovah said sharply, and his eyes were suddenly filled with such darkness that Philip had to lower his gaze. “You’re leaving. Now.”

There was no debating it. What Philip wanted meant nothing. Jehovah wouldn’t allow it, and with a cruel clarity he understood that God, this almighty being, the creator of life, the stars, and the galaxies, could be more merciless than Death and the Devil.

“Come on, Philip,” Satina said and gently tugged at his arm. “Let’s go.”

He faced her, not just angry, but furious. What did she think she was doing? Was she against him, too? Couldn’t she get it into her head that…

But the rage melted abruptly as his eyes met hers, and he saw that Satina understood perfectly well. Last night she’d been confronted with temptation, and now Philip faced his. For if the day went and his father still hadn’t returned, what then? Then he would wait yet another day. And another. And another. And that’s how time would slip away.

He had to think of Sam. Sam who was all alone in Hades, lost, confused, and scared stiff. He probably had no idea what was happening, and the longer Philip and Satina stayed…

“Which way do we go?” he asked. He ground his teeth to hold back the tears.

Jehovah pointed at the bright morning sun burning behind the treetops. “The white gate lies toward the east. But you can’t walk it, because then you’ll never get there. Michael.” He didn’t even have to raise his voice. A split second later, Michael stood before them, bowing briefly.

“See you later, Philip—hopefully,” said Jehovah as Philip climbed onto the angel’s back. “It’s been a pleasure.”

Philip nodded but didn’t say a word. Michael unfolded his wings, and off they went. They flew over forests, fields, plains, and rivers, toward a formidable mountain range, where the snow-covered peaks stretched so high, they seemed to pierce the sky.

“The eastern border,” said Michael, steering toward the ground. “And the white gate.”

“Is that the white gate?” asked Satina, trying her best to hold back a chuckle.

The door in the rock wall was nowhere near the awe-inspiring sight at the gates of Hell. Actually, it was a completely ordinary white-painted door. It hung a little loose on its hinges, and the paint had started peeling. Not exactly an impressive entrance to Paradise and eternal life.

A little thatched house lay near the “gate” at the foot of the mountain. Philip raised his brows. There was something about the sight of it that disturbed him, but he didn’t understand why.

Then it hit him. There were no shadows on the house, although there should have been. The morning sun shone on the mountains that towered far above the forest, and those rocky cliffs should have cast long shadows, covering the whole place in twilight. But they didn’t.

Philip looked up at the top of the mountain and gasped. Yes, the sun shone on those mountains, but only then did he truly understand. The sun didn’t shine from millions of miles away but from right above. If you crawled up to the highest peak, you could actually touch it.

“The sky,” he muttered. “It… it ends here.”

“No,” said Michael. “This is where it begins.”

He landed on the ground, kneeled, and Philip jumped down.

They said their goodbyes, and Philip and Satina walked over to the door in the mountainside. The archangel stood there, watching them with his arms crossed, and Philip knew he was keeping an eye on them. Ensuring—probably by order of Jehovah—that they left Paradise.

Banished, he thought. Like Adam and Eve.

“God doesn’t trust a devil,” whispered Satina, shooting a glance at the archangel.

“Actually, I think it’s me he doesn’t trust,” said Philip. He gripped the golden doorknob and turned, and the door opened with a quiet creak. Behind it was a long tunnel.


CHAPTER 30

The Other Gatekeeper

Just like in Hell, the front entrance to Paradise was lit by two torches that hung on the walls. Near the door was a desk with a big book lying open. A fine layer of dust covered the gold-framed pages. Behind the desk were tall shelves on each side of a closed door. Most of the shelves were empty, while on the others, there were books like the one on the desk. Behind the desk sat an old man, filling the tunnel with the sound of his booming snore. His arms were folded, and his head rested heavily on his chest. The man’s long white beard lay like a snake in his lap.

“The gatekeeper,” Satina whispered. “Should we wake him up?”

Philip shrugged and shook his head. “There’s no reason to. We’re heading the other way.”

Carefully, so they didn’t disturb the sleeping old man, they stepped into the tunnel and left the Garden of Eden. Behind them they heard the quiet click of the door, closing them off from the sun and heat. The man grunted in his sleep but continued snoring even louder. As they tiptoed past the desk, Philip noticed the coffee cup sitting next to the book. Property of Saint Peter, it said in red letters. Below that: Hands off!

He was about to tell Satina when his foot accidentally kicked something on the floor. There was a loud metallic clatter, doubly amplified by the bare rock walls, and Saint Peter bolted upright with a gasp.

“What… Who… I’m awake!” he yelled, sitting up straight in his chair, his wild eyes growing even wider at the sight of two of them. “Two new residents??”

“No, we’re not—” Philip began, but he might as well have been talking to the coffee mug. The gatekeeper didn’t hear a word of what he was saying.

“I can’t remember reading anything about that.” Saint Peter fished a pair of reading glasses out of his robe and leaned over the book, squinting as he tried to decipher the writing. “Why is it so dark in here? I can’t see a—” He looked around the room, on the table, under the book, on the floor. “Where is it? It must be here somewhere.”

“Is this what you’re looking for?” Philip asked and held up the object he’d kicked. It was a ring the size of a plate. It was made of a dark-colored metal but felt both light and warm.

“Oh, yes, thank you. It must have slid down, while I… um, rested. That happens sometimes. Thank you. Thank you very much.” Saint Peter took the metal ring and placed it over his head. It lit up, shinning a fine soft light as it hovered about a foot over his bald head. Then he leaned over the book again, and the halo swiftly followed his every move.

“Well, let’s see,” he muttered, skimming the yellowing pages. “There are two of you waiting to get in, you say.”

“No,” said Philip. “We don’t want to get in. We’re on our way out.”

Saint Peter looked up and stared at him as though he were speaking a foreign language. “I don’t understand. You want to get out? Didn’t… didn’t you like it in there?”

“We were just visiting,” said Satina. “We don’t belong in there.”

Only then did the old man see the horns on her forehead, and he gasped, putting his hand on his heart. “A devil! Mercy me! I know times are tough, but since when did they start letting in devils?!”

“Listen!” Philip said, slightly irritated. “We’re not here to get in. We’re leaving.” He tried to explain, but it took a while for the still groggy Saint Peter to grasp it. Though as soon as Philip mentioned his name, things went a little smoother. So this was the famous Philip Engel, well, what do you know…

“Now I see. You were just here for a visit?”

“Yes!” Philip and Satina sighed in unison.

“Ah, okay. So you’ve been here before. I assume this belongs to you, then?” The gatekeeper nodded toward Satina and took something out of a drawer in the desk. It was a little tuft of gray hair. “I couldn’t figure out where it came from.”

“What is it?” Philip asked.

“If I’m not mistaken, this is from the tip of a devil’s tail,” Saint Peter answered. “I found it a couple of days ago. It was over by the gate.”

“A devil?” repeated Satina. “What was a devil doing here?”

The old man did a double take. “I was hoping you could tell me. You’re telling me it’s not yours?”

“No,” she said, holding her tail up in the air. The tuft at the end was dark purple. “I’m too young to be shedding. Are you sure it’s from a devil?”

The gatekeeper nodded and turned up his nose. “You can smell it.”

Philip leaned forward and sniffed at the little clump of hair. Yes, it was definitely from a devil. “Sulfur,” he said.

“That’s strange.” Saint Peter looked at Satina. “Very unusual. Devils usually keep their distance. It’s not exactly their kind of place—with all the joy and happiness. Generally, the only issues we ever have are in connection to your Festival of Tricks, but that’s still a couple of weeks away, as far as I know.”

“Do you think this devil was in there?” Philip asked. “In Paradise?”

“No, no, that’s impossible. That’s why I’m really not too concerned about it. He got as far as the gate and no farther. It can’t be opened without a key, you see. Jehovah made sure it was secure after some horned lout managed to pick the lock and run off with his slippers.”

“But the door wasn’t locked,” Philip said. “We just walked right out. Couldn’t the devil have walked right in?”

“The door only opens from the inside, not the outside. We don’t want to trap people in there, but there are certain individuals whom we wish to keep out. Other than Mortimer, I’m the only one who has the key to the gate, and I certainly didn’t let in any devils. The last one I let in was a polite young man who came here three, perhaps four days ago, I think. It’s not like this is the busiest place in the underworld. Once several weeks went by without a single soul turning up. Those were some very long days indeed, and—Listen, now that you’re here, can I offer you a cup of tea or coffee?”

The words sent a chill gliding down Philip’s back. “No, thanks,” he said. “We have to go. I’m afraid we have to hurry.”

Before Saint Peter—who, like Tarshell, was obviously in dire need of a little company—had a chance to protest, Philip grabbed Satina’s hand and hurried her through the tunnel, away from yet another eternity of tea or coffee? Tea or coffee?


CHAPTER 31

The Other Snake

Darkness quickly surrounded them. Philip looked back. He couldn’t see Saint Peter or the door, but he could still see the flames of the torches, like two small drops of fire in the dark—the light at the end of the tunnel.

Fortunately, their eyes quickly grew accustomed to the dark, and Philip discovered that the walls were not just bare rugged rock but decorated with intricate murals of animals from all over the world. They were everywhere, and although the shadows may have been playing tricks on them, it was like the animals were moving and following them with their eyes.

“It could have been Aziel,” Philip said, and the sound of his voice in the otherwise dense silence startled Satina. Or perhaps it was the mention of Aziel that gave her a jolt. “The hair was gray, it was from an old devil. It could have been him.”

Satina disagreed, shaking her head. “I doubt that. Why would Aziel want to get into Paradise? There’s no place he despises more.”

“Perhaps, but there might be something in there he wants to get his hands on.”

“What do you mean?”

“Isn’t it obvious? He’s building an army with all the devils who turned their back on Lucifer after he took away their immortality. In Paradise—”

Satina stared at Philip, wide-eyed. “You think he’s after the apples from the Tree of Life! That he’s trying to reclaim immortality.”

“It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

She nodded, looking down, suddenly a little self-conscious. Philip knew what she was thinking; the night before, she’d stood with one of the apples in her hand. She had been close to taking a bite. “Yes, it makes sense.” She shivered, and Philip saw the fear in her eyes. “Philip, if Aziel manages to get those apples, then…” Her voice withered.

“I know. Luckily, he can’t get in. You heard what the gatekeeper said.”

“But we better tell Lucifer as soon as we get back.”

Philip agreed. He also agreed with what Satina had wanted to say, but couldn’t: If Aziel manages to get those apples, then…

… then he wins the war.

Against an army of immortal devils, Lucifer could fight all he wanted, but in the end there would be nothing he could do.

But Aziel hadn’t been able to get into Paradise, he hadn’t taken the apples, and at least now they knew what he was up to. Maybe they could use that to their advantage.

Absorbed in his thoughts about Aziel—which might be wrong, Satina added—they continued walking and soon arrived at the staircase with the seven steep steps that led down to an iron-clad door. Philip felt a subtle tingling inside as they walked down the steps, but he couldn’t work out if the feeling was nice or discomforting.

The door opened easily from the inside, just like the one before, and they stepped out into the darkness on the other side. Once again, the door to Paradise closed behind them. Philip tested the handle to see if it would reopen, but it didn’t budge.

“I wonder how he got through this door?” he muttered, turning toward Satina, but she’d already opened the door to the stairway to Hell and was on her way down.

Philip was about to follow her when he stepped on something. He bent down and picked it up. At first, he couldn’t make out what it was. The object was flat and shriveled, no larger than a quarter. On one side there was a row of fine little hairs and…

Philip cried out in disgust and flicked it away.

“What is it?” asked Satina, hurrying back.

“An eyelid,” he said, gagging, and pointed to the little dried-up piece of skin lying on the ground. His skin was crawling. “I stepped on an eyelid.”

She picked it up. The thought of a cut-off eyelid didn’t seem to repel her the least bit. “You’re right, it is an eyelid. It’s actually quite beautiful, even though you stepped on it.”

“Beautiful? How can you say that?” Philip said, still struggling to keep his food down. “Where’s it from?”

“From an earring, I think. A devil must have dropped it.”

“Who? Aziel?”

“No, he doesn’t wear earrings.” She giggled at the thought of it. Philip didn’t. He didn’t think there was anything funny about a cut-off eyelid. “But one of the girls from my class—one of Aziel’s biggest fans, who deserted Hell several weeks ago—I think she had some. I remember, because I wanted a pair myself.”

“But what is it doing here?”

Satina shrugged. “Maybe she was with him. Maybe she guarded the door while Aziel was trying to get into Paradise. Then she could have warned him, if anyone was coming.”

“Maybe, but why didn’t they make an effort to cover their tracks?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean tufts of hair and eyelids. The place is practically littered with clues.”

“Prudence has never been a virtue for Aziel,” Satina said. “That’s the reason his mother trapped Howel Valfoot with the husher.”

Philip nodded, and for a second he thought he could hear the mad screams of the vargar. The demon boy, whom Aziel had tricked into placing a rabbit’s foot under Lucifer’s mattress. But Aziel, who had been careful to avoid the Globe of Evil, hadn’t considered the fact that Howel could gossip about him afterward. Aziel’s mother, on the other hand, had foreseen it and had locked Howel up with a husher. After only a few minutes, the vargar lost his mind and couldn’t talk about anything anymore. Only scream. “Is he still locked up in the castle’s dungeon?”

“Yes. Everything has been done to try to stop his screaming, but nothing works. I doubt he’ll ever be let loose.”

Hopefully not, thought Philip. The vargars were a kind of demon of fate. Their voices could be used to summon catastrophes and accidents on Earth, and considering the way Howel screamed… It could have caused an apocalypse. Luckily, he’d been locked up in time—far, far below the Devil’s castle—where his screams couldn’t do any damage.

They moved on. They didn’t talk as they made their way down the wide stairwell, they concentrated on counting the steps. They walked quickly, anxious about the dark. It no longer felt safe.

It was weird. The first time Philip had gone down these stairs, he hadn’t noticed how they forked at times. If God hadn’t told them where to find the stairway to Hades, he probably would have gone right past it. The shadows did their best to hide it, and it was only because they had been told where it was, that the new stairwell materialized in the darkness as they reached step 278.

It was steep and windy and chiseled in a kind of black stone that seemed to merge with the surrounding shadows. The narrow, uneven steps quickly vanished into the depths.

Philip and Satina sent each other a quick glance. Then they left the stairwell to Hell and continued down to Hades.


CHAPTER 32

The Ferryman

Philip had no idea how long they’d been walking. The minutes disappeared into the nothingness and the many steps that spiraled into the abyss. In the beginning he tried to count them, but he had to give up after getting the numbers mixed up when he crawled backward down the steeper steps. At one point his foot slid and he was filled with an all-absorbing horror as he skidded toward the edge and free fall. Satina caught him in the nick of time.

“Bad idea,” she said.

“Th-thanks,” he stammered, his heart skipping a beat.

After that, they descended a little slower.

“Listen,” Satina said suddenly. “Can you hear that?”

Philip stopped and listened. Yes, he could hear it. The echo of a distant dripping. It was the only sound, and it was slightly unnerving.

“We’ll be there soon.”

Shortly after, jagged rock formations began to appear out of the shadows like the enormous hands of a monster trying to grab them. Water streamed down the damp rock walls, and it smelled musty, like an old basement.

They reached the end of the stairwell and discovered they’d entered a harsh and barren land, surrounded by shardlike mountains. A wide river curved its way through the cold scenery, like a gigantic snake, black and soundless. It reminded Philip of the Ice River in Hell, and he made sure to keep a distance.

“Look,” Satina whispered and pointed. “There’s someone over there.”

It was an old man. He bore a tattered robe, hanging loosely on his sinewy body, and a woolen hat on his head. A pipe stuck out between his lips, and smoke wafted in spirals around his furrowed, gray-bearded face. Behind him, tethered to a worm-eaten wooden pole, was a little boat, rocking from side to side in the black river. The man sat on a little stool, leaning over a rickety wooden table with a game of chess chiseled out of stone. He muttered to himself as he scratched his beard and looked like he was deep in concentration. No one was on the other side of the table. Who was he playing against?

The answer was revealed a second later. After careful consideration, the man reached out his hand and made his move. Then he rose and hobbled to the other side, where he sat and pondered once more.

Philip and Satina carefully approached the man, who didn’t seem to notice, until Philip cleared his throat.

The man was so startled, he dropped his pipe and accidently kicked the table, toppling the pieces.

“What in Hades’ name—” he mumbled, glaring at Philip and Satina like he’d seen a ghost. He picked up his pipe and stuck it back between his lips, but it fell right out again, because his mouth was still gaping. “Who… Who are you?”

“Sorry,” Philip said. “We didn’t mean to scare you. You’re the ferryman, right?”

The old man nodded, slowly.

“We would like to get to the other side. To Hades. Can you get us there?”

“You’re going to Hades? But… No one’s crossed the river for several hundred years. I can’t even remember the last time I…”

For a second, Philip thought God must have made a mistake. That Sam hadn’t ended up in Hades at all. If he had, then he would have been brought there by the ferryman.

Not necessarily, he thought. The summoning pills would have let Sam in the back way.

“We need to go there because—” Satina started, but the old man put his hand up.

“No explanations. If you need to go, I will take you.” He held out a knobbly hand and looked at them with eyes that were as gray as the surrounding rock cliffs. “As long as you pay.”

Philip nodded and dug out the two coins. He handed them to the ferryman, who bit down on each one before letting them slip into the little leather pouch that hung from his belt.

“Crawl aboard and make yourselves comfortable,” he said and pulled the boat closer to land. “Watch your feet don’t get wet.”

Satina got on first, and Philip followed, and thereafter the ferryman, who had loosened the mooring. He took the oar lying in the bottom of the boat and used it to push off from the shore.

“I’m sorry about the chess game,” Philip said.

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” the old man said and started rowing. At the first stroke of the oar, a smile spread across his lips, and he sighed. “It was a relatively new match and had only been going for about six years. I remember I once played a game that lasted seventy-eight years. It’s not an easy game when your opponent knows your plans the second you think them.”

They kept floating quietly down the river, gently rocking from side to side. The rocky walls behind them gradually disappeared in the darkness, and once again they were surrounded by dense shadows. Other than the subtle sound of water dripping from the oar as it rose and sunk, rose and sunk, it was dead silent.

Philip leaned over the edge and looked down into the black water and—

—he’s down in Death’s basement, surrounded by countless hourglasses that fill the hall with the hissing sound of the falling sand, and he’s standing in front of his mother’s hourglass, which is almost empty, and Mortimer is right behind him, and he can feel the man’s ice-cold breath on his neck, and he has Death’s die in his hand, and he has to throw it to save his mother’s life, and his heart is hammering and pounding in his chest, and he can’t throw the die, because he doesn’t dare, but he has to, because his mother’s life is in his hands, and it’s the most terrible, most awful thing he’s ever experienced and—

“Hey, kid!” A hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled Philip out of the basement and back into the boat. He gasped for air.

“Don’t look in the water,” said the ferryman, letting go of him. “It’s not good for you. This is the river Styx—the river of horror. There are some pretty nasty nightmares down there.”

Satina wiped a drop of sweat from his cheek. “Are you okay?”

“He’s right.” Philip nodded, out of breath. “Don’t look in the water.”

They continued in silence, and Philip focused on looking straight ahead, at the unknown they were steered toward. What was in store for them there? Was a river of horror only the beginning?

Old Hades is no fool. Lucifer’s words repeated in his head. What exactly did he mean by that?

“Do you know him?” Philip asked Satina. “Hades, I mean. Have you met him before?”

She shook her head. “No. We once had a lecture about it in religious studies class, but I wasn’t really paying attention. I think he might be Zeus’s brother.”

“Indeed he is, my girl,” the ferryman said, joining their conversation. “Even though they had very different childhoods.”

“Zeus was the top god, right?” Philip asked.

“That’s exactly what he is. But it was entirely coincidental that it ended up that way. After the war against the giants, Zeus and his two brothers pulled straws, you see. About where they would be gods. Zeus picked Earth and gained the highest rank among the gods. Poseidon got the sea, and Hades the Underworld.”

The ferryman, who looked like he was enjoying the attention, kept talking as he rowed them along. Philip tried his best to keep up. In the end, he couldn’t make heads or tails of the obscure jumble of strange names in the old man’s story, but the ferryman apparently needed to talk, so Philip let him, making sure to nod and shake his head at all the right times.

“Look,” Satina yelled suddenly and pointed.

Out of the dark, the serrated edges of a row of cliffs appeared, as though they were sailing into the jaws of a gigantic shark. The banks of the river looked like the one they just left. Gray, rugged, and barren. An eternity of stones and rocky cliffs.

The ferryman tied the boat to the landing and helped Philip and Satina exit with dry feet. A little gravel path ran along the side of the river.

“Thanks for the lift,” Philip said.

“My pleasure.” The old man lifted his hat and dabbed his sweaty forehead with a tattered rag.

“Would you wait for us?” Satina asked. “We’ll be back soon. We just need to go get someone.”

The ferryman broke out in a fit of throaty laughter. It echoed off the surrounding rock walls as though the entire landscape was cackling at her suggestion. “You need to go get someone, you say? I’ve heard that one before. I don’t think you know who you’re dealing with. But sure, I’ll wait. I could use a quick snooze. I haven’t worked this hard for a while, and this old body isn’t what it once was.”

“Do we just follow the path?”

“That’s the way to the entrance,” the ferryman nodded. He crawled back into the boat, removed the sitting boards, and lay down in the bottom with his arms folded behind his head and his hood over his eyes.

“See you soon,” said Philip.

A muffled chuckle from the boat. “Yeah, sure, we’ll see.”

The gravel softly crunched under their feet as they walked down the path. For a while it followed the river, then turned away and led them deeper into the dead landscape, until it ended at a big, chunky wooden gate in the rock wall. In front of the gate, tethered with thick chains, lay a three-headed sleeping dog.

“Cerberus!” Philip whispered, and Satina fearfully stepped back.

“How are we ever going to get past tha—”

They kept their voices to whispers, yet they still woke the dog. In a split second all three heads shot up and growled ferociously, glaring at them with eyes like thunderbolts. Before they could scream, the monster stormed toward them, all three muzzles baring their teeth in a simultaneous roar.

Then the beast came to an abrupt stop. Two of the heads still roared, but not the middle one. It cocked its head to the side and for a moment quietly observed the boy in front of it. The two others piped down, too, and gave Philip a long, searching look. Next thing he knew, the dog was wildly wagging its tail and excitingly jumping up and down, with three tongues flapping from its jaws.

It ran back to the gate, fetched a huge, half-chewed bone and dropped it at Philip’s feet. Six big dog eyes waited in suspense.

“You still remember me, old boy?” Philip said, picking up the bone. Cerberus started shuffling around impatiently, the three heads yelping eagerly. “Even without the horns and the tail.”

Satina gaped at him. “You know that thing? From where?”

“From my first time in Hell. Lucifer was taking care of it for a while.” He tossed the bone as far as he could, and the three-headed dog ran for it like a streak of lightning. A second later it was back, and once again the bone lay at Philip’s feet.

“Look, there’s something stuck in its teeth.” Satina pointed at the head on the left. It was a piece of fabric, speared on one of its hideous canines. “Somebody got a little too close.”

The head snapped at her, and she pulled back her finger with a gasp. “Stupid mutt!”

Philip laughed and nuzzled one head at a time. “Oh, he’s sweet.” He picked up the bone again. “Last time, boy. We have to go.”

He threw it, and while Cerberus went to fetch, Philip and Satina hurried over to the big gate. The rusty hinges screeched as they pushed open the worm-eaten wooden gateway to Hades.

Behind them the three-headed dog sat and watched them go. Three crestfallen heads, one with the bone in its mouth.


CHAPTER 33

Tartarus

They stood in a cave surrounded by damp walls and sharp dripping stones that hung from the ceiling like daggers. There was no light, but they could still see, because the shadows were gray, not black, robbing the color from their faces, their eyes, and their hair, turning Philip and Satina into pale copies of themselves. As if they were ghosts in a shadow world.

The only sound was the ceaseless dripping of the stalactites. It was the only movement as well. There were no people or any sign of life. Only darkness and stones.

They walked on and gradually the cave divided. It continued both to the right and the left. On the right was a faint, distant glow. On the left the shadows grew heavier and darker.

Satina looked around, like she was searching for something. “I remember this part from our studies,” she said. “Where are they? They should be here.”

“Who?”

“The three judges. The ones who send the souls on their way. To Elysium.” She pointed at the glow of light on the right. Then nodded to the dark. “Or Tartarus.”

“Elysium—is that another Paradise?”

Satina nodded. “They’re called the Islands of the Blessed. Isn’t that just nauseating? And Tartarus is like Hades’ version of Hell.”

“Well, I guess we know where to find Sam, then,” Philip said, turning to the path on the left.

Soon after the cave opened up and branched off into long underground vaults, meandering in and out of each other in a labyrinth of tunnels that led them deeper and deeper into the darkest part of Hades. It smelled damp, decayed, and ancient.

People began to appear as well. Condemned souls, who—like in Hell—were punished for their crimes. At one point, the cave expanded into a large chamber, with even bigger dripping stones hanging from the ceiling. Then Philip realized they weren’t stones, but people. People hanging from their arms in thick chains, with anvils tied to their ankles.

They passed by a small mountain, where the peak disappeared in the shadows. There were people trying to push huge stones up the mountainside, but every time they reached the top, the stone slipped out of their hands and they had to try again. And again. And again.

Yes, the place was a lot like Hell. Although not entirely. First of all, there weren’t as many people. Hell was pretty crowded, and the condemned had to be whipped along in hordes. This place seemed half empty, and sometimes several minutes would pass before Philip and Satina saw a single soul. Secondly, it was dead silent. In Hell the air was rife with screaming, lamenting, and heart-wrenching cries, but here… Here the condemned never uttered a sound, they simply submitted to the pain and the silence was jarring, making the place seem even more wretched.

“Why did they end up here?” Philip asked as they neared a little lake with wonderfully clear water. A boney man was chained to a tree down by the water’s edge. His eyes were wild, and his tongue hung halfway out of his mouth. He looked like someone who was dying both of thirst and hunger, which was strange, because he could easily reach the water from where he stood. Or so it seemed. But every time the man tried to touch the water, it pulled back, preventing him from tasting a single drop. “I mean, why didn’t they just end up in Hell?”

“They didn’t know about it,” Satina answered. “They believed in different gods, and so the stairwell led them here. God might have created man, but man also created God.”

Philip didn’t understand a word of it, and he was about to ask her what she meant when they heard a raspy voice close by. “Hey, you there.”

They turned to see yet another man chained to a tree at the water’s edge. He was well up in years and so emaciated he could have hidden behind the branches of the furrowed old tree. The sinewy body was marred by old scars and his back so bent, it could only belong to a man without hope. His eyes were gray in the shadows and dull with despondency. Yet behind the misery, Philip saw something else. A hint of pride that not even Hades could crush.

“Water,” the man said, and his voice was as dry as the tree next to him. He lifted his gnarled hand and pointed at the lake, which slunk away from his reach with every move. “You can reach it. Please, just a mouthful…”

Satina snorted with indignation. “We don’t serve the condemned,” she said and started walking away.

The man flung out his hand and grabbed her. He raised himself up as high as his chains would allow and looked her straight in the eye. He kept staring, despite the blustering anger in Satina’s dark eyes, which would have made any other condemned pitifully beg for mercy. But not this man. Whoever he was, he was certainly out of the ordinary.

“You don’t realize who you’re talking to,” he said.

“A murderer,” she answered in a voice carved from ice, while she read his life’s atrocities in his eyes. “You killed your own children.”

The man’s eyes strayed. Not from shock, nor horror, but from sorrow. Deep and heartfelt sorrow. With downcast eyes, he collapsed in his chains and nodded quietly.

“You’re right. I killed them. I… I don’t know what got into me… My temper… Sometimes I couldn’t control it… It was like I was possessed, I could get so furious… It was my strength and the cause of my defeat.”

“Who are you?” Philip asked.

“My name is Heracles,” the man answered. “Also known as Hercules.”

“Hercules?” Philip said, his mouth dropping in disbelief as he stared at the scrawny man who was hardly more than a skeleton dressed in skin. He’d heard of Hercules, and this… this was impossible. Was this the great Hercules? The hero Hercules? The god Hercules? “But I thought… Hercules is a god, right? Wasn’t he the one who defeated the Hydra?”

“Defeated the Hydra, conquered the giant Geryon, tamed the man-eating horses, and strangled the Nemean lion with my bare hands. Yes, even the three-headed beast who guards the gates of Hades was defenseless when I came for him. But that’s only a handful of what I accomplished.” A shadow of a smile found its way to his lips with the memories. Then it faded. “I’m not a god, but half a god. My father was king of the gods, and blessed with his powers, I became a hero. Worshiped and loved. I thought I was bound for Mount Olympus. But just like I was more god than human in life, I was more human than god in death, and the judges… They sent me here. I thought I had paid for my sins, but in the end there was no mercy. Who would have thought? Me—the hero of heroes—would end his days here, chained like a dog, shrunken and withered, eternally in the company of monsters like Tantalus, who cooked his own children and served them for dinner.”

Hercules pointed at the other man who stood tied by the water’s edge. Tantalus had given up on the water and was instead trying to reach the fruits hanging in the tree he was chained to. It was an unusual tree, bearing not just one kind of fruit, but a variety of pears, apples, figs, and olives. They hung above him in large, juicy clusters, but every time Tantalus reached to pick them, the branches lifted, and he ended up with nothing but air.

“I don’t deserve this,” Hercules muttered and sank into his chains. He stared disheartened at his boney hands and let out a sigh of defeat. “Hades was the only one I could never beat.”

“Here,” Philip said. He held out his cupped hands to the demigod. He had dipped them in the lake, which hadn’t skirted away from him. “Drink.”

Hercules looked at him with a mixture of amazement and gratitude. Then he threw himself over the water and gulped it down. Over by the other tree, Tantalus stretched his neck to follow what was happening. Hercules drank and drank, until there was nothing but droplets in his beard. They, too, were licked away by a greedy tongue. “Thank you, my friend. Just a little more. That’s all I ask. Just a sip.”

Philip nodded, dipped his hands in the water once more, and Hercules drank so quickly, he almost choked.

“One last time, my friend,” he said, after he had licked up every drop. “I won’t ask for anything else. Just one more sip to quench my thirst. Just one more.”

“Sorry,” Philip said and stepped back when he realized it would never end, that this thirst would never be satisfied. “We have to go.”

“No!” cried Hercules, reaching out for Philip, who managed to dodge him. “Don’t go! Just one more sip. I’m begging you. Come back! Come back!”

“That’s the reason you don’t do them any favors, Philip,” Satina said as they turned to leave the lake and the pitiful demigod, who kept shouting and pleading for just one more sip, just one more sip!

“You gave him water,” rasped Tantalus as they passed him. Slimy drool curved down his chin. His gaze wasn’t just wild, it was positively insane. “Give me some, too! You can’t just pass me by. A little water. I’m begging you. Please!”

“Okay,” Satina said, to Philip’s surprise. She went over to the lake and filled her hands with water. She carried it over to Tantalus, whose body trembled with desire. His manic eyes followed her hands, his tongue zipping back and forth across his cracked lips. She held her hands out, but right before he had a chance to taste a drop, she parted them, and the water splashed on the ground.

“Oops,” she said. “Sorry.”

Tantalus was on the verge of tears at the sight of the lost water. Satina walked back to Philip, smiling. “See, that’s how you do it.”

“That was mean,” he said and couldn’t help feeling bad for the poor condemned man. But for some reason, he couldn’t stop laughing, either.


CHAPTER 34

Dark Prophecies

They continued on. Deeper into the darkness of Hades. More tunnels, more caves, more condemned, and yet another river. Just like the river Styx, it flowed silently through the barren landscape, but the water wasn’t black like the water in the river of horror. Not at all. It was so clear, you could see straight to the bottom, and that’s when Philip’s own thirst kicked in. He hadn’t dared drink out of the cursed lake, but it didn’t look like there was anything wrong with this water. It looked so tempting, it made his throat feel dry and his tongue sticky. It even smelled good.

Philip strayed from Satina, who was walking a little farther ahead, and headed for the riverbank. He squatted there, leaning out over the water. For a second he was afraid that terrible visions might appear in this water, too, but nothing happened. Then, as he bowed down to drink, something abruptly jerked him backward.

“Did you drink it, Philip? Did you drink the water? Do you know who I am?” Wide-eyed with fright, Satina grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him.

“What are you talking about? Of course I do,” he said, irritated, and stood up. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“You didn’t drink the water.” She sighed in relief. “Thank the Devil.”

“Why?” He glanced back at the shimmering surface and felt his thirst returning. “Is something wrong with it?”

“I should have warned you,” she nodded. “Don’t drink from the rivers in Hades.”

“But…”

“This is the river Lethe. The river of forgetfulness. The only river where there are neither visions nor a mirror image when you look into it. If you’d drunk the water, you would have forgotten everything. Sam, me, yourself. There’d be nothing.”

“Nothing?” he muttered. Carefully he leaned out over the water again. She was right; no mirror image. The river of forgetfulness. To think that he almost… A shiver ran down his spine. If he forgot everything, then who would he be?

“Soon you will want to drink it,” a wheezing voice said behind them, and Philip and Satina spun around.

Philip staggered back at the sight of the loathsome creature before them. It sat upon the narrow stone bridge up ahead. It was the size of a baboon and covered with wispy, dirty fur. The nose on the deformed face was nothing but two holes, like a skull, and the smiling mouth was filled with needle-sharp teeth. But the worst part was the eyes. Ink-black with vertical, white pupils. They gazed intently at Philip, and it was awful.

The creature spread its ragged wings and alighted from the bridge. It hovered above them and then landed a few yards from where they stood. Its eyes still locked on Philip, and as its smile widened, even more teeth stuck out. “Soon you will want to drink it,” it hissed again.

It glanced at Satina as though it knew something they didn’t and laughed. A loud, whining, and thoroughly horrible sound that cut through flesh and bone.

“Go away!” Satina shouted and tried to kick at the beast, but it flew beyond her reach, chuckling.

“What do you mean?” Philip asked. “Why would I want to drink it?”

“When you drink, you forget,” the creature said. “Dark times await. Your future… Your fate… Black as the River Styx. Horrible as Hades. When you drink, you forget, and you… you will want to forget.” The creature’s smiled widened, until it looked like the hideous face had cracked open. The mouth was an abyss of teeth.

“Don’t listen to it, Philip,” Satina said, her voice trembling. Just like Philip was trembling all over. “Don’t listen to it.”

No, he wasn’t going to listen to it. He shouldn’t listen to it. Not because it lied, but because—he could see it in those terrible eyes—it was telling the truth.

“What are you?” he said meekly.

“I see the dark fate, I see the evil future, and for you two… There is so much to see. The things you will go through… So much horror. So much pain. Yet none as great as the last… That can destroy your soul…” The demon began laughing once again, and Philip felt Satina grab his hand and pull him away. They ran across the bridge, but the demon set off after them, laughing, as it hovered close above.

“You can’t escape… Not from what awaits you… You travel together, but soon your paths will divide… Separated… Alone… The ultimate pain…” The demon suddenly fell silent and looked up at the shadows, as though it heard something. Its smile stiffened, and its black eyes flickered. “The queen…” it whispered and flew off.

Philip and Satina looked around, searching for what had scared off the beast. At first, they didn’t see anything. Then the darkness seemed to gather and solidify, edges formed, shapes emerged, and out of the shadows stepped an ancient woman. Her stooping body was draped in gray rags that seemed to merge with the air. Long hair hung down over eyes that peered through a tumble of locks. Colorless eyes amid a myriad of wrinkles sent them an icy stare. But despite the many years that had worn down the bones and skin, it was obvious the woman had once been alluring.

“Charon told me he’d rowed two new guests here,” she said in a voice that seeped from her mouth like a deep exhalation. She studied Philip. “A human boy.” Then she looked at Satina. “And a devil girl. And that they told him to wait for them, for they claimed they had an errand.”

“We… We came to get someone,” Philip said cautiously. “A boy. His death… His death was a mistake. He shouldn’t be here.”

“Is that so?” The woman didn’t smile, but there was laughter in her voice.

“Have you seen him?” asked Satina.

Silence.

“Yes,” the woman finally answered. “I’ve seen him.”

Philip’s heart started pounding. “Can you tell us where he is? It’s very important we bring him back because—”

The woman interrupted him by quietly shaking her head. The shadows gathered in dark furrows around her. “I can’t give you the boy. Only my husband can do that.”

“Your husband?”

“Follow me. I will lead you to him.” She paused, still smiling without smiling. “If that’s what you wish.”

Without waiting for their answer, she began to walk. Her movements were unhindered by her many years. Her steps were soundless, her stride practically gliding, and Philip and Satina had to race to keep up.

“Persephone,” Satina whispered in Philip’s ear. “The queen of the underworld, Hades’ wife.”

“I didn’t think gods got old?” he whispered back.

She shrugged, and they hurried along after Persephone, who led them through twisting tunnels, narrow caves, and enormous chambers, and over yet another two quiet rivers. Farther and deeper into the shadows.

At one point the silence was broken by a distant voice, calling for someone, and Philip saw a woman, who vanished into the twilight a second later. He couldn’t hear what she was yelling, but her voice was filled with such desperation, it gave him goosebumps.

“Who is she calling for?” he asked as the woman’s voice faded, and only the echo remained.

“Orpheus,” the queen answered. “Her husband. She died an early death. From a snake bite. Orpheus—a singer and a poet—was devastated by his loss and went to Hades to bring her back. He brought along his lyre and through his music, he succeeded in doing what no other had done before. For a brief moment he paused the suffering of the condemned and touched Hades’ heart. Therefore, my husband allowed Orpheus to bring Eurydice back to life—on one condition: that he not turn around and look at her before she was out in the sunlight.”

“But he couldn’t do it,” Philip said, listening to the last echo of the distant calls.

“No, he couldn’t,” Persephone said. “But it was close. Led out by her husband’s playing, Eurydice walked through Hades and Orpheus didn’t look back once. As soon as he made it out, he finally turned around to see if his loved one was there. She was, but she wasn’t completely out yet. She was still partially covered in shadow. He only caught a glimpse of her. Then she was sucked back down to Hades.” The queen laughed. An eerie, dead shadow laughter that made Philip’s hairs stand on end. Then Persephone looked at Satina, her dark eyes drained of warmth. “My husband can be as cruel as your master,” she said and walked on.

Satina looked over at Philip. He knew what she was thinking. They might have located Sam, but would Hades—who could be as cruel as Lucifer—just let them walk away? What were his conditions? And what if they couldn’t comply?


CHAPTER 35

The Shadow King

Persephone led them to a large chamber where the walls curved into a vaulted ceiling, filled with an endless number of dripping stones. On top of a throne made of skulls and stone sat a dark hunched-over figure.

Hades.

He practically looked like a ghost himself. His robe seemed to be woven out of shadows and the hood was pulled far over his head, concealing his face. The only thing to be seen was a tangled old beard. Two knuckly hands protruded from the sleeves that rested on the armrests of the throne. He was silent, apart from the raspy breathing escaping from under the hood.

As Philip and Satina stepped into the hall, the old god stirred in his seat and raised his head a little.

“Who have we here?” The voice was gravely and whispering.

“The boy and the girl Charon spoke of,” Persephone answered. “I found them near the Lethe. They say they have a… request.”

“Is that right?” Hades held up his hand and waved for Philip and Satina to come closer. It was only when Philip stood in front of the throne that he realized he could see right through the boney hand. Hades was half invisible. On the back of the throne hung a helmet made out of dark metal. “And who, may I ask, comes here with a request?” The hidden face leaned toward them. “Who voluntarily faces Tartarus?”

“My name is Philip. This is Satina. We’ve come to—”

“You came for what?” interrupted the voice, sounding increasingly vexed. Daring Philip to respond. Or warning him against it.

Philip pulled the letter from Jehovah out of his pocket. “We’ve come for this,” he said. He handed the letter to Persephone, who seemed to float up the little staircase leading to the throne.

The ancient god took the paper and slowly unfolded it. It wasn’t a long letter, but Hades took so long to read it, Philip thought he’d fallen asleep. Finally, the old man spoke. “I’d forgotten all about that boy. I had no idea where he came from. He just arrived out of nowhere. We haven’t had new arrivals for many, many years.”

“Where… Where can we find him?”

Hades folded his hands under his chin. Glanced at his wife. Persephone returned the look but didn’t utter a word. The wait made Philip uneasy. Something was going on.

“As far as I remember,” said the withering god, “he’s sitting on the banks of the River Cocytus.”

Persephone nodded.

“How do we get there?” Philip asked.

For a while—a long while—there was no answer, and Philip’s impatience turned into worry. But then Hades spoke again, “It’s not far. Go out the throne room, take a right, and you’re almost there.” He laughed quietly. A cold, lonely laughter that made Philip think of autumn and dusk. “Just follow the noise. You’ll hear him soon enough.”

“What do you mean? Why?”

“Cocytus is the river of sorrow,” said the voice from the darkness under the hood.

“We better get going, then.” Philip bowed briefly for the shadow king. “Thank you.”

Once they’d left the hall, they stepped up the pace. Not running, but almost. The whole time, Philip expected Hades to call them back and tell them they were welcome to take Sam—on one condition, do you understand? On one condition, or you’ll spend an eternity down here in the shadows.

But he didn’t. The ruler of the kingdom of death was as quiet as the silently suffering condemned.

“Yikes, he gives me the creeps,” Satina whispered, once they were on their way.

Philip nodded. “I didn’t think he was going to let us take Sam back.”

“Maybe he isn’t.”

“What do you mean? He said that—”

“Were you able to see his eyes under the hood?”

Philip shook his head and realized what she meant. “You think he’s lying.”

“I think we need to get out of here as fast as possible.”

Philip couldn’t have agreed more, and they sped up. They turned to the right every time the cave tunnel forked, and they hadn’t gone far before the silence was interrupted by a strange sound. A sound Philip had never heard before.

Hades hadn’t been lying after all.

It was the sound of Sam crying.


CHAPTER 36

Found—and Captured

He sat at the edge of the river, just like Hades had told them. All alone. Cross-legged, with his face buried in his hands. It wasn’t an intense wailing, but a quiet, sorrowful sobbing, a steady stream of tears running through his fingers. He wasn’t chained because it wasn’t necessary. He didn’t even have the strength to stand up. He looked small. Like he’d shrunk in his black leather jacket. It was a strange sight to see him there. Surreal.

Philip and Satina quietly approached.

“Sam?” Philip’s voice abruptly stopped the crying, and Sam looked up. His teary eyes bloodshot and swollen and—

—and the split second he spotted Philip, they changed. A dark haze seemed to flood his eyes, and the sadness was exchanged with blind, unbridled anger.

“You!” he hissed and jumped to his feet like a wild animal.

Oh, no, Philip thought as Sam stormed toward him with a face contorted in a snarl. He wants to kill me! Lucifer didn’t cross out the entire sentence in his book!

Sam stopped. The veil of insanity in his eyes slipped away, and he just stood there, staring at Philip in total disbelief.

“Ph-Philip?” he said, and tears once again welled up in his red eyes. He stepped closer, and for a moment Philip thought Sam was going to attack a second time. Instead the big boy hugged him. “Philip!”

When Sam finally let go, his desperation was evident. “Help me, Philip. I don’t understand what happened. I was at school, and then all of a sudden—I was here.” He furtively glanced at the shadows, the dripping stones, and the still waters. “The river… I was thirsty, and I drank from the river, and after that—”

“After that you couldn’t stop crying,” Satina said, finishing his sentence. “And that’s what you’ve been doing ever since.”

Sam cast down his eyes, like he was ashamed. Then he nodded and looked at Satina. “Who are you? Are you from our school?”

“Not exactly.” She smiled and flung her hair back, so that Sam could see her horns. “I’m from somewhere else.”

Sam looked like he’d seen a ghost. Or a devil. “Are… are those real? I mean, are you a… But that’s impossible… Where am I? Is this Hell? Did I go to Hell?” The questions tumbled out of Sam, who slowly but surely began to panic.

“No, you didn’t end up in Hell. Not yet, in any case,” Satina added, still smiling. “But yes, I’m a devil. As to how I know Philip—”

She glanced over at Philip, to let him explain. He hesitated, wondering how he should put it. “Do you remember when I got run over?” he asked.

Sam cleared his throat, squinted at Satina, and slowly nodded.

“It was a mistake. The car shouldn’t have hit me.”

“I know!” Sam shouted. “It was an accident, I didn’t mean to—”

Philip held up his hand to interrupt him. “It shouldn’t have hit me,” he repeated. “It should have hit you.”

Sam gave him a blank stare, and Philip started to explain. About death, Hell, the Devil’s illness, the mistake, the training to become Lucifer II, the journey back to life, and the summoning pills that ended up creating an awful mess of fate.

Sam was both speechless and stunned when Philip was done. There were a lot of missing gaps in his report—the whole affair with Death’s die and the rumors of war—both because they didn’t have time, and because he was pretty sure Sam couldn’t handle it. He already looked like his brain was about to explode.

“You… you’ve… been… the Devil’s… apprentice?” The words came out at a snail’s pace.

Philip nodded and couldn’t help smiling at Sam’s expression of total confusion. “Yes. You’ll have a chance to say hello to him as soon as we get back to Hell. He knows so much about you.”

“It should have been me,” Sam muttered to himself. “The Devil chose me, but there was a mistake, and—”

“And now there’s been another mistake,” Philip cut in. He looked around. Hadn’t he heard something? A sound somewhere behind them? “We better get going. The sooner, the better.”

“I still don’t get it.”

“You will. Come on, let’s get out of—” He heard it again. A faint hissing. Like an old god heaving for air.

“He’s here,” he whispered. “Hades is here.”

“Where?” asked Satina, scanning the area.

“Here,” said a gravelly voice. The shadows in front of them started twitching, and then—out of thin air—Hades appeared, dark and terrifying. He held the strange helmet in front of him as though he’d just taken it off, and Philip realized it made him invisible.

Hades didn’t say anything. He just stood there in silence and stared at them with eyes they couldn’t see.

“We found him,” Philip said, trying to sound like everything was fine and dandy. It didn’t work. He didn’t know what Hades had in mind, or why he’d snuck up on them like that, but it definitely wasn’t a good thing. It wasn’t good at all. “So we’re off now. Thanks agai—”

“No.” The words came slithering out of the darkness like a snake from its hole, and Hades stepped in front of him, blocking his way. “You’re staying.”

“I-I’m afraid we can’t,” he tried, well knowing it was useless. “W-we’re going—”

“—back to Hell?” The old—and almost forgotten—god shook his head, and his raspy voice turned into wheezing. “Never! Lucifer has plenty of condemned!”

“We’re not condemned!” Satina yelled, but her voice faded to a whimper as the shadow king turned toward her. “Y-you can’t just—”

“I’m the master of the dead down here,” he said. “This is my kingdom. Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.”

“But fate—”

“Fate?” The voice grew louder and angrier. “What about fate?”

“It has to be restored,” said Philip. “Sam’s death was a mistake and we have to—”

“You don’t have to anything. Fate, you say? What has fate ever done for me? It wiped me out! Destroyed me! I exist without existing! A condemned in my own kingdom, drowned in empty shadows. It’s been so many years since new souls arrived, I can’t even remember the last time. Then all of a sudden, I get three new ones, and I’m supposed to let them just walk away? Not… on… your… death!”

“But you can’t just… Jehovah wrote you a letter. You read it yourself!”

“A letter? What letter?” The boney king stuck his hand in his pocket and pulled out the letter from God. Then he started tearing it to shreds. The pieces landed on the river of sorrow, like snowflakes, and were carried downstream. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, boy, but I do know—” The dark shadow in the gray garments leaned closer, and under the hood Philip glimpsed a deranged smile. “—that you’re never getting out of here. Seize them!”

Horrendous creatures suddenly came flying from every corner. Big, black birds with dirty, matted feathers that stank of blood and rot. Instead of bird heads, the beasts had women’s heads, loathsome faces with filthy hair and mouths filled with teeth like shards of glass. They screeched and crowed as they dove toward the new condemned, and the place was transformed into a chaos of feathers and screams. Philip felt sharp talons grab hold of his shoulders, his hair, his cape, and his legs. He tried to escape, but it was hopeless. The claws scratched his head, and he felt something pierce his skin. Then the world started spinning and he didn’t know up from down, because the birds were everywhere, and the shadows took over, and he could feel himself growing weaker as the poison gnawed its way into his body.

The last thing Philip remembered was being carried into the air by a flock of noisy birds. After that—nothing.


CHAPTER 37

Condemned

Phiiiliiip…

A voice in the nothingness.

Phiiiliiip, waaake uuup…

It was distant. Far away. It spoke slowly.

Cooommmee oooonnnnn…

Closer. The voice sounded closer. It was breaking through the darkness.

Phiiil—

“—ip, wake up!”

He opened his eyes. Then closed them, overwhelmed by dizziness. The world was spinning, but gradually it slowed down. He slowly opened his eyes.

He lay on a hard rock floor. Satina kneeled by his side, gently shaking him as she stroked his cheek and called him out of his burial-deep sleep.

“What happened?” he asked. His voice was hoarse, like he’d been sleeping for a long time. His head hurt. He put his hand up to his forehead and felt a gash that continued up into his scalp. It itched.

“They trapped us,” she said. “The harpies. Don’t touch the wound or it’ll start bleeding again.”

“Their claws are poisonous,” he muttered. “How long have I been out?”

“I don’t know. I just woke up.”

“Sam? Where’s Sam?”

“Still unconscious.” She pointed. Sam lay on the opposite side of the cave, his face twisted by nightmares. Once in a while they could hear him whimpering. His pants were torn, and the wound across his thigh still bled a little. There was a chain around his neck.

Horrified, Philip reached up and felt a thick ring of steel wrapped around his own neck. It was welded to a heavy iron chain and attached to the rock wall. The same was true for Satina. They were chained like dogs. Trapped inside a narrow cave, behind a door of solid iron. Trapped in Hades. Trapped by Hades.

Philip pulled at the chain, tore at it, pounded on it, but it was firmly attached.

“He can’t keep us here forever,” he said. “At some point Lucifer is going to wonder why we haven’t returned.”

“He’ll just say we never came,” said Satina, and Philip could hear the dread in her voice. “Hades likes playing games, and neither Lucifer nor Jehovah will ever get him to admit where he’s hidden us. He finally has some new condemned in his kingdom, and he has no intention of letting us go.”

The chain rattled as Philip walked over to the door. There was no handle. It was just a massive iron plate that wouldn’t budge. He looked around. There was rock all around them. Not as much as a tiny opening anywhere. Only a small crack under the door that not even a cat could squeeze through. Then Philip saw something on the floor, and even though it wasn’t scary, he knew it would make their situation a lot worse.

There were three tin cups, filled to the brim with water.

“We’re not going to drink it, right?” he asked, his eyes glued to the cups. His throat was dry, and he needed water.

“I think it’s a bad idea.”

“This isn’t good, Satina.”

“No, it’s not.”

Philip walked over to Sam, who was twitching in his sleep. Philip tried to shake him out of his nightmare.

“No, no, not me!” Sam croaked as he dreamed, twisting his body like he was running away from something. “Let me go… Don’t…”

He woke with a start and looked around, frightened. He heard the clink of chains and realized he was shackled.

“Where are we?” he gasped. “Where are we?”

“We’ve been captured,” Philip said and explained the situation to him.

“But he can’t just… He can’t just lock us up!”

“No, but he did.”

Sam stared at him for a second. Then he jumped to his feet and ran to the door, pounding and kicking it with all his might. “Help! Help, we’re in here! Can anybody hear us? Let us out! Help!”

They could hear the echoes disappear down the tunnels, vanish in the dark, dissipate in the silence. Some of the dead souls would hear them, but no one could help, and Sam screamed, until his voice was gone, and his face was red and sweaty. Exhausted, he collapsed on the door. Then he saw the three cups.

“Water,” he moaned and got up.

“No!” Satina ran and blocked his path. “Don’t drink it. It’s dangerous.”

“Dangerous? What are you talking about? Move, I’m freaking thirsty.”

“Listen to what I’m saying…”

“Listen to what I’m saying: I… am… thirsty!”

He started to make his way around her, muttering something about it being obvious she just wanted to drink it all herself. But before he had a chance to get any closer, Satina spun around and kicked the cups, spilling the water on the floor.

“What are you doing?!” Sam yelled furiously. “What am I going to drink now?”

“Don’t you see? You really think Hades gave us the water because he felt bad for us? The water down here is no good. We don’t know which river he got it out of, but if we drink it… If we drink it…” She paused, and a little wrinkle appeared on her forehead as she suddenly got an idea. “It might work,” she said under her breath. “But I can’t…”

She picked up her chain and let her fingers glide up and down the metal as she pondered something. Then she lit up like a lightbulb and looked at Philip. “Why didn’t I think of it before?” she whispered excitedly.

“You can slip out of your chains,” he said and felt his heart pounding. “You can get us out of here?”

She nodded.

Sam gave her a blank stare. “What are you talking about? How?”

She turned and smiled at him. “It’s a little trick I know. Are you watching?”

He nodded, and Satina’s dark eyes turned the color of amber. Her pupils stretched into thin, vertical lines. Her black hair vanished, the cape, arms, and legs fusing with her body, which became black and scaly.

Sam let out a yelp and jumped back, watching the transformation in horror. It only took a couple of seconds. Then Satina was gone, replaced by a three-foot long black snake, lying on the stone floor, in a chain that now was much too big.

“Freaking hell!” Sam hollered as the snake slid out of the iron ring. “Freaking hell!”

“Satina is a tempter,” Philip explained. “They can transform.”

“The sssnake is the firssst thing we learn at ssscchool,” the reptile hissed in Satina’s voice. A forked tongue slipped in and out of her mouth. “Hadesss might not be a fool, but he isss a little ssstupid.”

She wriggled her way across the floor and slithered under the door. Philip kneeled and peered through the crack. The snake was already gone and Satina was back to her normal self again. He could see her shoes.

“I’ll be right back,” she said through the iron door.

“What are you going to do, Satina? What’s your plan?”

“To get help,” she answered. “See you soon. I hope.”

Then she disappeared.

“Be careful, Satina,” Philip whispered, and in his head he heard the voice of the hideous creature they met on the banks of the river of forgetfulness.

You travel together, but soon your paths will divide… Separated… Alone…

Was this what it had meant? Was the prophecy coming true? What would happen now?

So much horror. So much pain.

“Philip?” said Sam quietly. There was something about his voice that creeped Philip out. When someone said your name like that, it was bad news.

“What is it?”

“Look. The cups.” Sam pointed a trembling finger at the three cups that should have been upside down after Satina knocked them over. They weren’t any longer. They stood upright, as though they’d been turned over by an invisible hand. They were also full of water. Clear, tempting water. “I… I think she’s right. I don’t think we should drink it.”

Philip shook his head. He swallowed hard. His throat and mouth were dry. Drier than before. Drier than ever.

“I hope she hurries.”

So do I, thought Philip, keeping an eye on the cups, which seemed to be keeping an eye on him as well. So do I.


CHAPTER 38

Dead Thirsty

“Where is she?” Sam asked. Only God—or maybe Hades—knew how many times he’d asked that question. He smacked his lips; even his mouth sounded dry. He leaned against the door, watching the three cups.

Philip didn’t say anything. He didn’t know how long Satina had been gone, but it felt like a long time. It felt like a really long time. He tried not to look at the water, but his eyes kept straying back to it, drawing them in like a magnet. His throat no longer felt dry. It felt like sandpaper. He’d never been so thirsty. If Satina didn’t come soon—

He and Sam had emptied the cups again and again, placing them upside down, trying to make the tempting water go away. But it kept returning. In the blink of an eye, a glance to the side, a slight distraction, and once again, the cups would stand there, filled to the brim, and the horror and thirst grew…

“I don’t think she’s coming back,” said Sam in a hoarse voice. “I think she ditched us.”

“No, she didn’t,” said Philip. “She wouldn’t do that.”

“She wouldn’t? Wake up, Philip. She’s a devil.”

“She’s my friend.”

“Maybe, but I think—”

“She’s my friend,” he cut in, and the tone of his voice made Sam stop. “She’s coming back.”

Sam shook his head in disagreement but didn’t say anything. Yet his words kept repeating in Philip’s head. He tried not to listen, but it was hard.

She’s not coming back… Ditched us… She’s a devil… She took off… Saved her own skin… Not coming back…

He knew it was the place that was making him think that way. It spawned dark thoughts, got them to multiply, filled the mind with shadows and despondency. Until you gave up. Or gave in. To your thirst.

Time passed. Or did it? It didn’t feel like it.

Where was Satina?

* * *

Where are you, Satina? When are you coming?

* * *

And the thirst grew…

* * *

She’s not coming back… She’s abandoned us…

* * *

Dry lips… Dry tongue… Dry mouth… Dry throat… Dry… Dry… Thirsty…So thirsty…

* * *

Sam was the first to give in. They hadn’t spoken since Sam said those things about Satina, and Philip had no idea how much time had passed since then. Other than it felt like an eternity.

Sam broke the silence by getting up.

“What are you doing?” asked Philip, jumping to his feet.

“Having a drink,” he said drearily. His eyes were locked on the cups. He looked sick.

For a second, Philip didn’t want to interfere. For a second, he was about to step back and let Sam go ahead and drink. Just to see what would happen. If nothing happened, then he could drink, too, and quench the thirst that was devouring him from the inside. But something would happen. He knew it. It wasn’t ordinary water, and if Sam drank from it, he would be gone forever.

“Don’t do it, Sam. You don’t know what it will do to you.”

“I know what it’s doing to me right now,” he said. His breathing was labored, greedy. “I’m dying of thirst. That’s what it’s doing. Making me die of thirst.”

“You have to stay strong. Sam, listen to me.” Philip stepped in front of him. “If you drink the water, you’ll never get out of here.”

It didn’t look like he heard what Philip was saying. Or like he even knew Philip was there.

“I have to have something to drink,” he said and pushed Philip to the side. He stepped over to the cups. His eyes flickered back and forth. He was clearly afraid. Terrified. But his thirst was greater than his fear. Sam bent down and picked up a cup.

“Don’t do it, Sam,” Philip whispered.

He licked his lips, smiled without smiling. Raised the cup to his lips.

“Steps! Sam, I can hear footsteps! She’s coming!” Philip shouted, and at the very last second, the cup came down again.

Sam listened. “I can’t hear anything,” he said.

“She’s on her way! Can’t you hear? She’s coming!” He kept on loudly yelling to cover up his lie. To cover up for the sounds that weren’t there. Because there weren’t any footsteps. Satina wasn’t on her way. He just said it to buy some more time. But it was hopeless, and he knew it, Sam was going to catch on before long, and then—

Then he actually heard footsteps. Someone running, someone approaching. How could he be so lucky?

Lucky? Did I just say lucky? We’re trapped in a cave in Hades’ version of Hell. Is that lucky?

“She’s coming!” Sam said. He threw the cup and sprang for the door but immediately looked skeptical. “It… it sounds like she’s not alone.”

He was right. Philip could hear it, too. There were two of them out there, and he hoped at least one of them was Satina.

“Philip!” She called from the other side of the door. “Are you in there?”

“What’s going on, Satina? Who—”

“Get away from the door!” she yelled. “Do you hear me? Get away from the door now!”

Philip and Sam shot each other a worried look and moved to the side. Satina was talking to someone, but it was too muffled for Philip to hear. A second passed.

Then there was a tremendous crash as something hammered against the metal door so hard it created a dent on the inside. Little chunks of rock fell from the ceiling.

Then another crash. And another and another, and finally the door flew off its hinges, thwacked against the opposite rock wall, and clattered to the ground. Standing in the doorway, in the middle of a whirlwind of dust, was—

“Hercules?” Philip caught his breath when he saw the sinewy demigod. The man who’d been chained by the shore of the lake had changed somehow. He wasn’t bigger or stronger, but his back looked straighter, he held his head high, and his eyes shone with a vigor Philip had never seen before. But the biggest change was the smile on the man’s lips. It stretched from ear to ear, like he’d never been better.

“Hercules?” Sam repeated and stared at the old man, who let out a deep, contented sigh.

Satina poked her head in the doorway. “Didn’t I tell you I would get help?”

Before Philip had a chance to ask about—well, anything, really—Hercules stepped over to him and grabbed both sides of the iron ring around his neck. The muscles on the old bones tightened like rope, the veins swelled, and the iron tore in two. Sam was next, and seconds later he was free, too.

“Come on!” said Hercules, his voice so mighty it echoed throughout the caves and tunnels. His smile widened, and the fire in his eyes flared even brighter. He looked like someone who was about to explode with pure energy. “Come see the greatest battle of all time!”

They left the cave in a hurry. Hercules in front, Philip, Satina, and Sam close behind. They practically had to run, to keep up with the resurrected demigod, who once in a while would smash a fist into the rock walls, making the whole place tremble, leaving only dust and rubble behind.

“What did you do to him?” Philip asked.

“I lured him,” Satina answered, fluttering her long, beautiful eyelashes. “To fight against the only one he never beat—Hades. One last unsurpassable act of heroism. I lured him with the promise of Mount Olympus, with a place among gods and glory. It was easy.”

“But that can’t have been enough. His strength… He was an old, worn-down man. But now—”

Satina shook her head. “He’s Hercules. The place had just gotten to him. The only thing I had to do was tell him to get back on his feet. I wasn’t sure it would work, but I did it. Of course, it’s a good thing I only let him have a little sip.”

“A sip of what?”

“Of water from the River Phlegethon. Persephone led us right past it when she brought us to the throne room. It was the cups in the cave that made me think of it. The fire water reignited Hercules’ rage, and all that unused strength returned. You should have seen it, Philip. It was like lighting a rocket! He tore off his chains, like they were made of paper, and wanted to find Hades right away. But first he had to pay his debts, of course—and set you free.”

“Do you think he can beat Hades?”

“I don’t know. But he’ll certainly die trying, and in the meantime, we’re getting out of here.”

“There’s no guarantee we’ll ever find Hade—” he said, bumping into Hercules, who had come to an abrupt stop.

The hero breathed like an angry bull, and his hands were clenched like fists of steel.

In front of them stood Hades. The god’s face was hidden in the dark shadows of his hood, but there was no mistaking his complete and utter shock from meeting the four escapees.

“What in the—” he started. He grabbed his helmet and was about to put it on, but he never got that far.

With a roar that could drown out even the mightiest thunderstorm, Hercules rammed his head into the ruler of the kingdom of death. Hades gasped as the demigod slammed into him. It was a collision that would have pulverized every bone in the body of an ordinary man. The helmet was knocked out of Hades’ hand and fell to the ground. The shadow king reached out to grab it, but Hercules was one step ahead of him, stomping on the helmet and breaking it in two.

The gray god screamed. Screamed, like it was his very soul Hercules had crushed to pieces. The awful sound shot through the underworld, and every condemned soul felt the god’s immeasurable pain and screamed along with him. It was ear-splitting. Yet even the entire hysterical chorus of pain was nothing compared to Hercules’ booming laughter.

The demigod’s arms wrapped around Hades’ neck, and the stranglehold diminished the shadow king’s screams to a croaking rattle. The hood slid off, and Philip stood petrified by the sight of his hideous face. Pale, wrinkled, bald, and toothless. Disfigured beyond recognition by age and loneliness.

Satina grabbed his hand and pulled him away. “Come on, Philip! Before he gets loose!”

They ran, passing the two fighters who raged against each other with so much fury that the air felt electric. The shadow king caught sight of them, his milky-white eyes wide with rage, and he wrung himself free of Hercules’ grip, bellowing, “Stop! STOP! PERSE…” But the rest was never heard as his opponent slapped a hand over his toothless gums and trapped the yell inside.

“No help for you, old man!” he said and flung Hades into the rock wall with all his force. “It’s just you and me.”

Hades was back on his feet a second later, but he ignored the three escapees. All his attention, all his anger and white-hot indignation, was directed at his enemy, and the wheezing, gray shadow king dove into Hercules, who toppled over and—

Philip didn’t see how it ended. He just focused on running. Running as fast as he could, with his heart in his throat, his blood pumping in his ears, and sweat streaming down his neck. They ran through the caverns and halls of death, where the souls lay twisting in their chains, suffering the torments of the gray king. Faster, faster, faster! The battle continued in the background, with distant roars, crashes, and the quaking earth.

Philip kept waiting for their escape to be interrupted. By Persephone or by the harpies or by other hideous creatures that would attack from out of nowhere and force them to spend an eternity in this twilight world. Or they would get lost. Take a wrong turn in the torturous maze of caves and tunnels that meandered in and out of each other, and never find a way out.

But none of that happened. They weren’t attacked, and they didn’t get lost. Satina led the way, and eventually—despite having to wait for Sam, who kept gasping for air like he was drowning—they reached the crossroads and the gate that led out of Hades.

Behind them the sounds of the fight had ceased. Tartarus was dead silent once again. Was it over? Was there a winner? If so—who?

Perhaps they would never know, and for now, it didn’t matter. What mattered was getting out of there. Exhausted and with what felt like their very last breath, they pushed open the giant wooden gate. Sam took the first step toward freedom—and came face to face with Cerberus’s six squinting eyes.

The three-headed dog bared its three sets of teeth with a deep growl, and Sam’s face turned paler than pale.

“Easy, boy,” Philip said. “It’s me again.”

Cerberus recognized Philip and started wagging its tail. It sped off and came back with the big bone, ready to play.

“Another time,” Philip said and slammed shut the door to Hades. “We gotta hurry.”

They followed the path back to the boat, where they could hear the sound of someone quietly snoring. Satina called for the ferryman, and he awoke with a grunt. He pulled his hat off his face and sat up. He stared at them, dumbstruck.

“Well, I never! Is that you? You made it back. I must say.”

He looked at Sam, who still looked terrified, after the meeting with Cerberus.

“And you brought someone back with you. So the old king agreed to that, did he?”

“Yeah, and he wished us all the best,” Philip said, trying to sound like they weren’t in a terrible hurry to get into the boat and leave. Then he felt the blood drain from his face as he remembered the— “Money! We don’t have any money.”

“No worries, my boy,” Charon said, flinging his cap back on his head. He held out a hand to Philip and helped him climb on board. “I only ask for money on the trip over. Anyone who gets out of there alive deserves a free ride!”


CHAPTER 39

From Hades to Hell

“We made it,” Satina whispered when they were halfway across the river and once again surrounded by complete darkness. Behind them stood the ferryman, sailing them farther and farther away from Hades, while he told Sam all about the old, forgotten gods, whose names could hardly be pronounced. Sam didn’t exactly look like he was paying attention.

“I won’t feel safe until I’m all the way on the other side, up the stairs, and through the gates of Hell,” said Philip, glancing over his shoulder. Still, he let out a sigh of relief. “How did you know? I mean, which way to run? I was afraid we were going to get lost.”

She had marked the path, she replied. Before she freed Hercules. That’s why she was gone for so long. It would have been pointless, if they couldn’t find their way out of there.

“You’re fantastic, Satina. You—”

“You could have moved a little faster,” Sam grumbled as he glanced at the ferryman, who hadn’t noticed that the limited attention span of his listener had reached its limit. “We thought you’d ditched us.”

“You thought I—” she started and glanced at Philip.

He shook his head, and Satina rolled her eyes. “Hey, Sam,” she said. “Look into the water.”

A moment later the silence was punctured by a horrific scream, followed by Satina’s chuckle.

“Bad idea, kid,” said the ferryman.

The other shore gradually emerged out of the darkness, and Charon moored the boat. They thanked him several times for the trip, and the old ferryman insisted that the pleasure was all his. None of them disagreed.

They hurried toward the stairs, but before they got too far, Satina turned around and yelled, “You might need to sail back. Someone else might be waiting for a ride.”

“Really? One more?” The ferryman hurried and gathered up his chess game, put it in the boat, and sailed into the darkness, muttering to himself, “What a night, what a night.”

They tried to run up the stairs, but none of them had the energy. After an eternity of steep steps they arrived at the place where it forked, and they took the stairwell to Hell.

They reached the foot of the stairs, and the gates of Hell appeared like a slumbering monster in the endless night.

“This, Sam, is the outer court of Hell,” Philip said, remembering how he had once gotten the same presentation. “That—” he nodded toward the black gate, and dramatically lowered his voice to a whisper “—is Hell.”

“Do you think… I mean…” Sam bit his lip. A drop of sweat slid down his forehead, and he started dragging his steps. “Philip, are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Take it easy, Sam. You’re not getting chained.”

“At least not this time.” Satina sent him a devilish smile. “But I hear they’re saving them for you for later.”

Normally people didn’t get away with talking to Sam like that, but this wasn’t a normal place, and Satina wasn’t a normal girl, and Philip thought that Sam was smart to keep his mouth shut.

As they approached the gatekeeper’s house, they heard a shrill voice call out, “Mr. Grumblebeard! Mr. Grumblebeard! Someone’s coming! Hurry! Mr. Grumblebeard!”

A moment later the door flew open, and Grumblebeard rushed out, whip in hand and smoke billowing from his nostrils.

Sam gasped at the sight of the formidable demon with the colossal horns, and he jumped behind Philip for safety.

“This better not be another one of your games, Pilate,” the gatekeeper growled and stared out into the night. Then he caught sight of the approaching figures, and he raised the whip, ready to attack. “Who’s there? Let yourselves be known!”

Over by the gate the guards began stirring.

“It’s just us, Grumblebeard!” Philip said, waving. “Philip and Satina and—a guest.”

“Oh, it’s you? What in the underworld are you doing out there?” The gatekeeper’s beastly expression molded into a delighted smile. He lowered his whip and started rolling it up, then shouted at the guards, “Everything’s under control, get back to sleep—that’s all you louts do anyway!” The two guards kept muttering something about not having slept for ages. A muttering that quickly turned into heavy snoring.

“Who did you bring? A guest? Who comes to Hell voluntarily, other than you, Philip Engel?” The gatekeeper asked.

“Not entirely voluntarily,” said Philip when they got to the house. “This is Sam.”

“The boy you were searching for? So you found him?” Grumblebeard studied Sam, who looked like a little scared mouse under the gatekeeper’s glowering gaze. “Where were you, then?”

Sam opened his mouth to answer, but not a sound passed between his lips.

“You look like you have a lot on your mind,” said Grumblebeard, twisting the whip in his hands so that the leather squeaked, “and I understand why. I’ve seen your records, my fine friend, and there’s not much to look forward to. Should we get some chains fitted for you while we’re at it?”

“Don’t be cruel, Grumblebeard,” Philip said. “You know his death was a mistake, and he’s had a tough ride already.”

“Not tough enough, I would say. But tell me, since the boy here doesn’t speak—where did you find him? Whipping Hill? Pillory Park?”

Satina shook her head. “You’ll never guess. He never even went to Hell, he ended up in Hades.”

“Hades? Does that place still exist? I thought they closed that down eons ago. You’ll have to tell me all about it. Would you like to come in? Bring that condemned if you absolutely have to.”

“Thanks, but we really need to see Lucifer,” Philip said. “He’s waiting for us.”

“I see,” the demon nodded and looked at Sam with smiling—almost hungry—eyes. “Even though I’m not much for letting a condemned pass unchained. You better get back to life, kid, so you end up down here the right way. I’ll look forward to seeing you.”

Grumblebeard stuck his arm inside the house and pushed the big lever on the wall.

“Let them pass!” he shouted to the guards as Philip, Satina, and Sam walked toward the slowing opening gate. “They’re all bad.”

They were about to cross the threshold into Hell when the gatekeeper called out for Philip.

He turned around.

“I guess this must be goodbye, then? If the boy’s going back to life, won’t you be going, too?”

Philip had already considered the idea, but had made up his mind a while ago. “No,” he called back. “Not yet.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’d never leave without saying goodbye first.” That didn’t really answer Grumblebeard’s question, but it was good enough for the gatekeeper.

“I couldn’t imagine you would, my friend. See you around!”

The gate began to close, and Philip and Satina dragged the reluctant Sam through the opening and into Hell.


CHAPTER 40

The Real Apprentice

“What did you mean by that?” asked Satina as they traversed the devil city on their way to Satan’s castle. “You’re not going back yet?”

Philip glanced back at Sam, walking behind them. Sam kept looking around at the strange, dark surroundings with an open mouth and eyes so big it was a miracle they didn’t pop out of his head. At every crack of a whip, he twitched and jumped like he was performing a kind of mysterious dance.

“Lucifer’s planning on sending Sam back right away,” he answered and looked her straight in the eye. To let her see he was serious. “But I’m not leaving before I’ve met my father. Not this time, Satina. I can’t.”

“But what if Lucifer doesn’t let you? What if he insists you leave now? Your own death needs to be sorted out as well.”

“I’m not leaving before I’ve met my father,” he insisted.

They walked through the park and had just passed a group of condemned—freeloaders and parasites, Satina explained—when they heard a familiar voice call out, “Philip! You’re back?”

They looked up and saw Flux with a gang of devil children inside the park. He asked them to wait and ran waving toward Philip and Satina.

“And who have we here?” asked Flux, nodding at Sam, who anxiously stared at the condemned as they frantically thrashed about in their chains. They weren’t screaming. Not because they didn’t feel pain, but because they didn’t want to swallow any mosquitos. The swarming insects surrounded their faces like a buzzing gray fog and bit and drank, and bit and drank. A layer of leeches and ticks covered their limbs like living clothing, gorging on their blood.

“My name’s Sam,” he said, looking down to avoid the sight of the condemned. “I’m… I’m Philip’s friend.”

“Another human without chains,” said Flux, suspiciously. Then he nodded. “But they’re alright once in a while. A friend of Philip is a friend of mine.”

“What are you up to?” Philip asked and nodded toward the devil kids, who looked like they were searching for something.

“They’re my students. They’re trying to find good branches for slingshots. I’m teaching them what to look for; the length of the shaft, the slope, the angle of the branch, that kind of thing. We’re going to test them out later, so I suggest you don’t stick around. What are you doing here—again?”

“Just visiting,” Philip answered. He didn’t want to go into details and quickly led the conversation to another topic. “You’re still working at the school?”

“Oh, yeah. Even though the numbers have dwindled after everything with… with Lucifer and Mortimer. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

Philip nodded. The end of immortal life for devils. There were apparently many ways of saying it without really saying it.

“But that doesn’t mean it’s been less busy around here. A bunch of teachers have disappeared, too, so I’ve been doing a lot of overtime. It’s taken a toll on my hands. Wedgies have been on the lesson plan, and I’ve ended up with both blisters and wrist pains.”

“That’s because you don’t have the right grip,” said Sam.

Flux looked at him in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“I used to get blisters, too, when I was busy,” he cautiously replied. “But then I discovered another grip. Here, I’ll show you.”

Amazed, Satina looked at Philip, who shrugged as Sam began teaching Flux the best way to hold victims when dealing out wedgies. As their conversation continued, the mutual respect was clear, especially when Sam presented three guaranteed ways to get children to pee in their pants, as well as a method for searing the eyebrows off a wriggler without burning your fingers in the process. A wriggler was Sam’s name for students who tried to resist—in vain, of course.

“Well, I better get back to the kids,” said Flux, once Sam had finished explaining the basic principles for Condemned of the Week. Flux, who was running short of ideas, had been hypnotized by all the wonderful possibilities. “Good to see you again, Philip. Nice to meet you, Sam. Are you staying for the Festival of Tricks?”

Sam sent Philip a questioning look, and Philip shook his head. “No, unfortunately. Sam needs to get back. We’re on our way to Lucifer now.”

“Too bad. We could have swapped some ideas. But maybe we’ll bump into each other again sometime!”

“Totally,” said Sam happily. Then he realized what that would mean, and his smile withered.

Flux went back to his students. Philip couldn’t hear what he told them, but a minute later an entire class of devil kids stood gaping in his direction, shouting, “Is it him? Is that Philip Engel? How do you know him? Is he the chubby one? No, he’s the one next to him. Can’t you recognize him from the statue? Move, I can’t see!”

“Freaking hell, Philip,” Sam muttered. “You’re famous.”

Philip didn’t say a word, just hurried along, before the little devils came running to get his autograph.

* * *

A portly elderly demon stood guard at the castle gate. Before Philip had a chance to open his mouth to explain, the demon opened the gate and said, “The lord awaits you in his study.”

“Thanks,” Philip said and stepped into the throne room, into the constant whispering screams from the living paintings.

“How did he know we were back?” Satina asked as they passed the big, empty throne that made Sam swallow a lump. Or rather—try to swallow. The lump seemed too big. “We only just got here.”

Philip shrugged. “Maybe Grumblebeard called him.”

As it turned out, Lucifer had received a call, but it hadn’t been from the gatekeeper.

“I just spoke to Hades,” Lucifer said as Philip opened the door to the study. The Devil sat behind his desk, rubbing his right ear like it still ached from his conversation with his colleague. Over by the hearth sat Lucifax. The cat’s fur had grown out again, but there were still a few kinks in its tail. Maybe Lucifer had been a little too hard on it this time. “He was—to put it mildly—in an extremely furious, overwhelmingly ill-tempered, bad mood. He yelled and screamed to the point of being incomprehensible and insisted I send you back immediately.”

“He’s crazy!” said Philip. “We could have been stuck there forever!” He fretfully explained what had happened in Hades.

“So you were the one who persuaded Hercules to fight the old man?” Lucifer asked, genuinely impressed with Satina. “Clever move. That explains why he demanded I send all four of you back. The demigod must have escaped as well. I wonder if Mount Olympus will let him in. Well, I guess that’s not our problem.”

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

Lucifer drew his brows together as he looked at Philip. “Do? About what?”

“About Hades! He can’t just get away with that!”

“Well, I can’t say I wasn’t afraid something like that might happen.” The Devil shrugged and seemed to be pretty unaffected by the whole affair. “You can hardly blame him, that lonely old fellow—wanting to hold onto the few condemned that enter his kingdom. In some sense, it’s our job.”

“Can’t blame him?!” Satina fumed. “We’re not condemned, but he tried to keep us there anyway!”

“Easy now. Getting locked up isn’t the worst thing that can happen down there, as you know, but I can’t blame you for getting all stirred up. Jehovah should have known better, but once again that just proves he’s all talk. I had the feeling his letter wasn’t going to make a difference, but you know the old guy. He keeps wanting to see the good in others. Besides, it looks like everything turned out well in the end.” Lucifer’s eyes sparkled as he looked at Sam, greeting him with outstretched hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“Y-you t-too,” Sam stammered and reached out to shake hands with the Devil. He looked like he was about to faint.

Lucifer burst out laughing. “And the first thing he does is tell me a blatant lie, right to my face! I love it. Finally, an indecent person with his heart in the wrong place. You could learn a thing or two, Philip.” He turned to Sam. “I know a lot about you, my friend. Everything, to be precise. I’m not sure if Philip has properly informed you, but you were actually my first choice for an heir to the throne. Only you kind of messed that up by getting the little Boy Scout killed instead of yourself.”

“I-it was an accident,” Sam said meekly. “I didn’t see the car.”

“Spare me your excuses.” Lucifer’s expression became hard. “I get enough of those down here.”

“Sorry,” Sam whispered, and Lucifer rolled his eyes. Then he put an arm around Sam’s shoulders and drew him over to the bookshelves, where he told him about the Soul Books and their mysterious contents, and how they’d discovered someone had been tampering with Sam’s records.

“That’s why you can’t remember your death. You weren’t yourself,” Lucifer explained. Without giving Sam a second to digest the information, he led him over to the Globe of Evil. Lucifer told him what the globe could do and summoned forth the incident with Sam’s book. Once again, they witnessed Blackhorn desecrate his soul.

“Have you figured out who did it?” Philip asked. It was still weird to be watching Satina’s father and at the same time know it wasn’t Satina’s father.

Lucifer shook his head. “We’ve tried to analyze the shadow, but it’s too fuzzy.”

“What do you mean? Isn’t that the perpetrator?” Sam said.

“Sometimes even the Globe of Evil lies,” Lucifer answered and explained that the demon shown in the glass ball was a gragorn—or executioner, if you will—but the actual criminal was a tempter. “They’re able to transform, you see. You can tell by looking at the shadow and—”

Lucifer kept explaining, while Sam struggled to keep up with all the strange new words. Philip understood what he was going through. Soul Books, Globes of Evil, gragorns, tempters. It was all a bit too much, a bit too overwhelming, and a bit too far out.

“Lucifer?” Philip interrupted when the Devil began telling about vargars, and he figured he better rescue Sam before his brain broke down.

“Yes?”

“Don’t you need to get a hold of Vita? So Sam can get back?”

“Oh, yes, I forgot to tell you,” he said, clasping his hands together. “As it turns out, there’s no hurry. After I spoke to Hades—or rather, listened to his rant—I called Vita. I told her about the situation, but she said she was too busy and couldn’t be here for another week or so. It’s always spring somewhere.”

“But weren’t we supposed to hurry? You said Sam needed to return as soon as possible?”

“True, but as soon as possible is in about a week.” Lucifer nodded. “I understand your confusion, Philip, and I’m not sure I completely understand it myself, but basically it’s about time. It’s different from underworld to underworld, you see, and as long as we didn’t know where Sam was or hadn’t retrieved him from the kingdom of death, it was impossible to keep track. We might have run out of time, so to speak, and that would have torn everything apart.”

“How?”

“Time on Earth, in Hell, and in Hades isn’t the same. If Sam had spent more time in Hades, it might have meant that time on Earth had gone faster for him than for you. Meaning that once you both got back, Sam would return to a version of reality where he was already buried, whereas you would return to the moment you died. Two different realities, but the same world. It simply would have put too much strain on the structure and led to the destruction not only of the world as you know it, but also of Heaven and Hell. Everything would fall apart.”

A bit like Philip’s brain. He didn’t have a clue what Lucifer was talking about. But that didn’t matter. What mattered was that—

“So we’re staying another week?”

Lucifer nodded. “We could of course experiment with the summoning pills and try to send you back now, but I don’t dare. Imagine if everything gets bungled up again. No, I prefer to leave things to Vita, and she insisted that time is under control, now that Sam is here. It won’t cause any problems and you’ll both return a few seconds after you left. Even if you have to wait another week.” The Devil opened his arms wide. “Which is perfect, seeing how the Festival of Tricks begins the night after this!”

“The night after this?” Satina repeated and sent him a confused look. “I thought the festival was in a couple of weeks?”

“It was,” Lucifer smiled. “But I decided to change the dates. I would like our guests to join us for the closing ceremony. You wouldn’t mind that, would you?”

“No, not at all,” Philip said, relieved. It was more than he could have hoped for. On his way to the castle, he’d been preparing to defy Lucifer and refuse to go back to life with Sam. As it turned out, it wouldn’t be necessary. Another week. That was more than enough time. If his father hadn’t already returned from his trip, then he would soon, and Philip could finally—

His thoughts were interrupted as the door to the study burst open. In the doorway, heaving and with a wild expression on his pale, wrinkled face, stood Death.


CHAPTER 41

The Key to Asgard

The ancient man was clearly in shock. His eyes, which ordinarily were as lifeless as granite, were bloodshot and shining with an anxiety bordering on madness. His gaze scanned the room, pausing momentarily on Philip. Then he glanced at Lucifer, who seemed a little alarmed by Death’s sudden arrival.

“Mortimer,” the Devil said. “To what do we owe this hon—”

“I’ve been robbed.” His voice sounded as anxious as he looked. “My home—”

“Robbed? Again?” Lucifer and Philip’s eyes instantly scanned Mortimer’s neck, but Death’s die was still hanging there, safely guarded by the old man’s hand.

“Come in.” Lucifer approached Mortimer and led him by the arm to the electric chair. Death followed on shaky legs and dropped into the seat. The Devil poured from a carafe standing on a table near the fireplace and handed the glass to Mortimer.

“I know you’re not a drinker, but you look like you could use one.”

Without a word, Mortimer took the glass and washed it down.

“Tell us what happened.”

Mortimer looked at Sam, and Philip saw the older boy tremble under the piercing gaze. Death, who had regained his composure, shook his head. “Philip and Satina can stay. He has to go.”

“Out,” Lucifer curtly told the boy. It didn’t seem to bother Sam in the least. He got out of there in two seconds flat.

“They weren’t as discreet as last time,” Mortimer said. He slowly opened his hand, and the gray die came into view, mysteriously sparkling. He looked at Lucifer, and in his squinting gaze an anger ignited, so intense that the Devil recoiled. “My home,” he said, and his voice was hoarse. “Vandalized! Desecrated!”

“When?” Lucifer asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve been away for a while and just came back tonight. The doors had been smashed, and everything… The shelves were knocked over, the windows broken, and the books ripped apart. Everything’s been torn to pieces.”

“Was anything stolen?”

Mortimer nodded. “It took a while before I figured it out. The keys to all the kingdoms of death were all over the place. But one of them was missing.”

“Which one?”

“The key to Asgard.”

“Asgard?” Lucifer repeated, taken aback. Nervously, he continued, “What about the key to this place?”

“I had that one on me,” the old man answered, fishing two keys out of his breast pocket. They were the same shape and size, but where one was the color of coal, the other seemed to have been soldered out of newly polished gold. “I also had the key to the Garden of Eden. Jehovah recommended it. He didn’t say why, just warned me against leaving them at home. He must have known something would happen, but not exactly what.” Mortimer clenched his teeth and grumbled, “Why doesn’t he just call himself the small-knowing god.”

“Is anything else missing?”

“I don’t think so. The thief was in the basement, too. The door was open, and for a second I was afraid that he’d wreaked havoc down there, like he did in my home. That all the hourglasses—” The old man shuddered. “But he didn’t touch a thing. Whoever’s behind this knows the basement is dangerous.”

“The key to Asgard,” Lucifer said, twisting his goatee. “Did you call—”

“No, my phone’s broken. I came here straight away. I—”

The Devil cut him short by holding up his hand. He walked over to the desk, picked up the phone, and dialed four times in rapid succession. After a while someone picked up. “Hello? Heimdal? This is Lucifer. Lucifer! Lucifer who? From Hell, for Hell’s sake! I need to speak to Odin. It’s about Mortimer… Yes, okay, I’ll hold!” he grunted and shook his head in irritation. Then he handed the phone to Death. “You want to speak to old one-eye yourself?”

Mortimer waved it away and sank even farther into the chair. “I can’t.”

Shortly after there was a distant voice on the other end of the line.

“Odin? This is Lucifer. I’m here with Mortimer, who says that—” The Devil gave the Nordic supreme god a quick overview and asked if they recently had any uninvited guests at Asgard. “Nothing out of the ordinary? No problems of any kind? Nothing missing? No? That’s good. But if I were you, I’d hurry and change the locks… We don’t know, but we’ll find out soon enough… No… Good. Let us know if you find anything. Bye.” He hung up. “Everything seems to be normal.”

“Thank God.” Mortimer sighed.

“Hey now,” Lucifer grumbled. “Remember where you are.”

“Sorry. But why would someone steal the key to Asgard? What would they want there? And who was it? Who would want to destroy my home like that?”

“Aziel,” said Philip, and everyone turned to him. At the sound of the name, Lucifax jumped into his master’s lap. “Aziel’s the one who broke into your house.”

“There’s no way you can know that, Philip,” Satina started.

“Yes, I can,” he said and told them the thing he’d forgotten. Forgotten right until Mortimer said the thief had been in his basement. Down among the hourglasses. That was when he remembered the overwhelming combination of pain and fear that had momentarily stunned him when he had been alone in the Arts Room at school. That terrifying, unbearable feeling of being torn apart from the inside, which had brought him to his knees. He’d never experienced anything like it. Except that wasn’t true, was it? He’d experienced the same thing in Death’s basement, face to face with Aziel. Aziel, who had grabbed Philip’s hourglass, grabbed his very life, and at that moment Philip had been seized by exactly the same kind of utter terror.

That was what he’d felt in the Arts Room. Just worse. Much worse.

It was Aziel who had broken into Death’s house and ransacked the place. Aziel who had been down in the basement and found Philip’s hourglass and squeezed it so hard Philip thought he would die and go crazy at the same time. Aziel who, twice now, had tarnished his soul.

But why had he been satisfied with merely squeezing the glass? Why hadn’t he smashed it? Robbed Philip of his time and sent him straight back to the underworld, and the revenge Aziel was longing for? Because it wasn’t necessary. Aziel had already set Philip’s death in motion, using Sam as his murder weapon. Perhaps Aziel had even witnessed Philip’s third death in the lower bulb of the hourglass. Known that he was already on the way.

“Aziel…” Lucifer muttered and clenched his fists so hard, his knuckles turned white. He looked angry. Evil. But also afraid. Mostly the latter.

“I thought it might have something to do with all the commotion down here. That’s why I came as fast as I could,” Mortimer said. He turned to Philip. He wasn’t smiling, but almost. “And besides, I heard the kid was back.”

“But why?” Satina asked, looking at Philip like everything was his fault. “Why would Aziel want the key to Asgard? What is he going to do?”

Nobody answered. Nobody could answer. And maybe none of them really wanted to hear the answer.

* * *

“Did you see how scared he looked?” Philip asked, sitting on the bed next to Satina.

They were in Philip’s chamber. It was late, and they were getting tired. Especially of Sam, who didn’t let them have a moment’s peace. A third bed had been installed in the room for him, and he incessantly chattered about how crazy it all was, I can’t believe it! Hell, I’m in Hell, at Satan’s castle, this is so insane!

They had a brief moment to themselves while Sam was in the bathroom.

“Who?” Satina asked.

“Lucifer. When we told them about what we found at the gate to Paradise. He tried to hide it.” They had gone through every detail. About the tuft of hair Saint Peter had found and the cut-off eyelid. About their theory that Aziel was the one behind it all. That he wanted to steal the apples from the Tree of Life. Steal immortality.

That explains why Jehovah insisted that I never leave the key to the Garden of Eden at home. Luckily, the lout didn’t get in, Mortimer had muttered.

Lucifer hadn’t said a word the whole time, just sat there absorbed in his gloomy thoughts, until he asked Philip and Satina to leave the study, so that he could talk to Mortimer alone.

Satina nodded. “He’s more afraid of Aziel than he is of Mortimer, and with good reason.”

Yes, with very good reason. Somewhere in Outer Reach, Aziel lurked, like a preying animal, planning and pulling strings all the way inside the walls of Satan’s castle. Who was the traitor who had written in Sam’s Soul Book?

Philip opened his mouth to add something, but Satina was one step ahead of him.

“Is it about Aziel?”

He nodded.

“Then don’t say it. I can’t stand hearing his name one more time.”

Philip smiled. “I can’t stand talking about him, either.”

They sat there for a little while, looking into each other’s eyes. Their hands touching and fingers folding together. Philip was pretty sure they were about to kiss when the door to the bathroom burst open, and Sam stepped into the room with wet hair and a towel over his shoulders.

“No way!” he yelled. “Are you guys a couple or something?”

Philip looked at Satina, slightly blushing, and didn’t know what to say. But Satina just smiled and said, “You could call it that.”

“I have to hand it to you, Philip. You’re full of surprises. Well, then I’m sorry I disturbed you, if you were enjoying yourselves.” He went over and slapped Philip on the back, and Philip felt his cheeks glowing. Sam flung away the towel, threw himself on the bed, and yawned loudly. “I’d love to leave you guys, but I’m dead tired. I feel like I haven’t slept for days—sorry, nights.” He laughed. “Yeah, yeah, I’m learning. But I promise I won’t look! Just don’t start moaning, because then I can’t sleep.”

A whole castle was available. Several hundred rooms. And Sam had to sleep in their room. Dammit.

“Night, night, turtledoves,” Sam said and pulled the blanket up over his head. He must have been really tired, because twenty seconds later he was fast asleep.

“He seems nice,” Satina said. “For a condemned.”

Philip thought about it a little and then nodded. “He’s changed.”

“He reminds me of Flux.”

“Me, too.” Philip yawned. The sound of Sam’s peaceful sleep was contagious, and it made him realize how exhausted he was. Bone-tired, both in body and mind. After everything they’d been through—

“Me, too,” Satina said and smiled. She leaned over and gave him a quick kiss. “I’m going to brush my teeth.”

Philip lay down on the bed, closing his eyes as he waited for Satina to return. But sleep arrived before she did.


CHAPTER 42

A Good Time—Almost…

The news that the Festival of Tricks had been rescheduled spread like hellfire. Devils and demons got busy decorating the city, and when Philip and Sam followed Satina to school the next night, booths had already been set up and the streets were filled with the rattle of skull garlands and inverted crosses. The tricks had only just begun, but Satina noted how the misdeeds didn’t have the same caliber or range of previous years. The festival this year was different – everything was different – and an uneasy feeling haunted Hell these nights.

After having said goodbye to Satina, Philip showed Sam around and visited a couple of the places Sam would probably end up some night. Philip didn’t tell him that, though, he let him figure it out himself. Which he seemed to do, judging by the horrified expression on Sam’s face.

They were on their way out to the Valley of Gallows when they caught sight of Flux. He came running down the street, laughing. Philip waved at him, and he started heading in their direction.

“Don’t move!” Flux said and hid behind them.

A couple of seconds later, an elderly devil came running, furiously swinging his cane over his head. His face was covered in ash, and a thick cloud of smoke was billowing from his hair, as though it was about to burst into flames—or already had.

“I’m gonna get you, you cursed—” Philip heard the devil growling as he shot past them and disappeared down the street.

“Ahh!” Flux sighed contentedly, stepping out from his hiding place. “The Festival of Tricks is back!” He held up his hand. The ring on one of his fingers glinted in the light from the fire. “And so is the champion!”

“What did you do to him?” Philip asked, nervously looking to see if the angry devil would return.

“Tempted his sweet tooth.” Flux opened his bag and took out something that looked like a bakery bag. He held it out. “Wanna a piece of cannon cake?”

He proudly told them about his latest invention, and then asked why Philip and Sam were still in Hell. Shouldn’t they have been sent home by now?

“We were allowed to stay for another week,” Philip answered. “So we could join the festival.”

“Perfect!” Flux looked at Sam with a glint in his eyes. “Then you have time to show me that thing with the eyebrows! I can’t get it to work.”

“My pleasure,” said Sam, adding, “If you give me your recipe for cannon cake.”

Flux happily agreed and the devil boy and Devil Sam left Philip, absorbed in a lively discussion on different ways to get a victim to scream to a high C.

Philip walked back to the school and waited for Satina to be let out.

* * *

Everything was perfect.

They’d found Sam and he was safe now. Fate would be restored, and reality had been saved.

Everything was perfect.

The nights went by quickly, and Philip enjoyed every minute. He spent most of his time with Satina, meeting her as soon as she was out of school. They went to the movies, they visited Grumblebeard, they went exploring at the castle, or just walked here and there, talking about everything between Heaven and Hell. It was wonderful. They held hands. That was wonderful, too. But the best part was the kisses.

Everything was perfect.

They didn’t see Sam much. He was busy every night, working on new tricks with Flux and testing them out around town. No one was safe around those two. Not even Philip, who on the fifth night of the festival sat with Satina by the lake, watching the burning figures move about in the fiery water. At one point she turned to face him and asked if he loved her. Philip’s heart leaped and his throat felt dry. He looked into her eyes and answered, “Yes.”

“Kiss me, Philip,” she said, and as he leaned in, she burped a foul stench right in his face. Then her face transformed, and a minute later, Flux sat there with a smile across his face.

“Kiss, kiss,” he said and ran over to Sam, who was hiding behind a tree, crying with laughter.

When Philip later told Satina about it, he didn’t have the courage to tell her what Flux had asked him—or what he’d answered. Later he would wish he had.

But everything was perfect.

* * *

Except it wasn’t.

Not at all.

Philip had never felt happier than during those nights with Satina.

Yet he wasn’t entirely happy.

Five nights had passed. In two nights the festival would be over. In two nights he would be going home.

And he still hadn’t heard from his father.

He’d asked Lucifer, who’d called Jehovah. But there was no news. Philip’s father still hadn’t showed up. For a moment Philip was afraid there had been an accident, but Lucifer dismissed it. There were no accidents in Paradise, he said. Besides, Jehovah assured him, it wasn’t that unusual. The Garden was endless, and a lot of people went off exploring in their afterlife.

But time passed, and no. Everything wasn’t perfect.

When he slept, Philip wished he could dream about him. Then at least he could be with him. But his sleep was always dark and deep, without any dreams, because wishes didn’t come true in Hell.

But maybe, he pondered that night before the last night, as he lay in his bed and couldn’t sleep, and a strange and frightening thought occurred to him. It made his heart beat a little faster and chased away sleep. Maybe there’s a way.

A way he could see his father again. Even if it was only in a dream.

Or rather—a nightmare.


CHAPTER 43

In the Basement Beneath the Basement

Was it a smart thing to do?

No.

Was it a safe thing to do?

No.

Could he be sure it would work?

No.

Was he going to do it anyway?

Yes.

Because he had to see his father again, and he couldn’t think of any other way.

* * *

He didn’t tell Satina about his plan, because he figured she would try to talk him out of it. She would probably have succeeded as well. Not only because she was a tempter, but because—deep inside—he knew perfectly well that it was a really, really bad idea.

He asked Lucifax where it was in Hell. He tried to make it sound like he was merely curious, and without a second thought, the cat complied. But Lucifax warned him against ever going there, made him promise he’d never even go near the place.

“I swear,” said Philip.

Cross my heart and hope to lie, he thought.

* * *

A milky white haze drifted like a giant phantom across the murky waters of the Bog of Nightmares and shrouded the marsh in a foul-smelling veil of fog. It crept between the dead trees, the rotting shrubs, and the tattered spider webs. Felt like a living thing. Like moist fingers against Philip’s skin and in his hair.

It wasn’t completely silent, but almost. The only sound was the thick bubbling of the bog water and the distant moaning of the condemned, who lay in the dark water contorting in their nightmare-filled sleep. Nightmares upon nightmares upon nightmares. Endless as the night.

A narrow path meandered through the swamp, past the dreaming dead stuck in the quagmire. Some of the condemned awoke as Philip walked by, and they silently stared at him with eyes shimmering with horror. Others looked like they were screaming their lungs out, but the noise drowned in the water.

The house appeared in the midst of the fog like something out of a bad dream. Crooked and ramshackled, with windows like hideous, ink-black eyes, some of them broken. Torn curtains flapped in the ice-cold breeze. It was a haunted house. A bona fide haunted house.

They write in the basement, Lucifax had told him, shuddering at the thought. In the basement beneath the basement, they store their horrible stories.

This was where they came from. It was here, in this house, that the hushers wrote them down. All the nightmares in the world.

His heart felt like a stone knocking in his chest as Philip walked toward the house that oozed with terror. He clenched his hands to stop them from trembling.

The door was ajar. Just a sliver, but wide enough for him to sneak in without having to open it any wider. A lucky break. The hinges were bound to creak.

For a moment he sensed something watching him. Something in front of him, within the narrow strip of dense darkness, staring at him with voracious, greedy eyes. He knew it was only his imagination. He also knew those things he imagined would only get worse.

Much worse.

I must be going crazy, he thought and shook his head. No, not yet. But soon.

He crossed the threshold into the house of dark ghosts.

A hard cold gripped him. It wrapped around him like a blanket of ice, making him gasp and heave for air. His teeth chattered and he clenched his jaw.

It took a while before his eyes grew accustomed to the dark that seemed as massive as it was in Outer Reach. He was in a small, empty room. There was no furniture and nothing on the walls, only the fog from outside, pressing against the window panes. Philip saw a door straight ahead. This one was ajar as well and he could see the first five steps of a staircase leading downstairs.

Like standing on the stairwell to Hell, he thought, looking down into the shadows.

But in contrast to the stairwell to Hell, these steps didn’t lead to eternal heat. With every step, the cold grew more and more intense, cutting the skin like razor blades.

It took him a long time to walk down. Not because there were many steps, but because he had to be wary and step softly, to avoid any creaks.

As he reached the basement, he caught his breath.

The enormous room was full of hushers. Quiet and dark, like living shadows, they sat in rows of desks and wrote. Wrote and wrote and wrote. The only sound was the rustling of quills dipped in blood, writing down nightmares on parchment made from the human skins of the condemned. There were oil lamps on the tables, but the light shied away from the terrifying creatures that merged with the dark. Even the hands that held the quills were only a hazy mass, revealing fleeting glimpses of bloody knuckles and claws like knives. Philip stared at the dark ghosts and sensed how his mind was buckling. It was starting. The weight of it all. The pressure on his sanity.

Be quiet, Philip, very quiet. If they hear you… If they come…

Quiet.

Carefully—so carefully it felt like he wasn’t moving at all—he continued down the stairs. Into the basement beneath the basement.

Only when he’d reached the very bottom did he stop to breathe.

He was in a maze. At least that’s what it looked like: a labyrinth of tall, old shelves—weighed down by thick, dusty portfolios—crisscrossing a gigantic room. Strings stretched between the shelves, to which handwritten sheets were attached with clips. Nightmares hung out to dry. In tiny alcoves along the damp walls, oil lamps burned with a quiet hiss.

Even though it seemed like a maze, Philip quickly figured out the shelving system. Speed was of the essence. He wasn’t in the writing room any longer, surrounded by hushers, so his mind was slightly relieved, but he could sense the proximity of the ghosts. Feel the pressure mounting.

Tiptoeing, he slipped in and out between the shelves, until he found what he was looking for.

ENGD-ENGET said the label on the spine of the portfolio. He pulled it off the shelf. It was big and heavy, containing the nightmares of many people. They were listed on the first page and Philip saw his name there, and his mother’s, too. She had a lot of nightmares, and he realized he could use some of them for his own purposes. But that would be wrong—to peer into another person’s nightmares. He had to make do with his own.

He was looking for a specific one. The one he had last time he was in Hell. He had dreamed about his parents and it had started out as a good dream. Then it had turned into a nightmare. Literally. A mare had intruded on his dream, changing his memory of his father, making him look like someone else. It was all part of Aziel’s outrageous plan.

It made you dream about your father, Aziel had told him. But the mare hadn’t created the bad dream, the hushers had. With blood and black feathers they had come up with the material for that night’s terrible sleep, and if Philip was right, then his father would still look like himself in the original nightmare—as it had been written. It was him that Philip wanted to see. Even if it was going to be awful.

It was a strange feeling, to page through your own bad dreams. About rats, monsters in the basement, his mother’s hourglass, and Sam’s death. There were also some he didn’t recognize, and with a sudden chill he realized they were nightmares he hadn’t had yet. The ones still waiting for him.

For a moment he feared the bad dream wasn’t in the portfolio and that the mare had stolen it and brought it back with him to Aziel.

But then he found it.

FATHER’S DEATH, MOTHER’S DEATH read the bloody headline. And beneath it, the first sentence:

It’s a good dream.

With hands shaking from the cold and from something else, Philip took the paper out of the portfolio.

Don’t do it, Philip, warned a voice in his head. But it came from somewhere far away, and he ignored it.

He had figured on taking the paper with him, leaving the house as quickly as possible. He knew he shouldn’t stay there longer than absolutely necessary. But he couldn’t move. It was as if the paper, the words, the nightmare, pulled him in, and in the basement beneath the basement, in the house of the hushers, Philip began to read—

—and dream.


CHAPTER 44

God’s Will

It’s a good dream.

He’s with his mom and dad. They’re having a picnic. They’re in a small clearing, surrounded by green trees under a cloudless sky. There are sandwiches and juice drinks on the picnic blanket. The warm rays of the sun hit the juice, making it sparkle and twinkle.

Philip observes his dad saying something to his mother, and the happiness he feels at seeing them together makes his heart feel like it’s about to burst. He knows it’s only a dream, he knows it isn’t real, but what does it matter, when it feels real? What does it matter, when he’s here with his mom and dad, and everything is okay? This is where he wants to be.

But he also knows it will come to an end. Dreams don’t last forever.

He decides to try to change the dream. He should be able to, since he knows it’s only a dream. He tries to get up. It’s nearly impossible. Something is holding him back. It’s the dream. It refuses, denies him his own free will, because it’s wrong, it’s not how it was written, and Philip has to muster all his strength to get up. He makes it, and after that, everything is easier. He walks over to his dad and gives him a hug. Victor laughs in surprise.

“I miss you,” Philip says.

“What do you mean, Philip?” his dad asks and smiles as he looks into his son’s eyes. “I’m right here.”

Yes, he’s right here and finally everything is perfect.

It’s a good dream.

It’s a good dream.

Then a cloud drifts in front of the sun. The twilight spreads, shadows unfold. But strangely the temperature rises, and the air feels warmer.

Warmer.

His dad gets up and he still looks like his old self. This time no one’s intruding on Philip’s dream.

“What are you doing?” asks Philip, jumping to his feet. “Where are you going?”

“To the bakery,” says his dad, and only now does Philip realize they’re no longer in the forest. They’re on a street. It’s early in the morning, and although the sun still hasn’t completely risen, it’s unbearably hot. There are no cars or people anywhere. It’s just Philip and his dad. His mom is gone, too, and Philip knows the good dream just became a bad one.

“I’ll be back in a minute, Philip,” his dad says and starts down the street.

“No,” Philip whispers, and desperation suddenly overtakes him. It feels like an open wound inside him. In a tearful voice he shouts, “No, you won’t! Come back! You’re going to get run over! Do you hear me? You’re going to die, don’t you understand? You’re going to die!”

Philip yells and yells, but finds that he really isn’t yelling at all. He has no voice, not a word comes out of his mouth, they’re only thoughts in his head, and when his father is finally out of sight he stops, exhausted and out of breath.

“Don’t die, Dad,” he cries, whispers, thinks. “Please, don’t die.”

A second later a car zips by him. It’s black, and behind the steering wheel sits…

Here the dream changes again, because this time Philip doesn’t cover his face in his hands. He stares at the car. He doesn’t really want to, but he can’t help it. He needs to see who’s driving, and before he knows it, the scene changes again. Now he’s sitting in the back seat of the car. The car that will hit his dad. The driver is an elderly woman. She has both hands on the wheel and is driving far below the speed limit. There’s a man in the passenger seat next to the woman. He’s looking out the window, and Philip can’t see his face. The man and the woman are silent.

The street continues straight ahead. There are no other cars. Philip’s dad is the only one around, and he shows up farther down the street. He’s walking on the sidewalk.

It can’t hit him, Philip thinks, feeling a strange mixture of relief and fear. It can’t possibly hit him.

He feels relieved, because he knows he’s right.

He feels fear, because he knows he’s wrong.

Then suddenly everything happens very quickly.

Just as the car is about to drive by Philip’s dad, there’s a movement from the man in the passenger seat. He leans over, grabs the wheel, and jerks it hard. The woman gasps as the car makes a sharp turn and steers in the direction of Victor Engel. The man in the passenger seat turns and smiles at Philip in the back seat, and when Philip sees the man’s face, the shock drowns out the horror. It can’t be true! It can’t be!

Out of the windshield, he sees his father turn his head and look directly at him as the car…

Philip closes his eyes. Squeezes them shut. He doesn’t want to see it. He can’t bear to see it. It will tear him apart.


CHAPTER 45

The Voice of the Husher

The nightmare wasn’t over when Philip opened his eyes again, but he wasn’t in it anymore. He was out of the car, out of the dream. He was back in the dark basement, still holding the horrid parchment in his hands. Hands that trembled. Trembled.

His father’s death. He’d seen his father’s death. He’d been in the car, and he’d seen the elderly woman who drove it. She thought she was alone in the car, but she wasn’t. Philip had seen the man in the seat next to her. The man who had suddenly gripped the wheel and turned the car toward his father, while looking at Philip and smiling.

Jehovah. It was Jehovah.

The thought was paralyzing, and Philip felt like he was still caught in an insane nightmare, meaningless and absurd. He felt the dark emotions swelling within him, and the bumps on his forehead started to burn.

Why? Why? Why had God done it? For what purpose?

Was it because of Philip? Was that why? Was his father dead—murdered—because of him? To turn Philip into the person he was: a good boy who behaved, because he only wanted one thing—to go to Heaven and meet his father? Was that it?

But that was crazy! It was totally insane!

But maybe that’s exactly what God was.

“It was him,” Philip whispered and saw his breath turn into mist. Colder. It felt colder in there. He barely noticed. He was burning inside. “He killed my dad.”

Something in the basement laughed. A dark, whispering laugh that slithered around him like a snake, making his skin taut with goosebumps.

Philip hadn’t sensed the husher until now. But by this point, he felt as if he’d already gone stark raving mad.

Foolish boy, a raspy voice chuckled. A shadow moved, and the cold increased as the husher inched closer. A monster of darkness stood in front of him. But he wasn’t afraid, not in the slightest. There was too much anger. Don’t you know Jehovah stopped murdering a long time ago?

“Wh-what do you mean?” Philip asked. The icy mist clung to his voice. “I saw him. He w-was in the car. I-I saw, what he did.”

No, the shadow voice said, and the darkness shook its head. You didn’t see it. You dreamed it.

“I-I don’t understand…”

It was unwise to come here.

“Tell m-me w-what you m-mean. I-it was h-him in the car! He r-ran over my f-father! I saw it!”

It was a dream. A nightmare. They don’t tell the truth. Only what you fear. The whispering became a hissing—like the husher was warning him. Or perhaps threatening him. Watch the time, boy. You don’t have much left.

“Wh-what you f-fear? Wh-why would I fear God…”

Foolish boy, the dark ghost repeated, and a rift appeared in the shadows. The husher was smiling. You saw Jehovah in the car, because isn’t that the worst thought of all? That God allows these terrible things to happen. That he doesn’t stop them. That they are his will.

With a mind at the point of shattering, Philip finally understood. Yes, that was the nightmare scenario, the worst of them all. That it had been God’s will that his father should die that day. That the meaningless death was foreseen—perhaps even desired—by this almighty being, who called himself good and just. Didn’t that make him an accomplice? Didn’t that make him a murderer? That’s why Jehovah had been in the nightmare. Because Philip—somewhere deep inside—accused him of causing his father’s death.

“Wh-why?” His voice trembled. Almost as much as his hands. “Wh-why was it h-his w-will?”

Your time, boy, the darkness whispered, is almost up. Like your sanity.

“Why?” Philip shouted, barely noticing the blood trickling from his nose. He didn’t care about time, didn’t care about his sanity. He wanted an answer. “Why was it his will?”

It took a while before the husher said anything, and Philip felt his mind stretching like a rubber band. It would break any second now.

Maybe it wasn’t, the shadow voice said finally. Maybe it was just an accident. Summoned in the Screaming Mountains, just like so many others. Maybe God had nothing to do with it. Maybe he even tried to prevent it. Maybe…

“M-maybe?”

If you seek the truth, you must look elsewhere. Not here. Here you’ll only find the darkest of thoughts, and it isn’t wise to go looking for those. They will tear your mind apart. I can hear yours cracking already, boy. Go now, before the nightmares eat you up!

It was nearly too late. Philip could hear it as well. A wet, gooey sound in the back of his mind that felt riddled with holes and frayed at the edges. The sound of insanity creeping upon him. He had to get out. He had to get out now!

He stared at the complete darkness in front of him and felt the blood streaming from his nose. “Th-thank you,” he stammered.

GET OUT!

He ran. He tossed the paper with the dream and rushed up the stairs, past the writing room where hundreds of shadows turned to watch him, out of the Nightmare House, and out into the mist that whirled around him and took the shape of monstrous things, down the pathway, through the bog, past the sleeping dead, away from the bad dreams, away from the cold, away from the horror, away from the madness, away, away, away.


CHAPTER 46

The Terrible Truth

What he had done was stupid, very stupid, and he kept it to himself. He didn’t even tell Satina when they met after school and she asked why his nose was bleeding. He shrugged and tried to come up with an excuse, but he couldn’t. His mind, which had been strained to the breaking point at the hushers’ house, felt limp and lethargic.

The rest of the night Philip tried to forget what he’d seen. What he’d dreamed. He couldn’t. Partially because his thoughts kept going back to what the dark ghost had told him. That nightmares aren’t true, they only reveal what we fear. But if Philip sought the truth, then—

—you must look elsewhere.

He knew what the husher was referring to. The Globe of Evil. If his father really had been murdered that day, then the Globe of Evil would have registered it.

But the globe hadn’t registered anything. Of course not. His father’s death was an accident. A tragic but fortuitous accident, like so many others.

Forget it, Philip.

An accident. Nothing more.

Forget it.

He decided to follow his own advice.

* * *

Yet something kept nagging him. Something that had nothing to do with the nightmare or his father’s death but with the truth. Something about the Globe of Evil.

The idea returned to him that night when he and Satina had been out on the town and the festival was at its peak. The streets were filled with laughter, shouts, and screams as the tricksters knuckled down. It was a zealous battle for the Trick Trophy, but no one could measure up to Flux and Sam, who were a perfect team. Like a devil with four arms and four horns, they were everywhere, vigorously pursued or surrounded by screams and outbursts of rage. Philip didn’t understand why people got so furious at the troublemakers. Wasn’t that the point of the festival? To stir up as much trouble as possible?

Yes, Satina answered. Everyone thought it was wonderfully amusing, as long as it didn’t involve themselves. He had to keep in mind, they were devils after all. Self-restraint belonged in Outer Reach. Where would the fun be, if you weren’t allowed to upset people?

It was getting late when they headed back to the castle and their room. Sam was still out and about in town, making the most of his time with Flux.

They didn’t go to bed but sat and talked instead. Kept sleep at bay. Neither of them mentioned that this was their last night together.

At some point they lay down and just held each other.

At some point the candles burned out.

At some point Satina fell asleep.

But not Philip. The rest had made him restless. The nagging feeling in the back of his mind had stayed with him all night. The husher’s reference to the Globe of Evil had brought it back, and now he knew why. He also knew the feeling had been there even longer. Since that night Philip, Satina, and Sam returned to Hell, to be exact. When Lucifer had showed Sam that someone had rewritten his Soul Book. Philip had just forgotten about it, because so much else had been going on. But when the husher mentioned the globe, it all came back. He was reminded of what he’d read in his own Soul Book, and in the dark of the night, he knew it was still true:

Gradually, Philip realizes there’s something wrong with what he saw in the Globe of Evil.

Yes, there was something wrong with it, because it wasn’t Blackhorn who’d written in Sam’s book, but a tempter in disguise. But they’d figured that out a long time ago.

No, he thought. That wasn’t the only thing. Something else was wrong. Something we missed. I’m positive.

What, Philip? What did you miss?

I don’t know.

But he was going to find out.

He carefully snuck out of Satina’s arms. She mumbled something in her sleep, as though she wasn’t happy about him leaving. He took a candle from the drawer in the desk and lit it. A part of him was hoping the sound of the match would wake her, so he didn’t have to go alone, but it didn’t.

He shot a glance at Sam’s bed, but it was still empty. Then he slipped out the door and went down the stairs.

The castle lay in absolute silence as Philip approached Lucifer’s study. The only sounds were his own footsteps. A quiet pitter-patter in the dark.

The door to the study was closed, but not locked. Philip didn’t pay attention to the stuffed beasts, whose eyes glinted in the candlelight, or the severed heads in the glass containers. At least he tried not to.

He went directly over to the globe that smoldered and sparkled, radiant with evil. He stared at his own contorted mirror image as he stood in front of the black glass ball and said quietly, “Show me who wrote in Sam’s Soul Book.”

The words barely crossed his lips before there appeared the image of the fake Blackhorn, standing behind Lucifer’s desk. It showed him pulling Sam’s book off the shelf. Showed him writing in it. Showed him putting the book back in its place. After that—nothing.

Philip frowned. He didn’t understand. There was something about it that bothered him. Something that didn’t make sense, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. It didn’t have anything to do with Satina’s father. It was something else. Something about—

He watched the episode again. And again. And again. And—

No. He didn’t know. There was nothing strange about it. Blackhorn took out the book. He wrote in it. He put it back. That’s all. Done. There was nothing mysterious about it, other than the fact that they still didn’t know who did it.

Philip turned to go back to his room. Hesitated. Turned back around. Observed the globe and the revolving darkness within. Felt a sudden uneasiness. Or perhaps it was fear. Or perhaps—

Perhaps it wasn’t the episode with the Soul Book that had enticed him to come. Perhaps it was something else. Something he had decided to forget but which refused to be forgotten.

My dad’s death was an accident. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time. A simple accident. Nothing more.

But what if it wasn’t? What if there was another side to things?

Stop it, Philip. Forget it.

He wanted to forget it. But he couldn’t. He had to be sure. And if he wanted to be sure, then—

Then I have to look elsewhere, he thought and once again stood in front of the globe. He took a deep breath, and his voice was barely a whisper as he said, “Show me who killed Victor Engel.”

Nothing happened.

Nothing happened, and Philip closed his eyes and sighed. A sigh of relief. His father’s death was only an accident.

Then he opened his eyes again. And froze.

A picture had appeared in the depths of the globe, and it was like being back in the nightmare, back in the horror. Only this time was worse, much worse, because this wasn’t a dream.

This—this was the truth.

He was back in the car. In the back seat. He could see the elderly woman behind the wheel, going much slower than the speed limit. She looked different than she had in his dream, and Philip realized why. In the dream she was merely something he had imagined, because his mother once told him an elderly lady had been driving the car. This was the actual woman.

But she wasn’t alone in the car this time, either. Like the nightmare, there was someone sitting next to her, and when Philip saw them he almost screamed.

It wasn’t God, it was a devil. A tempter.

Philip had never seen him before. His pale face was like a skull with the gigantic horns of a mountain goat. Eyes carved out of the darkest night. But the worst part was the smile on the devil’s lips. So cruel. So evil. No, Philip had never seen him before, and yet, it was as though… as though he had.

Farther down the street a man came into view. Philip’s father.

Once again, just as the car is about to pass him, the nightmare repeats. Suddenly the devil turns toward the woman who is driving and puts his hand on her chest. No, puts it through her chest. The woman, who is completely unaware of the odious creature sitting next to her, gasps as the tempter’s hand clenches her heart. As she jerks back in her seat, her foot presses the pedal to the floor. With his other hand the devil grabs the wheel and steers the car directly toward Philip’s father. Walking along the sidewalk, Victor Engel doesn’t have a chance to turn around, before the car—

Philip looked the other way. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything at all. Everything within him felt like it had been torn apart. It didn’t make sense. It couldn’t be true!

But it was. His father’s death wasn’t an accident after all. He had been murdered. Not by God, but by a devil. Why? Why did he do it? Who was he? What the hell was happening? Tell me what’s going on!

“He was your tempter,” said a quiet voice behind Philip.

He turned to see a dark figure standing in the doorway. Lucifer. His face was solemn, and in his eyes, Philip saw something he’d never seen before: empathy. As well as exhaustion. Especially exhaustion. Lucifer clearly wasn’t getting much sleep these nights.

Out of the corner of his eye, Philip glanced over at the globe. The image was gone, his father’s death over, and suddenly Lucifer’s words sunk in. Philip looked at him aghast. “My tempter?”

Lucifer nodded and stepped into the room. “The one who tried to draw forth your dark side. His name is Mastema, and he is one of the most skillful tempters we’ve ever had. Many have fallen for his alluring voice. Countless crimes committed around the world are thanks to him. He has made murderers of men, transformed presidents and rulers into madmen and unscrupulous killers. He was assigned to you because you were a number one. It was nearly impossible to make you evil, but if anyone could do it, it was Mastema.” Lucifer paused. Then he shrugged. “I don’t know if he started doubting his abilities or merely wanted to take the easy way out, but he cheated. The murder of your father… It was an attempt to trigger your dark emotions from an early age. A child like you, Philip, who has lost someone dear, has a hole in his heart and that hole can easily be filled with darkness. That was Mastema’s plan. Even though he was perfectly aware it was forbidden.”

“What do you mean—forbidden?” Philip asked. His voice quivered and he could feel the tears stinging his eyes. The bumps on his forehead tingled. He wanted to hear it all, wanted the truth. At the same time, he didn’t want to hear a word of it.

“It’s not our job to commit murder, but to make people want to. It’s forbidden to kill a human to win over another. Mastema knew this. Yet still he murdered not just one human, but two, in the attempt to darken your soul.”

“He stopped the woman’s heart.”

Lucifer nodded. “But a deplorable crime like that is impossible to hide, and Mastema was quickly discovered. I gave him ten years in Purgatory.”

“Ten years?” Philip repeated and felt a surge of anger. Last time he was in Hell, Grumblebeard was sentenced to 150 years in Purgatory for a crime much lighter than this. “Ten years?! That’s all? That’s his punishment? But that’s nothi—”

“You don’t understand,” Lucifer cut in, and the expression in his eyes seemed to harden. He obviously didn’t appreciate being blamed for not being cruel enough. “He got ten years in Purgatory. But it was ten years in your time, Philip. Which down here equals to… Well, not an eternity, but close. But that wasn’t all. He wasn’t relieved from his post, you see. Mastema continued as your tempter, and that was the greatest punishment of all, because his plan was not only forbidden—it failed. It failed horribly. The fact that your father was taken from you didn’t make you hard and bitter as he’d hoped. On the contrary, it strengthened your good side to such an extent that it was impossible to lure you into anything at all. He basically gave up on you in the end, and these nights, we remember Mastema not for what he once was, but for what he became—a wretched lawbreaker.”

“How long have you known?” Philip asked. Clenching his fists. Releasing them. Clenching them. “How long have you known it was my father he killed?”

“I found out around the time you were looking for Mortimer’s missing die,” Lucifer answered, not in the least affected by the accusation hidden in Philip’s question. “Your father suddenly showed up. Admittedly not the real one, but we didn’t know that at the time. I wanted to clarify things for myself, and it was only when I read his Soul Book that I realized… I was as shocked as you. That whole affair back then… I had no idea it was all about you. Amazing, right? The way everything got mixed up.”

“Why—” Philip started, but emotion choked his voice. So many feelings. Sorrow. Pain. Anger. Especially the last one. “Why haven’t you said anything? Why haven’t you said anything before now?”

“Because, Philip,” Lucifer said, placing a hand on his shoulder, “did you really want to know?”

No, he thought and felt a burning sensation on his forehead. His whole skull ached. Then something occurred to him. “You said he wasn’t removed. That he continued as my tempter. But it sounded like he isn’t anymore. He was my tempter, you said.”

Lucifer nodded, and his eyes grew even darker. “He ran off. He was one of the first to join Aziel’s army.”

Philip looked up at him. Understood the meaning of the words. “So it’s not just a rumor? All that stuff about Aziel and war?”

Satan lowered his gaze and stared into the Globe of Evil. “Was it ever?”

* * *

He walked back to his room, where Satina lay sleeping. He sat quietly staring out into the dark. Satina soon began stirring. Perhaps she could sense something was wrong.

“Philip?”

“Yes?”

“What are you doing?”

“Just thinking.”

She got out of bed and walked over to him but stopped in her tracks. Her sleepy eyes glared at him. “Philip, what happened?”

“What do you mean?”

“The bumps on your forehead. They… They’ve grown.”

He put a hand up to touch them and felt a sharp shooting pain. Satina was right; they were bigger.

“What happened?” she asked again. “Where have you been?”

He hesitated for a moment before telling her, but once he had his headache didn’t feel that bad anymore.

“Sometimes, Satina,” he said as the episode from the basement beneath the basement flashed through his mind, “with everything that’s happened… I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

She nodded and put her arms around him. Pulled him toward her. He could feel her heart beating. “I understand.”

He didn’t say anything else. But that was only because he didn’t know how to say it. Was afraid it would sound silly and stupid. But sometimes—

Sometimes I think the only reason I haven’t is you, Satina.

As though she had read his thoughts, she sent him a smile. She leaned in toward him and gently kissed the bumps on his forehead. He was expecting a sharp pain, but her lips felt surprisingly cool on the skin stretched by the jutting horns.

They heard steps on the stairs.

“Bad timing as always,” Satina whispered and pulled away from Philip as the door swung open and Sam stepped inside.

“Good evening, folks,” he greeted them. “You’re still up? I thought you skedaddled off to bed a while ago.”

“We were just on our way,” said Philip. “What about you? Where’ve you been?”

“Hanging out with Flux. I tell you: That devil is amazing! I’m picking up new tricks all the time and—”

It took ages before they got to bed because Sam—proud and smiling from ear to ear—insisted on telling them all about the tricks he and Flux had performed that night. Satina made a valiant effort to pay attention, while Philip just sat back and relaxed. He listened with half an ear, enjoying Sam’s delight and enthusiasm. Letting a little of his good mood rub off on him.

It took his mind off everything else, and that was exactly what he needed.


CHAPTER 47

That Nagging Feeling

It hit him right before he took a bite of the main course. It wasn’t because he’d been sitting there speculating. On the contrary. He’d practically forgotten all about it. But the second he raised the fork to his mouth, it hit him. Like a bolt out of the black.

* * *

The night had passed quickly. It was the end of the Festival of Tricks and the dinner at the castle awaited them—the grand finale. It was also Sam and Philip’s last night. After the closing ceremony Vita would come, and they would have to say goodbye. Once again, Philip had told Satina that he would insist on staying and that he would refuse to go home before he saw his father, but she told him Lucifer would never agree to that and Philip knew she was right. He and Sam had already stayed a week longer than they should have. He’d missed his chance to see his father, but Satina assured him that it would happen. Next time, Philip. He’d been mystified.

“Did you think I was just going to let you leave for good?” she’d whispered and put something in his hand.

“But… Is that a good idea, Satina?” He had nervously studied the summoning pills. “Last time things went completely haywire.”

“Then be more careful,” she said and closed his fingers around them. “Next time come straight to me. Then we’ll sneak into Paradise and say hello to your father. You know where the back door is now. Other than your father, no one will ever know. You and me, Philip. You and me.”

“You and me,” he repeated. He smiled and slipped the pills into his pocket, feeling much lighter. Only later did he realize that the headache he’d woken up with was completely gone.

A couple of hours before the dinner at the castle, Satina went home to get ready. Philip passed the time in the kitchen, helping Ravine, who had her hands full preparing the food for the party. Her assistant had disappeared, as usual, and when Philip offered his and Sam’s help, Sam had mysteriously been out of sight, too.

“I can always count on you, Philip,” Ravine had said and patted him on the cheek as the last potatoes were peeled. Then she had cocked her head and given him a strange look. “I don’t know what it is, but there’s something different about you.”

He told her he didn’t know what she was talking about and hurried out of the kitchen. He had to go change his cape, he said. Back in his room, he combed his hair so it covered his forehead and the bumps. That was the change Ravine had noticed. The bumps hadn’t gotten any smaller in the course of the night.

* * *

Satina and her parents were already there when Philip stepped into the decorated ballroom a little after midnight, amid the rambunctious chatter of devils and demons in their finest garb, toasting with their welcome drinks. Yet the chatter wasn’t as loud or the atmosphere as relaxed as the last time Philip attended the closing ceremony. For one thing, many seemed to be talking in whispers. Passing on rumors that weren’t rumors after all. It had been more crowded last time, too, and only then did Philip realize how many had turned their backs on Lucifer.

He caught sight of Satina. She was wearing a dress and was so beautiful, his voice nearly dried up at the sight of her.

“Hi,” he said, after clearing his throat.

“What did I say! The girl’s rendered him speechless!” Blackhorn bellowed and laughed so loudly several of the guests arched their necks to get a look. Satina and Philip blushed.

“The present, dear. Give Philip the present,” Demeona said.

Satina’s father held out a little gift in his rugged hands. It was wrapped in black paper with a black ribbon. “We’re sorry to hear it’s your last night down here, Philip. So we wanted to give you a little something. Picked out by yours truly, by the way. I knew exactly what you needed.”

“Thank you.” Philip accepted the gift, glancing at Satina, who shrugged. He unwrapped it. Inside was a box, and inside the box was a—

“A whip. Thanks a lot.”

“You’re welcome, son. The shop seller said that this one can really make ’em scream. It’s a pity you’re going home. We could have used a natural like you.”

Shortly after there was a loud fanfare, and Lucifer strode into the hall. Lucifax followed at his heels, nodding to the guests. The Devil welcomed them, and people found their seats. Philip was placed on the right-hand side of the throne of bones and didn’t get a moment’s peace; one after another the devils raised their glasses in a toast.

“Once again, the life of the party,” laughed Satina, who sat next to him. “Good thing you don’t drink red wine.”

Sam, who sat on the other side of the table, nodded and leaned in toward them. “Especially because Flux and I primed it with a dash of vinegar,” he whispered. “In a couple of hours there are going to be a lot of unhappy customers.”

This year’s Trickster Champion was announced after the first course. Unsurprisingly, Flux ran off with the trophy for the second year in a row and received the ring, along with well-deserved applause. Afterward, he thanked them and highlighted that the victory wasn’t his alone, but Sam’s as well. They had—when it came down to it—been equally bad. Sam received a round of applause, and he blushed all the way up to his glistening gel-filled hair, which he had curled into two crescent-shaped horns for the occasion.

“Now I’ve seen it all,” Lucifer grumbled. “Fairness! Our very own Trickster Champion, lowering himself to one of the cardinal virtues! It’s your fault, Philip, you’re more contagious than the flu. I ought to take that prize back immediately.” The Devil looked at him with a wrinkle in his brow. “If only I had the heart to do it.”

“I’m sorry,” said Philip and put his hands together in a gesture of apology. “Would you like a glass of wine?”

“Oh, stop it, wise guy. I’ll serve myself,” Lucifer said and filled his glass.

Satina giggled.

The main course was served, and that’s when it hit him. It was strange, because he’d been busy thinking about something else. He was talking to Satina about the present from her parents and was about to take a bite of wolf steak when—

“What’s the matter, Philip?” Satina asked when she saw his eyes light up.

“He never came through the door,” he whispered. That was it. That’s what was wrong with what he’d seen in the Globe of Evil. He put down his fork and knife. “We have to go, Satina. Now.”

Both Lucifer and Sam were busy with other conversations, and neither of them noticed the two others leaving the table. Lucifax, on the other hand, saw them from his spot behind the throne. The cat jumped after them and asked where they were off to, but Philip avoided the question by saying they would be back shortly.

They made their way out of the banquet hall, and the sounds from the dinner gradually faded into the background.

“What’s going on, Philip?” Satina asked. “Where are we going?”

“To the study. To the Globe of Evil.” He told her about his hunch. About the little detail that had been bothering him, but he hadn’t been able to figure out why. Until now.

“He never came through the door,” he said. “That’s what’s wrong. The devil who wrote in Sam’s book. He was standing behind the desk.”

Satina shook her head, confused. “So?”

“If all he did was write in Sam’s book, we should have seen him enter the room and walk to the desk. But we only saw him standing behind the desk. Can’t you see? The globe showed us what we asked for, but it left something out. Whoever made the changes to Sam’s book that night, he—”

“He did something else!” Satina looked at him, wide-eyed. “That’s what you mean, right? He did something else in the study. Before he wrote in Sam’s book.”

“Exactly.”

They ran through the castle until they reached the study. They didn’t light the candles but headed directly for the Globe of Evil.

“Show us,” Philip said, briefly hesitating, because he didn’t really know how to put it. “Show us all the crimes that have been committed in Lucifer’s study.”

The globed brightly blinked four times. Then the first image appeared.

For a moment Philip didn’t recognize himself. It wasn’t as if it was such a long time ago—barely a year—but he looked like a little boy. A little boy who was scared out of his wits. He was with Satina, who also looked considerably younger.

“Remember that?” Satina asked and pointed at themselves in the glass ball. “That was the time we snuck through the forbidden door.”

Philip nodded. “Lucifer saw it after we discovered someone had written in Sam’s book. But for some reason, he never saw the rest of the crimes committed that night.”

“He was too busy threatening to skin us alive.”

Inside the globe, Philip and Satina slipped through the door and into the desert, and the picture skipped to the next scene.

Philip gasped.

So did Satina. “Is that really you, Philip?”

“Lucifer II,” he said and stared in horror at the devil in the glass globe. At his own pitch-dark mirror image. The horns that pierced the air. The wings that stuck out from under the cape. The twisting tail carefully placing a mousetrap on Satan’s chair, which would later end up slamming shut on Lucifax’s tail. That was around the time Lucifer got too sick to continue Philip’s training in the dark arts and the cat had arranged the final part of Philip’s lessons.

“It’s amazing how much you look like—” Satina started, then bit her lip. “I mean… how much you don’t look like you do now.”

Philip didn’t say a word and he wished Satina hadn’t either. He knew perfectly well what she’d been about to say. He could see it himself. How much he looked like Aziel.

The image vanished, and a new one unfurled before them.

“Here it is!” Philip said, pointing at the fake Blackhorn, who appeared in the door to the study and quietly snuck in.

The unknown perpetrator quietly closed the door behind him. His two shadows squirmed in the flickering light from the fireplace. He had a large bag in his hand, which he put down on the desk. He went over to the bookcase that held the severed heads in glass containers. He stood there for a while, studying them, then took the container in the middle. He smiled at the head, whose eternal scream couldn’t be heard through the liquid.

“What’s he doing?” Satina whispered.

Inside the globe, Blackhorn placed the container on the desk and pulled a pair of rubber gloves out of his bag. He put them on, unscrewed the lid of the container, and pulled the head out by its hair. His other hand covered the mouth of the condemned, trapping the screams. He said something to the head and after a couple of seconds he removed his hand from its mouth. The eyes of the condemned were still wide open with fear, but he no longer screamed. Blackhorn put the head in the bag and took out something else. For a second Philip thought he’d pulled the same head out again, but he hadn’t. It was another head that resembled the first. A beard, black hair, and the throat cut right below the Adam’s apple. Blackhorn dunked it into the stinging liquid and the condemned let out a muted scream. Then he closed the lid and put the container back on the shelf between the two others. He removed the rubber gloves and put them back in the bag, which he then placed on the floor. After that he went over to the shelf with the Soul Books, and Philip and Satina saw what they’d seen before.

Then the images stopped.

“He stole one of the heads,” muttered Satina. “Why?”

Philip went over to the bookcase, where the cut-off heads stood on the top shelf. The one in the middle had been placed there by the fake Blackhorn. “He swapped it with a similar one, so no one would notice.”

He pulled Lucifer’s chair over to the shelf and climbed up on it. There was a little brass plate on the pedestal of each container. There was a five-letter word on the one in the middle.

“Achan,” Philip read and then looked at Satina. “Do you know what that means?”

She shook her head. “Maybe it’s his name.”

“You’ve never heard of him?”

“It doesn’t ring a bell.”

“And you don’t know who he might have been?”

She shook her head again.

“We better tell Lucifer about this.”

“I’m scared, Philip,” she said. “What is that head going to be used for? Who’s behind all this?”

“It has to be someone close to Lucifer. Someone who knows him and knows the castle. Otherwise he couldn’t have snuck into the study like that.” Philip hesitated for a second. “The scary thing is that we know where he is right this second.”

Satina frowned. “What do you mean? Where?”

“At the closing ceremony, just like everyone else.”

They left the study and rushed back to tell Lucifer. The shadows and the silence seemed more sinister than ever, and the few times they spoke, they whispered. They were almost halfway there when Satina suddenly stopped Philip and held a finger to her lips.

He held his breath. Then he heard them. Footsteps. Close by. Someone was coming.

“Quick!” Satina pulled him over to a narrow doorway close by, and they hurried into the dark room behind it, leaving the door ajar—just a crack, so they could peer out of the narrow slit.

The steps grew louder.

Soon two figures passed the door and continued down the hall. Philip recognized them instantly.

One was Grabclaw. The gragorn that had temporarily held the position of gatekeeper, while Grumblebeard was in Purgatory.

The other was Droel. Satina’s former classmate, and one of Aziel’s greatest admirers.

Both had left Hell long ago. Both were Lucifer’s sworn enemies.

This wasn’t good. This wasn’t good at all.


CHAPTER 48

The Vargar and the Traitor

Philip looked at Satina. She nodded, and without a word, they agreed on a plan.

They waited a couple of seconds. Then—carefully, extremely carefully—Philip opened the door and followed the two uninvited guests.

Droel and Grabclaw moved decisively down the dark corridors, but at one point they stopped as the path forked in two directions.

“Which way, Droel?” Grabclaw asked in a low voice.

Droel scratched the spot between his two crooked horns while he studied a piece of paper in his hands. Then he pointed to the hall on the right. “This way, I think.”

“Are you sure? Grum warned us against getting lost in the castle.”

“Then he should have drawn a better map. I can barely read it. Why couldn’t he just show us the way himself?”

“He’s got his hands full. Come on, let’s go find what we came for.”

They turned to the right. Shortly after, so did Philip and Satina.

They continued through the castle. To the right, to the left, to the left, to the right, deeper and deeper into the Devil’s palace, until Philip had absolutely no idea where they were. Then it suddenly occurred to him, that he’d been there before. One night, a long, long time ago, when he had gotten lost and ended up at a dead end. The same dead end that Droel and Grabclaw had just turned down.

Philip and Satina followed them down the narrow corridor that continually turned to the left. A little farther ahead they could hear Grabclaw and Droel talking, but their voices were too low to make out what they were saying. Then, from one second to the next, they went silent—like they’d vanished into thin air. Philip and Satina continued down the long and winding hallway that abruptly ended in a wall.

“Where’d they go?” Satina stared in confusion at the dead end. An alcove in the wall nearby revealed the white bust of a fierce-looking demon.

“The dungeon.” Philip went over to the bust, grabbed hold of the horns, and tilted the head. They heard a tiny click, and the wall slid to one side, opening up to another long and winding tunnel.

“How did you know?”

“This is where I found Howel Valfoot,” he said. “Come on.”

They entered the tunnel, which spiraled downward. The light from the hallway quickly faded, and everything became blacker than black. Walking hand in hand, Philip and Satina felt their way along the damp wall.

At the start it was quiet. Then they heard the screams. Distant, deranged screams that made the hair on Philip’s neck stand on end, and in his mind emerged the most dreadful scenes—bloody pictures of panic, angst, pain, and death, so much death, so much—

Philip clenched his teeth and squeezed shut his eyes, forcing the images out of his head.

“Is that Howel we hear?” Satina whispered behind him.

“Yes.”

“Poor kid.”

“Yes.”

They continued through the tunnel but stopped in their tracks as they heard a raspy voice. “Hey, Grabclaw, is that you? I thought you were—hey, what are you doing? What’s that—” There was a thump, and the voice was muted, like someone had pushed a button.

Philip and Satina continued along the tunnel, until they reached the dungeon. Cautiously peering out into the dungeon, they saw the prison guard lying on the floor. Unconscious. Next to him stood Grabclaw with a big club in his hand.

“Does he have them on him?” Droel asked.

The gragorn shook his head.

Droel went over to the table and quickly found what he was looking for. He grabbed the bundle of keys and stepped over to the iron-clad door, which had been reinforced with heavy chains and locks. He started unlocking them. Inside the cell Howel Valfoot screamed louder than ever—as though he knew something terrible was about to happen. There was a loud bang every time the vargar threw himself against the prison door.

“The last lock,” Droel said and looked at Grabclaw, who stood poised with his club in the air. “Ready?”

Grabclaw nodded, and Droel turned the key and opened the door. The vargar came rushing out of the prison like a beast from a horrific dream, screaming at the top of his lungs. Philip had to cover his ears, and for a second, he almost screamed himself. It was the most awful sound he’d ever heard, it was like a knife in his mind, in his soul—

Then there was another thump, and the scream faded to a quiet sigh as the vargar collapsed. Knocked out by Grabclaw’s club.

“Hell’s bells!” Droel stared at the unconscious devil boy. “That screaming was driving me crazy.”

Philip trembled. He knew that vargars were horrible to look at, with their jaundiced, wart-covered skin, pupil-less eyes, and skull-like faces, but that wasn’t the scariest part about Howel Valfoot. It was what insanity had made him do to himself… The deep gashes and wounds in his face… The fingernails scratched down to the flesh… The broken horns… The blood-smeared clothes…

“He’s the crazy one,” Grabclaw said, prodding the vargar with his foot as he lay there, motionless, like he was peacefully asleep.

“What in the underworld is Aziel planning to do with him?”

Grabclaw didn’t answer. He went over to the prison guard, pulled him up by the arms, and dragged him into the cell. Then he carefully stepped over to the vargar and threw the boy over his shoulders. “We better go, before he wakes up.”

“We have to get out of here!” Satina whispered, trembling with fear. “Now!”

She was right. There was nowhere to hide in the tunnel.

Droel closed the cell door and started locking the chains. Philip and Satina ran. Back through the dark tunnel as quickly and quietly as possible. Philip prayed it was quick and quiet enough.

Sweaty and heaving for air, they reached the corridor, and Philip briefly considered the possibility of trapping the malefactors in there. Finding a way to lock the secret entrance to the dungeon. Only there wasn’t time. If they failed, and Droel and Grabclaw arrived—

No, there was only one thing to do: They had to warn Lucifer. Straight away.

They rushed on down the long, intricate hallways, toward the banquet hall.

Turning down the next hallway, they almost crashed into Lucifax, whose tail grew big and bushy with fright.

“You two!” the cat yelled. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack? What are you doing here?”

“Howel Valfoot—” Satina whispered, out of breath.

Lucifax looked alarmed. “Howel Valfoot? What about Howel Valfoot? What’s going on?”

“He’s been kidnapped,” Philip said, explaining everything so quickly the words became one big hotchpotch.

“Oh my Devil,” the cat gasped.

“We have to tell Lucifer.” Philip was about to rush off, but Lucifax held him back.

“No, that will take too long. We can’t risk them slipping away. The castle garden is closer. We have to warn the guards. Come on! Quickly!”

They followed the cat, rounding another two corners, before they reached the door leading outside.

Philip opened it and they dashed out into the night. Nearby they heard a terrifying high-pitched whinny, and Philip recognized the Hel horse by the water trough. Its red eyes were gleaming in the dark. What was Death’s horse doing here? Had Mortimer been invited to the closing ceremony?

It didn’t matter. There wasn’t time to think about that now. They had to get hold of the guards, but… but…

“Where are they?” Satina shouted. “Where are the guards?”

“I think,” Lucifax said, closing the door behind them, “they’re at Lucifer’s party.”

“They’re at the party?” Philip repeated, confused. “But you said that—”

“I know I did,” the cat cut in and smiled eerily. “But I lied.”

For a moment Philip didn’t register what Lucifax was saying. He simply didn’t understand. Because that could only mean one thing.

“It’s you,” Satina whispered and took a step back. “You’re the traitor!”


CHAPTER 49

Death

Lucifax’s smile stiffened at the words, and its green eyes flared, momentarily becoming coal-black. Claws emerged from its paws. “Traitor? Traitor? How dare you? If anyone’s a traitor, it’s Lucifer!”

Philip stared at the cat in disbelief. “You’re the one who wrote in Sam’s book.”

Lucifax nodded, and its smile returned. A creepy smile. A dangerous smile. “Aziel sends his greetings. My master is looking forward to meeting you again, angel. Even if his plan failed, it still succeeded. You returned to Hell.”

“But why my father?” Satina asked. “What did he ever do to you?”

“Aziel’s orders,” Lucifax replied and lowered its voice to barely a sizzle. “What did he do, you ask? He’s a traitor, too! Like everyone else on this side of the black gate!”

That didn’t answer Satina’s question, and Philip realized that Lucifax didn’t know. It didn’t know why Blackhorn had been set up.

“Traitors!” The cat spit out the word. “All of you, traitors, and I’m sure you’ll change your mind soon enough, Satina. Grab her! I’ll handle the angel myself.”

Philip didn’t understand who Lucifax was talking to. But then something strange happened. Strange and utterly terrifying.

The cat’s shadow began expanding. It swelled up, rising from the ground like a funerary snake, becoming a monstrous figure of pure, ice-cold darkness.

A husher.

Fear paralyzed Philip for a second and a second was all it took. It happened so fast, so damn fast. The husher attacked. Soundless like the shadow, the dark ghost threw itself upon Satina, who never had a chance. The enormous darkness closed in around her like a thick blanket, covered her, embracing her with horror, and suffocating her with fear. She screamed, but the sound was muffled, and Philip heard her collapse. Then the husher loosened its grip and she reappeared.

She lay on the ground, no longer conscious. She was having a nightmare, an awful nightmare that made her whimper and cry, the tears seeping out her shut eyes.

“Satina!” Philip shouted. He managed to take one step toward her, before the husher turned and faced him, hissing. As its icy breath reached him, he saw a fraction of what Satina had seen when the dark ghost attacked her. His mind was flooded with horrifying images, and for a brief moment he experienced the terror she had been through.

Then it stopped. At the very last second, it stopped, and his world was restored.

The husher was gone, and so was Satina.

“Where is she?” He turned to Lucifax, his mind taut with rage and fear. “Where is she?”

“She will be with us soon,” the cat said calmly, and then he saw it. Lucifax’s eyes. They’d changed color. They weren’t green any longer, but black. Black like devil blood. Like devil eyes. Philip’s gaze fell upon the cat’s shadow.

We didn’t see it, he thought. We didn’t see it because of the husher hiding there.

But now that the ghost was gone, it was clear.

Lucifax cast two shadows.

Philip stared at the cat. At the jet-black devil eyes that looked out through the mask. They smothered his rage and all that was left was fear. “Aziel?”

“Aziel?” the fake Lucifax repeated, sounding slightly amused. It shook its head and spoke with a voice Philip didn’t recognize at first. “Not quite.”

The cat vanished. It stood up on its hind legs and grew. Its back legs straightened out, the front legs became arms, and the fur unfurled to become a black cape with a hood concealing the face. Under the cape, the cat tail transformed into a devil’s tail—although it still had two kinks. Long, boney fingers grabbed the hood and pulled it back.

“You?” Philip whispered, staring at the familiar face with the curved horns.

“Me,” Grum answered. “Who else?”

Yes, who else? Who other than Lucifer’s own castle servant? Who else could have tricked the Devil this way—right under his nose?

“Where… where’s Lucifax?” said Philip. His own voice sounded strange to him, like it came from somewhere far, far away. “What have you done to him?”

“What have I done to him?” said Grum with a sinister smile and a shrug. “What haven’t I done to him? The cat’s at old Grimleg’s house now. A haunted house, as some people like to call it. And rightly so.” The smile turned into muffled laughter. The dark eyes squinted, and Philip saw something he hadn’t noticed before: the insanity hidden behind them. The madness. Grum hadn’t gone crazy yet, far from it, but he was well on his way. “It was the first murder in Hell. The husher killed the old devil, scared Grimleg to death. When Lucifax came knocking a couple of nights later… He was such a great help to me. So full of information, which he didn’t want to give me at first.” More laughter. Quiet, taunting, and terrible. “The cat thought it had it bad with Lucifer. It didn’t know the meaning of pain!” His laughter dried up, and the black eyes looked full of scorn. “You hideous angel! You’re proof Lucifer needs to go! How soft and lazy he’s become, unworthy, a disgrace! He calls himself the Devil King, the Lord of Darkness, Father of Lies! But he never caught this lie. Some nights he complained about freezing. He’d never admit it, but he was worried that his own fears were giving him the chills. The old fool never fully understood that it was the husher in my shadow that made him cold.”

That’s not the only thing the husher did, Philip thought and he knew why Grum’s mind had been damaged. He’d been too close to the dark ghost for too long.

“Father of Lies! He’s a lie himself! But when he took away our immortality—” The furious voice was leaden with anger. “That was the greatest crime of all, and he’ll pay for it!”

Something didn’t make sense. Something wasn’t quite right. That thing they’d seen in the Globe. Blackhorn. The two shadows.

“You transformed yourself into Blackhorn when you wrote in Sam’s book,” Philip said. “But we discovered that you weren’t Satina’s father, because you cast two shadows. Why didn’t you use the husher to hide it?”

Grum’s eyes smoldered. The muscles in his jaw started twitching. His mounting anger was plain to see.

“What’s it to you?” he hissed, and Philip thought he sensed something other than anger. Was it fear? Yes. Fear.

He forgot, he thought. He made a mistake and he’s afraid Aziel will find out.

Grum seemed slightly rattled and Philip saw his chance. If he was going to do something, he had to do it now! He rushed at Grum. His plan was to knock him off his feet, continue into the castle, and call for help. Maybe it wasn’t too late to stop the husher and save Satina.

But he’d underestimated his opponent.

Grum was quick and pulled out his whip. Before Philip had a chance to take another step, it unfurled above them and came hissing down, tightly twisting around his throat.

Grum yanked it hard and Philip crashed to the ground, gasping for air. He couldn’t breathe, not even a tiny bit. He tried to pull off the whip, but Grum only tugged at it even harder, and Philip was dragged along the ground. The world tumbled around him, his lungs screamed, and stars began dancing at the edge of his vision. Somewhere, far away he heard the whinny of the Hel horse. Was he the one Mortimer had come to collect?

Grum pulled him to his feet, and he stood face to face with the grinning devil. He tried to fight back, but his movements were nothing but uncontrolled panicked punches and kicks to no avail. He was out of air, and the spinning stars sunk one by one into the darkness that flooded his vision.

“Feels like dying, doesn’t it?” Grum snarled, tightening the whip around his throat.

Philip’s eyes rolled back. Consciousness—he had to fight to not lose consciousness. Come on, fight! FIGHT!

But it was hard, so hard, and there was more and more darkness, and the hissing voice seemed to drift farther and farther away.

“But the angel isn’t going to die. Not yet, even though he’s going to wish he had. Wish it with all his heart. Because when he awakens, he will no longer be an angel, but a condemned. New Hell awaits, Philip, and a Lord of Darkness that shall be feared! So be afraid, angel! Be afraid!”

His neck strained inside the noose, and he thought about Satina. Only Satina. She was smiling at him, stroking his cheek, and she was crying. Then the darkness surrounded her as well, and she dissolved. He tried to call her back, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t do a thing.

He had lost.

Then there was another sound. Another voice, a roar, but so far away, it was barely a whisper. Was someone calling his name?

Then a thump, the sound of his own body collapsing on the ground. The whip loosened its grip around his neck. Air streamed into his lungs, and the darkness receded.

“Philip! Philip, say something!”

He couldn’t. His throat felt like it was on fire, his tongue wouldn’t obey.

It was Grumblebeard. He kneeled by Philip’s side and gently slapped his cheek, his yellow dragon eyes wide with worry.

“Philip, say something!”

He couldn’t say anything, however hard he tried, and then… Then he tried to scream, because Grum suddenly towered up behind Grumblebeard, his face severely beaten, blood running from his nose and along the rim of one of his horns. His eyes bulged with insanity, and Philip tried with all his might to scream, because Grum had a knife in his hand.

But he couldn’t. He couldn’t and Grum buried the blade in the gatekeeper’s chest.

“What the—” Grumblebeard gasped. Blood came gushing out of his mouth. He stared in disbelief at the shaft of the knife protruding from his chest. Slowly he turned to face Grum, who laughed coldly and triumphantly.

But the laughter abruptly stopped; in a flash, Grumblebeard’s mighty hands closed tight around the devil’s throat. Grum tried to fight back, he kicked, punched, scratched, and bit, but it was futile. Blood streamed down Grumblebeard’s clothes, his giant body staggered, and the dying fire in his flaming eyes flickered. But the gatekeeper’s hands were like massive chains of steel, and Grum wriggled, his eyes rolling back and forth, his tongue dangling from his mouth.

Out of the corner of his eye, Philip glimpsed a figure in the distance. His vision was still blurry, but he knew who it was. It was Mortimer. Death had come to collect.

Then—from one second to the next—Grum fell silent.

He slid out of Grumblebeard’s iron grip, and the gatekeeper himself crashed heavily to the ground in a puddle of his own blood.

It felt as though the whip was back around Philip’s throat. He couldn’t breathe, and the darkness quickly returned. It swept over him from all sides, enveloping everything, and the last thing he saw was Grumblebeard’s yellow eyes, emptily staring into the void. Staring at Mortimer, who soundlessly approached.

Then everything went dark.


CHAPTER 50

The Worst Nightmare

At some point the all-engrossing darkness gives way to bad dreams, an endless spiral of nightmares, and sleep is filled with pain, sorrow, and horror.

He dreams about Satina. The darkness of the husher that engulfs her. Her screams. Her cries.

He dreams about Grumblebeard. The knife in his chest. The blood streaming down his chin. The dying fire in his eyes.

He dreams about his father. The car steering directly toward him. The devil sitting in the passenger seat, laughing.

He dreams about his mother. Her face contorting in pain. The gasp before she collapses on the bathroom floor.

He dreams about himself. Death’s die in his hand. Mortimer’s ice-cold breath on his neck.

Dreams. About Satina. Grumblebeard. His father. His mother. Himself.

Dreams. About screaming. Crying. Blood. Laughter. Pain.

Over and over again. It never ends, it’s an eternity of horror, it’s Hell, and sometimes Philip screams in his sleep.

Mostly, though, he just cries.

* * *

Slowly he opened his eyes. For a second, he didn’t know where he was. Didn’t know if this was still a nightmare.

He lay in bed in his castle room. The window was slightly ajar. The curtains softly stirred in the warm breeze. Outside the darkness was—as always—total.

“Philip?” a quiet voice asked. It was so thick and gravelly, he barely recognized it. “Are you awake?”

He turned his head and saw Ravine sitting in a chair at the side of the bed. She held his hand, and he could feel that she’d been holding it for a long time. She smiled at him, but it didn’t look right. Her eyes were swollen and hazy, like she too had dreamed horrific dreams. Tears had drawn stripes down her cheeks, and Philip knew this wasn’t another nightmare. It was much worse. It was real.

“Satina,” he said, and a sob stuck in his throat, making him stammer. “Is she here?”

“She’s gone, Philip.”

Did she say anything else? If she did, he didn’t hear it. Something inside him swelled up, and he felt more pain than he’d ever felt before. It filled his head, pressed against his ears, pushed against his eyes.

The husher had gotten away. They had taken her. They had taken Satina.

Grumblebeard? What about Grumblebeard? Is he alright? He’s okay, isn’t he?

He must have spoken out loud, because Ravine’s bloodshot eyes suddenly went blank. Her lower lip quivered, and Philip wished he was still sleeping. Back in the nightmares, where reality couldn’t touch him.

“He’s dead,” Ravine said, looking down at her hands. She didn’t cry. Maybe there were no more tears left. “He was with me in the kitchen when he heard something in the courtyard, and a minute later he was gone. Gone forever.”

The tears arrived. They blurred her face like it was dissolving, or was it him who couldn’t see through his own steady stream of tears? How could something hurt so much?

“Oh, Philip.” She leaned toward him and put her arms around him, held him close, and they cried together.

Then Ravine pulled away. She dried her eyes with a damp handkerchief, while with the other hand she stroked his hair over and over, like she was making sure he was still there.

“Could I have some water?” he asked. Both because he was incredibly thirsty and because Ravine needed to stop stroking his hair. Her hand brushed against the bumps on his forehead, and they still ached. They ached terribly.

“Of course, my boy.” She took a pitcher that was standing on the floor and poured a glass. “You must be dying of thirst.”

He took a sip but coughed it up again, because his throat stung so badly from the whip. But he drank again and emptied the glass.

“More?”

He nodded. He felt like he hadn’t had anything to drink for a week.

“I’ve been so worried about you, Philip,” Ravine said. “When they finally found you… No one knew what had happened… You were completely gone. We didn’t dare wake you, they said it could be dangerous. But at times… at times I was afraid you’d never wake up again.”

What was she saying? He almost didn’t dare ask.

“How long have I…?”

“Two nights. You’ve slept for two nights.”

The answer made him dizzy, and the blood started draining from his head. It happened two nights ago, but felt like less than a minute. Like if they hurried, they could still catch the husher. Could still save Grumblebeard.

But they couldn’t. It happened two nights ago. That’s how long Satina had been gone. That’s how long Grumblebeard had been dead. It… it was a long time.

“It was Grum,” he said, and the pain in his forehead increased with the sound of the words—and with the memory. “He was behind it all. He was the one who—”

“I know.” Ravine nodded, and a darkness veiled her eyes. “He hasn’t told us everything, but most of it. He almost bragged about it.”

Philip frowned. “Who?”

“Grum. We found him, where we found you. He was unconscious, but he quickly woke up.”

“He… He’s alive?” At first, he felt confused. Then confusion turned into something else, and Philip’s heart started beating to a different rhythm. The tears in his eyes dried up. Something within him hardened. “But I thought Grumblebeard—”

Ravine shook her head. “Grum survived.” She paused. “Unfortunately.”

Philip flung off his blanket and got out of bed.

“What are you doing?” Ravine asked as he got dressed.

Without a second’s hesitation, he swung the cape over his shoulders and faced Ravine. “Where’s Lucifer?”

“Philip, you just woke up. You need your rest and you need something to eat. I’ll go get—”

“Where’s Lucifer?”

She looked him in the eyes. “He’s in his study,” she replied. “What are you going to do, Philip?”

But he was already out the door.

* * *

He walked right in without knocking. Lucifer was sitting in his chair, leaning over his desk, his head resting in his hands. He looked up when the door opened. He was paler than usual, his pupils tiny in his bloodshot eyes.

“Philip?” He looked like someone who tried to smile but had forgotten how. “You’re up. Finally, some good news in these dreary times. I asked Ravine to let me know as soon as you were up, but never mind. How are you?”

“Did Grum tell you where Satina is?” he asked. His voice was severe. Lucifer raised an eyebrow.

The Devil shook his head. “No. He hasn’t said anything except how easily he deceived me, and what he had done to Lucifax. We couldn’t get another word out of him. Even though we’ve tried everything.”

“Where is he?”

“In the torture chamber, naturally. Chained and bloody, but unfortunately, silent. Aziel has really—”

“I want to see him.”

“Philip.”

“I want to see him.” It’s not a request. It’s an order. “How do I find him?”

“Don’t make things worse for yourself, Philip. My people have been grilling him for two nights, and he hasn’t talked. Don’t think you can just—”

“How do I find him?”

Lucifer studied him for a moment. Shook his head. Sighed in resignation. “The staircase to your room,” he said. “Go down, instead of up.”

Without a word, Philip turned on his heels and was about to leave when the Devil called out to him.

He stopped in his tracks. Didn’t look back. “What is it?”

“You really think it’s a good idea?”

“Good?” he repeated. The word formed an eerie smile on his lips. He shook his head. “No.”

He left the room and headed for the stairs. Continued down the steep steps.

Down…

The torches on the wall quietly hissed.

Down…

His shadow writhed like a snake, sometimes behind him, sometimes in front of him.

Down…

Down…

Down…

Finally, he came to a long hallway that led to a big wooden door. In front of the door, two gragorns were in quiet discussion. When they caught sight of Philip, they fell silent, but he’d heard them. Heard them say they had given up, that the devil wouldn’t talk.

The executioners looked at Philip with surprise. They evidently knew who he was, and for a brief moment he saw the shame in their eyes. Shame, for not getting the traitor to talk.

“Is he in there?” Philip asked.

“Yes, but he—” one of the demons started. Then stopped himself. “Yes.”

Without another word, and with a heart that was beating oddly, so very oddly, Philip opened the door.


CHAPTER 51

Hate

The last bit of sorrow and pain drowned then and there. Disappeared into a hurricane of hate that filled him with more darkness than he’d never known.

Grum was chained to the wall, arms stretched to each side and hands nailed fast with spikes, so that he couldn’t transform himself out of the chains. Black blood ran from the palms of his hands in straight lines to the floor. But Philip had seen worse and the sight made no impression at all.

At the sound of the door opening and closing, Grum looked up. He was badly beaten and bleeding, but nowhere near the breaking point. His eyes still gleamed without a hint of remorse or regret. On the contrary.

But the worst part was the smile. The smile on Grum’s face when he saw who had come in, and Philip felt something break through the skin on his forehead. He ignored the pain. Something that felt like a drop of sweat slid along his eyebrow and continued down his cheek. But it wasn’t sweat. It was blood.

“Where is she?”

Grum laughed. A dry, sarcastic laugh. “So that’s what it’s come to? When the devils give up, they send an angel.”

“Where is she?”

“Forget it, angel.” He spat on the floor. “You really think I’m going to tell you?”

“Yes,” he said and locked the door.

He looked at Grum, stared into his eyes, and let him see why. Let him see he was wrong if he thought Philip would give up like the executioners outside. Because this time it was personal, and Philip had nothing to lose. This was all that was left. Perhaps Aziel was to be feared, but so was Philip, because he wouldn’t stop. Not until Grum had given him what he wanted. Never. Never! This was Hell, Grum was condemned, and the taunting smile fell from the devil’s lips as he finally understood.

Don’t do it, Philip, a voice pleaded in the back of his mind. You mustn’t—

He didn’t just ignore the voice. He choked it.

In his mind’s eye—Satina and her screams as the husher seized her. Then Grumblebeard with the knife in his chest.

In front of him—the traitor. The murderer. The condemned.

And inside him—inside him the smoldering darkness ignited with an indescribable force, engulfing everything.

Philip welcomed it.

I’m no angel, he thought, and then the thoughts themselves faded into hate and insanity.

Soon after the screams began.

* * *

_ _ _

* * *

Later—much later—he opened the door to the hallway. Apart from the incessant dripping, the torture chamber lay in complete silence.

“Ph-Philip?” It was Lucifer. He’d been waiting with the executioners outside, while Philip… While Philip had…

Satan stared at him. At what had once been Philip Engel.

Now—

Philip looked at his shadow, spreading out across the floor in front of him.

At the horns. The tail. The wings.

Everything had returned, arising from a soul painted dark by fate itself, and he studied his hands, drenched with black blood, and raised his midnight-dark gaze at Lucifer, who stepped back in shock. A smile, that wasn’t a smile at all but something utterly dreadful and cruel, appeared upon his lips.

“I know where she is,” he said.


To be continued…
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