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        She never meant to sell her soul… least of all to Lucifer.

      

      

      
        
        The devil has taken her sister. Now she's going to bring her back.

        Luckily, she's not alone.

      

        

      
        An angel with a dark past.

        A wolf with anger issues.

        A hellhound who's actually quite cuddly.

      

        

      
        Yes, this is a journey into hell. Grab your tissues and snacks for this will be a rollercoaster into darkness.

      

        

      
        A reverse harem based on Dante's Inferno, but with a kickass heroine instead of a lovesick old poet.
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        This book is written in British English.

      

        

      
        Infernal Descent is also available as audiobook.

      

        

      
        Subscribe to our newsletters for all the lastest releases, offers and looks behind the scenes:

      

      

      
        
        skyemackinnon.com/newsletter

        beapaige.co.uk/newsletter-sign-up
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      The devil is supposed to have horns and a tail, not look like a hot guy in a tight-fitting suit. His eyes should have given it away, but I wasn’t looking at them. I was looking at the floor because I was ashamed to even be in that office. It’s a place where only a certain type of person comes. The ones who don’t have anything to lose.

      But of course it didn’t work out. Life isn’t fair. How was I supposed to know that he wasn't human? That he was out for my soul?

      In desperation, people do a lot of crazy things. Like me. I’m desperate, and I have been for a long time. Being poor does that to you. And if the choice is between feeding my baby sister and doing something stupid, I’ll always do the latter.

      “You signed the contract,” the bulky man in front of me repeats, staring me down. I don’t budge. I’m all that stands between him and Tris, and he’s getting nowhere near her. Our home isn’t much, a simple room in a shelter containing nothing but a wobbly wardrobe and a bunk bed, but it’s our sanctuary. This man is threatening it and I’m not letting him get away with it, even though he’s three times as wide as me.

      He sighs deeply and points his stubby finger on the paper, showing where I signed. My signature is wiggly; it’s obvious how much I didn’t actually want to sign the contract. But I did, and now he’s here to collect.

      “I’m needed here. Please go,” I say in my most determined voice. There’s a slight shake to it, but I’m hoping the man won’t notice.

      “You signed the contract,” he replies, for the fourth or fifth time.

      “Yes, and I didn’t know you’d be coming so soon. He told me it would be decades. Long enough for my sister to grow up.”

      He stabs his finger on the parchment again.

      “It doesn’t say when on here. He calls, you come. That’s what the contract says.”

      "But I can't!"

      "You signed, you come." His face is as dispassionate as always. I wonder if Luke chooses his goons to be expressionless as well as brainless.

      "I've done everything he's asked of me! Surely he needs me here? I can't leave, I just can't."

      Of course, Tris chooses that moment to start crying. It must be one of her nightmares. I cringe as the man's eyes flick to the room behind me.

      "You've got a kid?" he asks, this time almost showing a trace of interest in his dark eyes.

      "Sister," I say through clenched teeth, my fingers gripping the doorframe hard enough to turn my knuckles white. I'm tempted to run inside and grab my knife, but I know he'd probably catch me before I could get it out of my bag. Usually, the knife stays under my pillow when I'm home, but I haven’t had time to unpack my things yet.

      Wouldn't it be ironic if I killed Luke's goon with the knife the devil himself gave me? I've not killed before, he would be the first. But my sister is here with me, and I'm not going to endanger her in any way. She's the reason I'm doing all this. If she woke up and saw me, the real me... no, that cannot happen. To her, I'm still the old Ciera, the caring older sister who never did anything wrong. Someone to look up to. No, I'm definitely no role model anymore. I've done terrible things to survive, most of them in Luke's employ. I did them because I thought it would keep him from calling in his final favour.

      "Say your goodbyes," the man tells me and I glare at him defiantly.

      "I'm not going to say goodbye. She's three, how is she supposed to survive without me?!"

      "Not my problem. You signed the contract."

      "Tell him I'll do other things. I'll do twice as many missions as it says on there."

      I know how pathetic I sound, but I have to try and get out of this. It's not as if I didn't read the small print, I just believed in what Luke told me more. I believed that I had time, because that's what he said. But he lied. Figures, he's the devil.

      "He wants you now. No more arguing. Say goodbye or not, I don't care. We're leaving."

      He grabs my arm and turns to leave, expecting me to follow him like a good little girl. As if.

      I kick him from behind, my foot hitting the back of his knee. He grunts but doesn't let go of my arm, on the contrary, he begins to grip it painfully hard.

      "Let go," I groan in pain and anger. If only I had my knife here, or one of my other weapons, but the knife’s in my bag and I keep the others locked up, out of Tris's reach. Sharp things aren't good for a three-year-old to play with.

      "Stop struggling."

      He drags me along the corridor, ignoring the kicks I'm giving his legs.

      "HELP!" I shout, hoping that the shelter isn't abandoned like it usually is during the day. My sister and I are the only ones allowed to stay, the others have to queue each night in the hope to get a bed.

      "Nobody here," he chuckles. "Nobody here to save you."

      That makes me struggle even more. My sister is crying again, her voice getting ever more quiet as he drags me further away from her.

      No, he's not going to take me. Tris needs me.

      Without thinking, I rip the long wooden needle that's holding my curls in place out of my hair and slam it into his back. It splinters and pain floods my hand. It didn't work. Either his clothes are too thick or he's wearing some kind of protective vest underneath. The only thing I've achieved is pissing him off.

      He roars and slams me against the wall behind me. It knocks the wind out of my lungs and I sink to the floor, wincing. He leans down to me, his almost black eyes wide with anger.

      "You should have read the small print," he whispers before something hard knocks against my forehead and everything goes dark.
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      A gentle touch presses against my forehead bringing me back into the present.

      “Ciera, child, are you okay?”

      My eyes flutter open at the sound of a familiar voice that echoes around my brain.

      Peering down at me is Noella, another regular at the shelter. Her kind brown eyes are surrounded by wrinkles, deepened further by her fear that I might be hurt. I sit up abruptly, forcing Noella back. She wobbles slightly on arthritic ankles and I catch her elbow, supporting her so she doesn’t fall backwards, but she stumbles and falls to the ground.

      “Where’s Tris?” I ask, clambering to my feet. I ignore the woozy feeling and the urge to throw up what little breakfast I had this morning. The usual dim lights in the hallway are too bright suddenly and black spots pinprick my vision as I steady myself against the wall. I take a deep breath, forcing away another looming blackout.

      Noella doesn’t answer me straight away. Instead she holds her hand up, requesting my help back to her feet. I clutch at her hand, pulling her upwards. She is tiny, bent with age, poverty and a hard life lived on the streets. I see my future in her.

      “He left this…” Noella says, her bent fingers unfurling painfully. In her hand is a piece of parchment. I see Luke’s insignia before anything else. The number 666, coiled around it is a snake that is eating its own tail.

      “I’m sorry, Ciera. There was nothing I could do.”

      I snatch the parchment from her hand, ignoring her look of sorrow, and read. With every word, my heart shatters. This time I cannot prevent the nausea from rising up my throat. My stomach empties on the floor.

      “This can’t be real. I’m still dreaming. I have to be,” I say, wiping a shaking hand over my mouth.

      Noella shakes her head. “I’m sorry. She’s gone.”

      A scream of rage rips from my mouth. I twirl on my feet and run back into our room.

      “Tris, TRIS! Where are you?” I run to our bed, pulling the sheet from the bottom bunk where she sleeps. All that’s left behind is her teddy; a small dog-eared brown bear I found in a dumpster when she was two. It’s the only toy she’s ever had and she doesn’t go anywhere without it. I pick it up and clutch it against my chest, burying my face into it to draw in her smell. Inside, my heart shatters that little bit more.

      Noella rests her hand on my arm and squeezes gently. “You made a deal, didn’t you?”

      I turn slowly to face her, my head bowed, ashamed. “I did it to keep her safe. I did it for Tris. He lied. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. It was supposed to me. Not her.”

      Noella’s warm fingers lift my chin. I blink back the tears, they won’t help me or Tris now.

      “I know, child. I know what this has cost you. What it will cost you…”

      “I have to find her. Bring her home. I will take her place. She’s only three, Noella. She’ll be so frightened. What have I done?”

      Noella considers me a moment, her dark eyes assessing mine. I feel uncomfortable under her gaze. After a beat she speaks.

      “There is a way,” she says, her hand dropping from my chin. I snatch at it, squeezing it hard. She winces, but I don’t let go.

      “Tell me.”

      Noella remains quiet, her crinkled mouth pursed shut now.

      “Tell me, Noella, or so help me…” I threaten, squeezing her hand harder. A few months ago I would never have dreamed of hurting anyone, especially someone old and frail like Noella, someone kind. I have changed. I have done things that would turn even the kindest, most forgiving person against me. I’m not a good person. Noella knows it. My eyes flick to the rucksack containing my knife, Luke’s knife actually, given it’s really his.

      “There’s no need for violence, Ciera. I want to help you. I want to help your sister. I shall tell you what you need to know. But this won’t be easy. You will need help, and there is only one person I know of who can help you now.”

      “Tell me,” I repeat, more gently this time. I let go of Noella’s hand and she draws it to her chest, rubbing it gently.

      “You must find the light within the Dark Woods, only then will you be able to enter the place which only the damned can walk.”

      My eyebrows pull together in confusion. Light within the Dark Woods? What is she talking about?

      “Where are these woods you speak of? What light do you mean? Noella, I don’t have time for riddles. Just tell me how I can help my sister!” I can’t help but shout, fear making me scared, making me panic. Knowing how frightened Tris must be makes my own fear a thousand times worse. She doesn’t even have her teddy. I force away the debilitating thoughts. I must be strong. I must find her.

      “You know the Dark Woods well enough, Ciera.”

      “What are you talking about? I’ve never stepped out of this city, let alone visited the countryside. There are no woods around here…”

      Noella cocks her head to one side, then widens her arms. “Is that so? You know this city better than anyone. Don’t tell me you’ve never come across the Dark Woods before?” She stares at me, waiting.

      Realisation dawns, thwacking me over the head. “You can’t mean the old pub on Wood street? The one with the blackened windows, filled with reprobates and surrounded by dead trees and iron railings?”

      “The one and only.”

      “Shit.” I’ve heard the rumours about that place, about who lurks inside.

      “I’ve never entered it personally. Not a place I ever wish to set foot in. I’m sorry you have to go there. But, my child, there is a light beyond the darkened windows. Seek it out. It’s the only way.”

      Noella touches my arm briefly.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “It will be arduous. You will be tested, Ciera.”

      “You sound like you know something more.”

      “I know enough, but this is not my journey. This is yours. If I am to give you one piece of advice, it would be this. There is light in the darkest of hearts, as there is dark in the purest of souls. Not everything is as it seems. Be safe, Ciera.”  With that, Noella turns and leaves the room before I am able to question her further.
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      It takes me almost two hours to reach the ramshackle pub on Wood Street. It’s nearing midnight by the time I approach the iron gates surrounding the building. The trunks of dead trees curl upwards from the ground, like rotten teeth protruding from blackened gums. There are no signs of life within the hollowed out and twisted trunks. The street itself is deathly quiet. Even the pub seems unusually tranquil. No, tranquil is not the right word.

      This place is no more tranquil than the shelter I live in. This kind of silence should be feared.

      My eyes take in the darkened windows, the red-brick turned black by pollution and years of grime from the car exhausts polluting the city air.

      Perhaps it’s closed.

      I hesitate, not certain whether to enter. My hand is holding onto the iron railing. Part of me wants to run away, the other is determined to find my sister. I close my eyes and draw in a long breath. Noella’s voice echoing in my head.

      “You gonna stand there all night or are ya gonna come in?” A gravelly female voice says from the darkness. I snatch my hand away from the railing as a woman dressed in a long fur coat steps out from behind one of the trees. She has highlighted blonde hair piled up on top of her head in a loose bun. Her face is painted with thick makeup, red lipstick bleeds into the wrinkled skin about her mouth as she pulls on a cigarette. She’s probably only in her late thirties; time hasn’t treated her well.

      “Is this the Dark Woods?” I ask, trying to bide some time.

      The woman laughs. Actually, it’s more of a cackle than a laugh.

      “Does this look like woods to you?”

      “No, but…”

      “This is a pub, love. Booze is consumed, drugs too if that’s what you’re after. There are also many other things you can find beyond those doors. Perhaps you’d like a little company, hmm?” she asks me.

      I watch as her hand reaches down to the front of her fur coat. She slides her fingers along the join, unbuttoning it. Beneath she is wearing a leather mini-skirt, stockings and a lace bra.

      I raise my eyebrows. “No, thanks. I’m here for something else.”

      “Then you’d better come in, hadn’t you? That something else ain’t gonna be found out there on the street now, is it?” She winks, then places the cigarette back in her mouth but not before she runs her tongue over her crimson lip.

      Yanking open the gate, I step onto the path on the other side. The woman leans against a tree watching me.

      “No, no it won’t,” I say. Tris’s face fills my thoughts and I grit my teeth. If she’s beyond those doors, then that’s where I need to be and nothing and no one is going to stop me from finding her.

      “I’m Tala by the way.”

      I nod my head as I walk past her. “Nice to meet you, Tala,” I say politely.

      She laughs again. “Many people have said many things after meeting me, nice has never been one of them.” She reaches out her hand and grips hold of my arm tightly. “I am always on the hunt for my next… client. You’d be wise not to cross paths with me again, pretty one. I may not be so nice, next time.”

      I yank my arm away, narrowing my eyes at her. “Me neither,” I growl. Luke’s knife burns a hole in my back pocket.

      A slow smile pulls up her lips, respect lighting her golden eyes. She doesn’t respond, simply nods her head and steps back into the shadows.

      Shaken but not scared, I make my way to the door of the pub. Now that I am closer I can hear life beyond the closed doors. With one last look over my shoulder, I push open the door and step inside.
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      Darkness greets me, slowly giving way to dim light and heavy clouds of smoke. Have these people not heard of the smoking ban yet? I stifle a cough and make my way further into the room, past men and women hugging their glasses or hugging each other. I don't have much experience with pubs; I don't have the money to go drinking. But somehow, I doubt that all pubs come with this much indecency.

      A large man steps into my way and I almost bump into his wide belly. I assume he's just a drunken patron and turn to walk around him, but he suddenly grips my arms and holds me in place.

      "Don't touch me," I hiss, fighting against his grip. He doesn't budge, so I do what every self-respecting girl would: I knee him in the balls. Finally, he lets go of me, clutching his crotch, and I step around him, hoping he won't follow me.

      "Good hit, miss," another man whispers from my side, his smelly breath hitting my nostrils. "Want to do the same to me? I like a bit of pain."

      I shudder in disgust and hurry towards the bar. It's just as dark and run-down as the rest of this place, but at least it seems safer than staying in the middle of the room.

      "Yeaaah?" a woman drawls in a deep, almost masculine voice. It takes me a moment to notice that she's the bartender and that she's talking to me.

      Shit, I don't have any money.

      "I'm looking for someone," I begin, not quite sure how to spin this. I can't really ask her for 'the light', can I. Now that I'm here, this seems like a terrible idea. Maybe Noella was just talking nonsense.

      "Aren't we all," the woman grins, exposing some very yellow teeth. "Now, what do ya want to drink?"

      "Give her a pint on me," a man next to me says. I look up at him, having to crane my neck because he's incredibly tall. Seven foot at least, I'd say, or even more. His shaggy beard hides half of his face, but seeing his cold eyes is enough to show me that I really don't want anything to do with him.

      "No thanks," I say quickly before the bartender can make me that drink. "I'm meeting someone."

      "Am I not good enough for ya?" the man growls and puts an arm around my shoulders.

      Enough is enough. I elbow him in the chest and run for it, out of the pub and into the night, ignoring the jeering drunkards who I've just provided the evening's entertainment for.

      I stop just outside the pub and breathe in deep. The cool air helps to clear my mind a little, and my lungs are in sore need of oxygen after all the smoke inside.

      What am I going to do now? That place really doesn't look like I'd find any answers in there. If any of the patrons have ever had any dealings with Luke, they would have been working for him, not against him.

      'The light within the Dark Woods'. She definitely said within, didn't she. That would mean inside that pub. I sigh. There seems no way around another trip inside. Maybe I'm too early, maybe there will be other people there in a few hours.

      I look up and down the street. Everything is quiet, the pub is the only source of noise. How do people sleep here knowing that these unsavoury characters are drinking next door? I really wouldn't want to live here, and that says a lot coming from someone currently calling a shelter her home.

      I decide to walk around the pub, maybe there's a bench somewhere that I can sit on while waiting. I really don't want to stand here close to the entrance where people like the aggressive men inside will pass.

      There's a simple iron gate to my right, looking like it may lead to a garden. It's unlocked and I take that as a sign to enter. The alleyway is dark and grimy, just like the rest of this area, but I still have hope that there may be a safer spot around the corner.

      Just like I thought, there's a garden at the back of the pub, but it's just as desolate and dead as the trees in the street. Only gravel covers the ground, not a single leaf or blade of grass. The tree in the far corner looks like a dark skeleton against the night sky, it's whitish bark glowing ominously. No, this doesn't seem like a safe place at all.

      I'm about to head back when a light suddenly appears at the other end of garden. There's a shed that I didn't see before, but now that someone has switched on the light inside, it's clearly visible. It's quite big, more than just a shed to store your tools, almost a small house.

      Something makes me walk towards it; maybe it's curiosity, maybe more.

      There are two windows, one on either side of the small wooden door. The left one is hidden behind old-fashioned shutters, so I sneak towards the one on the right, careful to stay in the shadows.

      The light inside flickers as if it's candlelight rather than a lamp. Maybe there's no electricity in the shed?

      I take off my backpack and pull out my knife and its sheath. The sheath is nothing more than several pairs of socks sewn together and attached to a belt, but it works. I wrap it around my waist, just to be sure. Who knows what awaits me here. I didn’t want to have the knife out in the open when I was exploring the pub, but now I’m on my own in the darkness and things have changed.

      I crouch when I reach the window, keeping my head below the sill. Why am I even doing this, sneaking around like a criminal. I have no business being here, and I'm supposed to explore the pub, not the outbuildings.

      "You can come in," a hoarse voice suddenly says above me at the same time as the window opens with a creak.

      I jump back in surprise and fall flat on my arse, the gravel poking uncomfortably through my jeans. Now would be a good time to run and pretend that I wasn’t here. Whoever lives in the backyard of this dingy pub can’t be a good person to meet in the dark.

      But then I look up and straight into his eyes… They are golden. Not light brown, not amber, but pure gold, with a thin circle of silver lining his light pupils. Not even those are the right colours, they’re far too bright.

      Before I even look at the rest of the man’s face, I’m convinced that he isn’t human.

      A few months ago, this would have shocked me, but I’ve been hanging out with Luke and his crowd for long enough to figure out that humans aren’t alone in this world. I’ve never had the chance or the confidence to ask what they all are, but their supernatural strength is enough to tell me that they aren’t like me. Luke of course is the devil, Lucifer, although he hates being called that name. The only thing that gives away his non-humanity are his red-rimmed eyes, but it’s not the same for the man in front of him.

      His entire skin is glowing. Without the golden glow, he’d probably be pale, but the shine hides his true skin colour and any impurities there might be. His lips are curved in a small smile, his white teeth the only non-golden part of him. How does he walk around town looking like this? No wonder he’s hiding in a shed in the worst part of town where outcasts and misfits blend in. Not that he’d ever blend in.

      I’m so mesmerised by his eyes and his glow that it takes me a moment to notice that he’s talking to me.

      “Do you enjoy sitting on the floor?”

      He grins, flashing his sparkling white teeth at me.

      “No? Then you better come in.”

      He leans out of the window, reaching out for me with one hand.

      Last chance to run, Ciera, a voice in my head tells me, but I ignore it. I’m not going to run if this might be a chance to save my sister.

      I take his hand, expecting him to pull me up so I can walk through the door, but he has other ideas. One second I’m outside in the backyard, the next, I’m flying through the window head-first before landing against his chest. He’s warm, I can feel his heat even through my clothes. His chest is hard with muscle, but not uncomfortable.

      What the fuck? Did he just pull me through a window with enough force to prevent me from crashing against the window frame? And why am I still in his arms?

      I hastily step back, ignoring how cold I suddenly feel, bereft of his warmth.

      “Who are you?” I ask hastily, both to break the silence and to feel a little less awkward.

      “They call me Maro,” he says in a soft but deep voice.

      “And what do you call yourself?”

      “Maro.” He chuckles. “Are you one of those people who take everything literally?”

      I shrug. “Occasionally. What are you doing here?”

      His grin grows wider. “You sneak around my house and then ask me what I’m doing here?”

      I’m grasping for a snarky answer but my mind is going blank. His glow is too much, I can’t focus. How can I think when I’m looking at the most gorgeous and unusual man I’ve ever seen?

      I decide not to look at him again, instead, I inspect the rough wooden floor.

      “I’m looking for someone,” I say, determinedly not lifting my gaze. “Or something, maybe. Ehm…” I take a deep breath. “Do you know someone called Luke?”

      Suddenly, I’m slammed against the wall behind me, something sharp pressing against my throat. Maro’s face is inches away from my own, his eyes suddenly burning with molten gold. He’s no longer smiling at me.

      “Do you work for him?” he growls, the softness in his voice gone.

      I try and look down to see what he’s holding against my throat, but I’m scared he might cut me if I move too much.

      “No,” I reply steadily, hoping he won’t spot the lie. It’s not like I’m working for Luke voluntarily. Signing the contract with him was the only way for me and my sister to survive. It got us a permanent place in the shelter, food and enough money to occasionally buy some clothes or other necessary things for Tris. He even threw in a bus pass so I could get to my assignments without having to walk through the entire city.

      “Interesting,” he mutters, still not letting me go. “You’re lying but you’re not. Explain.”

      To emphasise his command, the pain on my throat increases. I’m breathing shallowly now, trying not to move my neck.

      “It’s not by choice,” I reply through clenched teeth. “Let me go and I’ll tell you.”

      His eyes stay fixed on mine, burning into my mind. The intensity of his gaze is making me dizzy, but I can’t even seem to blink, let alone close my eyes.

      Finally, he seems satisfied and steps back, releasing me, and I get to see what was pressed against my throat.

      Fuck.

      He’s got bloody wings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell are those?” I say pointing to what are very clearly a pair of white, sodding wings.

      “I would have thought that was pretty obvious. Perhaps you’re a little dazed by my good looks?” He smirks, folding his arms across his chest.

      “Ha, not likely,” I retort. Arrogant as well as good looking then. That’s the worst kind of combination, in my opinion.

      Maro laughs, the fierceness gone as quickly as it had appeared. I watch as the offending wings fold neatly away behind his back. At the bottom of one wing, I notice a drop of blood slide down the edge of a feather and fall to the wooden floor. Lifting my fingers to my neck, a warm wetness slides over my skin. Pulling my hand away I see my own blood glistening in the light, his light, I might add. He’s like a bloody lightbulb.

      “You cut me!”

      He glances at my fingers, then at my neck and shrugs. “It’s not a very deep cut. I just needed to check if your blood runs pure. Or, at least as pure as it can be under the circumstances. ”

      “What? Why?”

      “You work for Lucifer.”

      “I don’t work for him. I just …”

      “You just what?” He narrows his eyes at me, the brilliant gold of them sparking like fireflies in the night. “Don’t tell me, you sold your soul for more riches than you can imagine.”

      “I…”

      “No, wait. I know, you sold your soul for everlasting beauty!” he scoffs, stalking towards me again. I am forced back against the wall once more as he rests the palms of his hands on either side of my head, and damn it if my heart doesn’t just about beat out of my chest.

      “That’s not what…” I protest, but he lifts his finger and presses it against my lips. Leaning down, his golden hair falling forward over his eyes, Maro studies me close up.

      “Ivory skin, check. White-blonde hair, check. A lithe, but shapely body, check. Pretty blue eyes, no, wait,” he says, tipping his head to the side, his eyebrows pulling together in concentration. “Grey, with a hint of steel.”

      “Gold, with a hint of fire,” I murmur back.

      For a moment we stare at each other, caught in some kind of invisible pull. If my heart was galloping before, it’s thundering now. Frankly, I am not even sure I can remain upright, given my knees have decided to go weak on me. Then the sound of laughter coming from the pub pulls me out from under his spell and I remember why I came here.

      “Tris!”

      Maro steps back and gives his head a shake as though he too was just as mesmerised as I was.

      “I didn’t sell my soul for money, or beauty. I sold it for my sister, for Tris. To keep a roof over her head, food in her belly, a warm bed at night. I did it to keep her safe.” I laugh bitterly, dragging the sleeve of my jumper against my neck. “Fat lot of good it did her. Tris is far from safe, now he has her.”

      Maro’s eyes widen. “Lucifer has your sister?”

      “Yes, that bastard sent one of his goons for me but he took my three-year-old sister instead and now I intend to get her back.”

      Maro sighs. “And how do you propose on doing that? You do realise who you’re up against, don’t you? This isn’t one of the motley bunch in the Dark Woods behind us,” he says jerking a finger over his shoulder. “This is the Devil we’re talking about. D.E.V.I.L.”

      “I know how to spell, and I know who I’m dealing with perfectly well, thank you very much.”

      “You may think you know who you’re dealing with, but you’ve no real idea. You’re better off forgetting about her.”

      “Forget my sister?!” I screech. This time it is me stalking him. Within two strides I am across the room and jabbing my finger into his chest. Rage takes over my mouth now, despite common sense urging me not to be so foolish. He’s at least a foot taller than me and as wide as a door, but it doesn’t stop the words running from my mouth.

      “Don’t you dare tell me to forget about her. She’s my sister and I have protected Tris her whole life. I’m not about to walk away from her now. I won’t. I don’t care what it costs me.”

      “You’d be a fool to even attempt to find your sister, least of all try and steal her from him. It’s impossible. I’m sorry,” he adds gently.

      By now I am shaking in earnest, a mixture of rage and anguish running through my veins. I have to grit my teeth to stop them from chattering. “I’m not going to steal Tris, I am going to exchange my soul for hers. It was my soul he wanted so we could have a roof over our heads and safety for Tris. That was the bargain I made, this has nothing to do with her. She’s just a child.”

      Maro places his large hand over mine, stilling my fingers that are still persistently jabbing into his chest.

      “She will already be in the depths of Hell, Ciera.”

      Ciera? I’m pretty sure I’ve not mentioned my name.

      “How do you know my name? You told me yours, but I never told you mine.”

      “Think of it as a gift,” Maro responds with a shrug. His nonchalance is beginning to get on my nerves.

      “Look, as interesting as this is,” I say glancing at my hand still enclosed in his. “I haven’t come here for small talk. I have come to save my sister. This chit-chat is just a waste of my time. The longer I spend here with you, the further away she will be.”

      “Even if you manage to find her, there is no getting out once you’ve descended.” His thumb runs over my knuckles as he give me a look of pity.

      “I told you, I don’t want out. I just want to set Tris free.”

      “And what makes you think Lucifer will allow that? What’s stopping him from just keeping you both? What you’re talking of, it’s impossible.”

      “Nothing is impossible,” I retort, yanking my hand free. I clutch my hand to my chest as though he’s hurt me when really his touch had made me think thoughts that would do me no good if I’m to save my sister. My eyes flick to a single bed in the corner of the room, the cover pulled back and the mattress indented from his weight. It’s been a while since I’d slept with a man, three years to be precise. I snap my head back around. Stop it, Ciera.

      “I came to find the light. I’m wasting time talking with you. If you can’t tell me where it is, then get out of my way so I can keep searching.” I step around Maro and head for the door. Whatever Noella had meant, it must be in the pub. I yank the door open, about to step outside.

      “Wait!”

      I hesitate, not turning, just waiting to see what Maro has to say.

      “You’ve already found it,” he says with a deep sigh.

      Slowly, I turn on my heel. If I thought Maro was bright before, then it’s nothing to the light he is giving off now. It’s so startling I have to shade my eyes from it.

      “I suggest you close the door, and pull down the blinds. I don’t want any of the punters from the Dark Woods catching a glimpse.”

      Snapping out of my trance, I do as he asks.

      “You’re the light Noella was talking about?” I scoff. I’m not sure why I’m so surprised, I mean he has wings which in my book makes him an angel, even if he is an arrogant one. So, I guess being light goes with the territory.

      “Ah, Noella sent you? It makes sense now.”

      “You know her?”

      “Let’s just say we have history, and leave it at that.”

      “Whatever. So, Mr Lightbulb, how do I get into Hell?”

      A smiles twitches at the edge of his lips, presumably my nickname amuses him.

      “Well?” I press.

      Maro claps his hands twice and between us a large black hole opens up in the wooden floor. I wobble on my feet, it’s gaping mouth ready to devour me. In a flash, Maro is by my side holding onto my elbow.

      “Careful, falling in would be unwise. We need to wait for the steps.”

      “We?”

      He frowns. “I’m not letting you go there on your own.”

      I look up at Maro, and this time I catch a speck of black in his Golden irises. It is fleeting, and most likely the reflection from the chasm beneath us, but it reminds me of Noella’s warning.

      “There is light in the darkest of hearts, as there is dark in the purest of souls. Not everything is as it seems. Be safe, Ciera.”

      Her words ring in my head as Maro takes my hand and we descend into Hell.
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      It takes forever to walk down the black steps into Hell. Of course, I know that we’re not actually going down. Even though I left school without any qualifications, I was a good student when I had the chance to go to lessons. I know what our planet is made out of, and that there’s definitely no Hell underneath Earth’s crust.

      But still, it’s fitting that we’re going down. We’re descending into the unknown, a place I never thought I’d ever visit. Until I met Luke, Lucifer, the devil, whatever, I didn’t even believe in the existence of Hell. Now, it feels very real.

      I lose all track of time, my aching thighs the only sign that we’ve been walking downstairs for far too long. Everything around us is pitch black, but Maro gives off enough light to illuminate the next few steps in front of me. Even so, I stumble several times, kept from falling only by the angel’s quick reactions.

      “Almost there,” he suddenly says, even though everything looks just the same as it did an hour ago. “Prepare yourself.”

      “What for?” I ask, but I put one hand on the handle of my knife. I don’t even have to think to know that I’m prepared to kill to get to my sister. Not that it matters, people in Hell should already be dead, right?

      “Stepping through the gate can be unpleasant,” Maro explains.

      “What gate....”

      I don’t finish my question; I can see it for myself.

      Finally, we have reached solid ground. With a sigh of relief, I leave the final step and walk closer to the gate, made from the same glittering dark stone as the ground. Silvery dots are dancing in the blackness, as if the night sky has been trapped in the rock.

      The gate itself is a simple stone arch, it doesn’t look like a doorway to Hell at all. I can see the other side of the tunnel we’re in through it. Is it just a symbolic gate leading to yet more stairs?

      “Let’s have some light,” Maro whispers and spreads his wings. I turn, surprised by the light suddenly illuminating the cavern, but avert my eyes when I see how bright he’s glowing. It hurts, it’s that intense.

      I look at the gate just in time to see the tiny starlight dots move in the stone, first forming lines, then shaky letters.

      

      “Through me, the way is to the suffering city;

      Through me, the way is to eternal pain;

      Through me, the way among the people lost.

      "Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.”

      

      I read the words several times, committing them to memory. 'The people lost'... I hope my sister isn't among them. She can still be saved, yes. I need to keep telling myself that.

      "Ready? This is your last chance to turn back."

      Maro's voice is surprisingly gentle, with none of the previous arrogance.

      "Only the brave and the foolish venture through this gate. Or the dead. I hope you're neither dead nor foolish."

      I shake my head determinedly. "I'm not sure I'm brave, but some silly Hell gate isn't going to keep me away from Tris."

      He laughs. "Hold my hand and don't let go."

      Once again, I'm surprised by the warmth of his skin. Tingles run up my arm as I squeeze his hand, enjoying his touch far more than I should. His warmth isn't just physical, somehow, it warms my heart as well, giving me courage.

      "Steel yourself. You can't help any of the people we'll see," he whispers, before we step through the gate and blackness surrounds us once more.

      

      Before I see anything, I hear the moans and cries of hundreds, if not thousands of people. It's a sad chorus of pain and despair that brings tears to my eyes. I blink hard, trying to dispel the traitorous tears before we step into the light and Maro will see them. He told me to be brave, and here I am, crying already.

      It's still pitch black, which means my ears are the only sense that my mind is focussing on. I wish it wasn't. The sound of whips rings through the air, the wailing of people in agony,  the shouts in a cacophony of languages.

      I grip Maro's hand a little tighter, concentrating on the touch connecting me to him. The sensation of his warmth drowns out the noise a little, but not enough for it to not sink into my memories. These sounds will follow me into my nightmares, except that this is real, a living nightmare.

      "What did they do to deserve being in Hell?" I whisper, not wanting to draw attention to us.

      Maro laughs darkly. "We're not in Hell yet, Cookie. This is the vestibule, the antechamber, housing those who were notoriously indecisive. They couldn't make decisions in life, so now they're trapped between Heaven and Hell in death."

      Did he just call me Cookie? I decide to ignore that one, the situation is far too serious for banter. "That's terrible. Why are they being punished for something they didn't actually do?"

      "Exactly. They didn't do anything. They couldn't decide between good and evil, between helping and obstructing. They are the ones who'd stand and watch a car accident rather than help. Sometimes, people make the wrong decisions, but that's always better than making none at all."

      Something glints in the darkness, a pale shimmer. I automatically turn towards it, but Maro holds me back.

      "No, you don't want to go there."

      "Why?"

      It seems counterintuitive to stay in the darkness and not follow the light. Now that my eyes are slowly getting used to the darkness, I notice that there's several sparks of light in the distance

      "Those are the fallen angels, the ones who didn't rebel, but who also didn't stay faithful. They're trapped in the vestibule until they decide on a side."

      I frown, but then remember that Maro won't see that in the darkness.

      "Why don't they just decide? It can't be that hard to follow the good side."

      He laughs again, but there's not a trace of humour in his voice when he says, "Trust me, it's not as easy as it sounds. Some prefer this place where they don't have to stand up for either side. Here they can be who they want to be, not having to fit the mould of a good or a bad angel."

      I'm about to ask more, specifically where he is on the spectrum, but he squeezes my hand and starts walking, dragging me along with him.

      "Let's go before any of them start being curious and recognise me."

      "Why would they..."

      I stumble before I can finish my sentence and would have fallen if Maro hadn't gripped me tightly around my waist, pulling me up and closer to him.

      "Thanks," I mutter, but he doesn't let me go.

      "Don't look down," he says, apparently oblivious to the fact that I can't see anything in this darkness.

      "Why?"

      "Just... don't."

      He removes his arm from my waist, only for it to reappear on my shoulder moments later. I should push him away - we only met an hour ago and I usually don't like people touching me - but right now, I need to be distracted from the sounds of the people trapped in the vestibule, and his warmth is a very effective distraction.

      He pushes me forward and I walk slowly, hoping that he'll tell me if there's an obstacle in my way. It feels like gravel beneath my feet and every step leaves a crunching noise hanging in the air. I really hope this is just stone and not bones or something gruesome like that.

      After a few minutes of traipsing through the dark, something unexpected hits my nostrils.

      "Why does it smell of the sea?" I ask Maro, sniffing again to make sure. The smell of salt and algae is unmistakable.

      "We've almost reached Acheron, the river dividing the vestibule from Hell itself. We'll have to cross on the ferry, hopefully without Charon noticing us."

      "Ferry? Like, the ferry carrying souls to the afterlife?"

      "Exactly that. And as both of us aren't souls, we better try and stay under the radar. Charon's got a bit of a temper."

      I can't help it, Don't Pay the Ferryman by Chris de Burgh begins to play in my head. At least it's a more pleasant sound than the moans of the damned.

      Slowly, the gravelly ground beneath our feet gives way to something softer, squishier. It seems we're getting close to the river. I still can't see anything, but there's a slight shimmer on the horizon, like the subtle light just before the dawn. Is there day and night here or is it always dark?

      "Stay close to me, Cookie, and don't attract attention," Maro warns me.

      "Why the fuck are you calling me Cookie?" I'm getting fed up with his way of talking to me. It's either condescending, arrogant or he's using weird names for me.

      He chuckles. "Because you smell like one. Chocolate-chip, if I'm not mistaken."

      "What?!"

      Nobody has ever told me I smell like biscuits. None, not even past boyfriends who came up with all sorts of abstruse pet names. Of course, I've not had a boyfriend since I started taking care of Tris. She always comes first, and I'm far too busy looking after her and helping us survive. When my step mum died, she didn't just leave me with a toddler, but also a mountain of debt that ate up all the savings and possessions I had, even the tiny flat I'd lived in. Still, I wouldn't have changed it for the world. Tris was my everything, and if I had to be poor and homeless to be with her, so be it. Social services were going to take her away from me when they found out, but going underground shook them off our tail.

      "I like cookies," Maro snickers and breathes in deeply. I do the same, but all I smell is the sea, no, the river.

      Then I suddenly remember and it all makes sense. I rummage in the pocket of my jacket and pull out the crumbled remains of a cookie that I'd bought for Tris. It was supposed to be a surprise, but when I came home, a much worse surprise was waiting for me. I shudder when I think of Luke's goon. He took my sister. The shudder turns into a trembling of rage. He's so going to pay for that.

      I put the cookie back into my pocket. It's for Tris, and I'm going to keep it there until I see her again.
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      “Ah fuck,” Maro says shifting his body so that he is standing slightly in front of me.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, my hand immediately going to my knife still in the sheath at my waist.

      “Charon might seem like a deaf old man, but his hearing is as acute as my own. We probably shouldn’t have been so chatty.”

      “I wasn’t the one going on about cookies, now was I?” I hiss, just as a boat pulls up to the shore. I hear the sound of splashing water as someone approaches. Maro glances back at me briefly and shakes his head minutely. I know he wants me to remain hidden behind him, but I don’t need his protection. I can look after myself.

      My hand grips the handle tightly, whilst I plant my feet in an offensive position. I am ready to fight. I am always ready to fight. I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t.

      “Maro, long time no see. What brings you back here, old friend?”

      Maro laughs, he spreads his wings out wide so that my view is now completely blocked by them. They might look soft and delicate, but I know what they can do, my neck still stings from the cut he gave me earlier.

      “OId friend? You and I were never friends, Charon.”

      “Then I guess we have different opinions then. Who is this you bring me? Another one of your gifts?”

      Gifts? What was he talking about? How many times had Maro been down here?

      “I am nobody’s gift,” I say, ducking around Maro’s wing, giving Charon a glare. I almost let out a little yelp of surprise when I see him, but manage to refrain. Christ he’s old. Not just old, but decrepit. He’s barely skin and bone. A long grey gown hangs from his shoulders to his bare feet where long toenails curl into the soft sand underfoot. My eyes travel back upwards following the jagged bones that stick out of his skin. His belly is concave. This man could do with more than a cookie, that’s for sure.

      “That’s it, take a good look, young lady,” he says, stepping towards me.

      Maro stiffens beside me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see his hand curl into a fist. Surely he doesn’t think this old man can do any harm?

      “Let me look at you,” Charon says, and before I even realise what he is doing my arm is snatched up in his hand and the old man has me yanked up against him. I gag at the smell of his breath. He smiles widely showing a row of rotten teeth. I yank my arm back, but he is surprisingly strong.

      Behind us Maro growls. It is very un-angel like. He sounds more like a feral dog.

      “Let her go, Charon, she is not your concern.”

      The old man ignores him, instead he leans closer to me, his wispy white hair fluttering across my cheek. He makes my skin crawl. I twist my face away from his and glare at Maro, who despite his words, remains exactly where he is. Why isn’t he doing anything? His bloody wings could gut Charon in a second.

      “Look at me, child,” a deep gravelly voice demands. It is no longer the feeble voice of an old man, but a voice that belongs to someone infinitely more powerful. My skin erupts in goosebumps as my head turns without my permission. The moment our eyes meet I suck in a startled breath. His rheumy, sepia eyes are now replaced with orbs that are filled with red and orange flames.

      “What is this? You are not dead!” he roars, dropping my arm and pushing me away so that I fall backwards onto my arse. This time Maro doesn’t catch my fall. Arsehole.

      “Hey, watch it,” I retort, scrambling to my feet.

      “She does not belong here, take her back,” Charon repeats, his voice changed back to the usual creak and groan of a voice box well used.

      “I am not going back. I need to cross the river. You’re the ferryman. You can take me across.”

      He ignores me entirely, stepping past me and up to Maro. Charon leans in and whispers something into his ear. He is so quiet I can’t hear what he says, but whatever it is Maro doesn’t look too happy about it.

      “I shall find my own way then,” I say striding towards the water with the intent of getting into his boat and paddling it across the river my damn self.

      This time warm hands grasp my arm pulling me back sharply against a firm chest. “One step in that water, and you are lost forever. No one ever rises from the River Acheron.”

      “Then let me in the boat.” I grit my teeth against the strength of Maro’s hold and the desire to remain in his arms forever.

      “No, you cannot pass this way.” Charon steps before me once again, waggling his finger. “This boat is for the dead, for the sinners. You have no place here, but if you are intent on crossing over, then a lighter vessel is required.” He looks pointedly at Maro, who stiffens behind me. He mutters something under his breath.

      “Where can I find a lighter vessel? Are there more boats further along the shore?”

      “Stick with this one. You’ll soon find what you’re looking for,” Charon smirks, then winks at me before walking into the water and hauling himself back in the boat. Maro still has me gripped firmly in his arms as Charon rows away.

      After a few minutes I lose sight of him in the swirling, grey mists. Maro loosens his arms from around me and I twist on my feet, shoving my hand against his chest in anger.

      “Well, that’s just perfect! How am I supposed to get across now?” I shout, frantically looking both ways down the beach. Not that I can see much given the darkness seems to be getting darker, and the mists, well, mistier.

      I start striding down the beach in the hope that at some point I come across another boat that will get me across the water. I don’t hear Maro follow, and frankly I am beyond caring. I’d tell him to go to Hell if we weren’t already there.

      “I can tell you’re going to be a pain in my arse, Cookie.”

      “What the fu-” I scream, the words are snatched from my mouth as I am lifted into the air, my legs dangling beneath me until I am manoeuvred into strong arms and settled against an equally strong chest.

      “Listening isn’t your strong point, is it?” Maro grumbles, not bothering to give any eye contact as he flies me over the mist covered water below.

      “Shit! Fuck! Damn it to bloody hell! You could have given me some warning.” I can’t help but clutch at his shoulders. If he dropped me now... I push the thought out of my head. He wouldn’t dare, would he?

      “Stop fidgeting. I prefer my passengers to sit back and enjoy the ride.”

      I stiffen in his arms, the way his tongue rolls around the word ride has my stomach doing stupid backward somersaults, and heat pooling in a place which is distinctly inappropriate.

      “So, you’re the light vessel? I should have known. It makes perfect sense,” I ramble trying to ignore the fact that I am exceptionally close to a man who is both incredibly attractive and acutely annoying at the same time.

      “The one and only. Wings come in handy every now and then.”

      “Yeah don’t I know it,” I mutter, my fingers running over the cut on my neck.

      “There have been many times I have wished not to have these wings. They represent both the good and the bad in my life.”

      “The bad?”

      “Isn’t there always darkness? You of all people should understand that,” he says, silencing my retort. He’s right of course. I do understand it. I do bad things for the right reason even though it is wrong. Charon had said that I had no place in his boat, that I wasn’t a sinner. Whatever he’d seen in me, it wasn’t the whole truth. I had sinned. I’d done terrible things for Luke, and my sister being taken is the consequence.

      Silence descends as Maro flies us further across the water. Minutes tick by and I find myself relaxing into his hold as I watch his wings move up and down through the air. They are mesmerising. He is mesmerising. My eyelids begin to droop, the sudden comfort I feel luring my body into a false sense of security. In his arms, I feel safer than I have done in a very long time. It’s not a good sign, not at all. I can’t allow myself the fantasy of thinking that this is anything other than a means to an end. Tris is my priority.

      I hear the sound of a child crying. “Tris!” I call out, my eyes snapping open. “Can you hear that?” Twisting as much as I can in Maro’s arms, I peer downwards into the inky darkness, trying in vain to see below us.

      “That is not your sister, Ciera. What you are hearing now are the sounds of those lost in limbo.” He suddenly swerves in the air, forcing me to clutch him tighter and preventing me from asking him the question that is on my lips. A moment later we have landed. Maro gently drops me to my feet.

      I hear the anguish of the people before I see them, but am too afraid to look upon what I hear so clearly. With my palms still pressed against Maro’s chest, I look up into his golden eyes once more, somehow I find strength from his gaze.

      “Where are we now?” I whisper.

      “This is the first circle of Hell. Welcome to Limbo,” he replies.
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      I look around the cliff we landed on, grateful to be back in the safe embrace of gravity. I’ve never liked heights, and especially not when I’m carried by someone I don’t quite trust yet.

      I carefully approach the edge of the cliff and peek down to what awaits us below. It’s too hazy to see anything. The valley beneath must be deep, or the air very thick with smoke. The fresh smell of the sea has disappeared now that we’ve left the River Acheron behind, and has been replaced by something else, something thick and smoky with a hint of sweetness. It’s not the most unpleasant smell but it feels heavy in my lungs.

      There’s a narrow path carved into the cliff edge, leading into the haze. It gives me vertigo just thinking of climbing down that path, and the voices of anguish and pain reaching me through the mist aren’t encouraging either.

      “Can’t you fly us further?” I ask Maro. “It would be much easier if you just flew us through Hell and to my sister.”

      “There are other rules here, Cookie,” he replies with a grimace. “Hell doesn’t allow you to take shortcuts.”

      He spreads his wings again and flaps them up and down, but he doesn’t fly into the air like he did before. He even jumps up once, but he’s back on the ground before his wings have even got a chance to
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