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      Rose walked through the red door, took a deep breath, and held it. She kept moving forward and focused on Lily. Her world spun around and she exited the door in an alleyway. A stray cat with black and white fur meowed at her as though she had disturbed him, surveying his turf.

      “Hello, little one.” She bent down to pet the cat, and he backed down and decided to nuzzle himself around her ankle. “This is not what I expected.”

      A light misty rain fell on her and Rose adjusted the hood of her coat. The faint smell of garbage hung in the air, and at the end of the alley she noticed a gas lamp flickering. The buildings on either side of her were higher than those back home, but she did not detect any major differences between there and wherever she was now.

      “How am I going to find Lily?” Rose scratched behind the cat’s ear and he licked the back of her hand. She giggled at being tickled and stood up. “I guess I should get started.”

      “Where are you trying to get to, little girl?” Out of the shadows, a tall man stepped toward her. He held a bottle in his hand, took a swig, and then wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt.

      “Yeah, we’ll gladly help you get to where you want to go.” Stepping out from behind a pile of discarded boxes, a shorter man with greasy hair blocked the exit out of the alley.

      Rose stood up and took a step back. “Good evening, gentlemen. If you could let me pass, I’d like to be on my way.”

      “Bael, she called us gentlemen. Isn’t that cute?” The shorter man chuckled and then spit on the ground. He put his arms out to block her if she tried to run past him.

      “I think she’s extremely lucky that she happened to run into two upstanding gentlemen like ourselves. A little girl might get lost in a place like this.” Bael finished the last bit in the bottle and then threw it against the nearest wall.

      The glass shattered and Rose flinched. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. I’m only looking for my friend.” The cat stayed close to her, as if he too didn’t want to cross paths with the two men.

      Bael pointed at his friend and said, “Danjil, why don’t you tell her what we do to strangers who try to get into our way.”

      Danjil slicked back his hair with his hand and then licked his lips. “Why we help them, of course.” He took a few steps toward her.

      Rose could not mistake the look in his eye. She’d seen that same look from the time that the deputy looked at Lily a few weeks ago. He eyed her like she was a piece of meat. She backed away some more from him and said, “If I bothered you from your rest, I can be on my way.”

      “No, we’d like you to stay and spend some time with us.” Bael gestured over to the pile of discarded boxes. “We have plenty of time to help you.”

      “In fact, I could help you multiple times, if you’d like.” Danjil cackled at his own crude joke, and he closed the gap between Rose and Bael.

      “No, thank you. I’ll be on my way now.” Rose clenched her fists at her side and tensed up. She glanced back over at Bael and decided that getting through Danjil would be easier.

      “I’m afraid we can’t let you do that.” Bael rolled up his sleeves to display his massive arms. Tattoos of snakes and reptiles covered both his forearms.

      Danjil chuckled and rushed forward with his arms out to grab Rose.

      Before she could defend herself, the cat lunged at Danjil and changed mid-leap into a man. He knocked Danjil over, punched him hard in the stomach, landed cleanly on both feet, and headed past Rose. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      She did not waste any time and ran after him with Bael yelling at them. Big and slow, Bael ran to the end of the alley but stopped out of breath. He waved after them in frustration and turned back around to help his friend.

      Rose kept running at full speed and tried to match the stride of her newfound friend. After he led them a block away, he turned off the street into a small park and stopped running. Not winded in the slightest, he fell back to walk beside her and offered her his hand. “By the way, my name is Set.”

      She accepted his hand, cool to the touch, shook it lightly, and smiled. “I’m Rose.” Sweat dripped down her forehead and she wiped it with her hand. “I didn’t think it’d be this humid in Hades.”

      Set scratched the back of his head and turned his head to her. “What now?”

      Taken aback, she leaned against a tree and patted it. “I also didn’t think there would be trees in Hades either.”

      “You’re not in Hades.” Set walked over to a wooden bench and sat down on it. He stretched his legs out and arched his back while yawning. When finished, he leaned forward and grinned. “We’re on the Other side.”

      Rose turned down her hood and let the misty rain fall on her face. She glanced up through the trees and caught a glimpse of the moon as it peeked out from behind a cloud.

      “What?” She walked over to him and changed her train of thought. “Never mind that. I should thank you first. It’s the polite thing to do.” She stood in front of him and gave him a little bow. “Thank you for helping back there.”

      “And thank you for scratching behind my ear when I was in cat form. I liked that.” Set ran his fingers through his hair and jumped up. “Well, good luck on your journey. I’m headed out.”

      Rose grabbed him by the sleeve and held on tightly. “Wait, please don’t go.”

      “You really have no idea where you are?” He eyed her with suspicion.

      “I stepped through a red door, saw a bit of blackness, and then I arrived in the alley.” Rose shrugged. “And here I am.”

      “But you said that you thought you were in Hades. Why did you say that?” Set’s right eyebrow raised and he leaned in closer to her as though he could see through any lies.

      “Lady—,” Rose stopped talking abruptly, cleared her throat and then continued, “someone I know has a door in their house that was supposed to lead to Hades.” She then shrugged and looked around. The park at night seemed quiet enough. A paved path led into the park and she could make out the wrought-iron fence on the perimeter.

      Set came up closer to her and stood with his fingers bent in a cat-like manner. “You are definitely not in Hades. I should know.”

      “Then where am I?” Rose asked in exasperation.

      “I already told you. You’re on the Other side.” Forgetting that he wasn’t in his cat form, Set went to touch his whiskers and looked up at the sky.

      “That doesn’t mean anything to me. Where is the Other side?” Rose blocked him from walking away.

      Pointing up at a slither of the moon that could be seen through the trees, Set replied, “The world you know is on one side and we’re on the other. If you look at the moon, you can see that we’re seeing its other side.”

      Rose tried to see the difference in the moon but couldn’t because of the trees blocking most of it. “Then how do I get to Hades?”

      Set licked the back of his hand and rolled his eyes at her. “You’re asking the wrong question.” He leaned over to her and gently put his arm around her. “Before you go heading off somewhere dangerous, why don’t you tell me why you want to go there?”

      Rose closed up like a clammed and folded her hands before her. She glanced down at her shoes and remained quiet.

      “Look, if you don’t tell me anything, then I’m not going to be able to help you.” Set waited a moment, and when she didn’t respond, he gave her a wave. “I guess I’ll be on my way then. I have places to go and things to do.”

      He turned to leave and Rose glanced up. “Wait.”

      Set stopped and asked again, “Why do you want to go Hades?”

      Tears filled Rose’s eyes, and she did her best to hold herself together. “A friend of mine recently died and I want to go rescue her.”

      Set’s eyes opened wide in surprise. “You want to go into Hades and face all the demons there to bring back someone who has died?” He gave a low whistle and shook his head. “You’re either the bravest person I have ever met or the dumbest.”

      Rose wiped her nose and straightened up and faced him. “My friend was like a sister to me. She didn’t deserve to die so young, and I’m going to rescue her.”

      “You’re going to rescue her from death?” Set paused for dramatic effect and then added, “Do you know how crazy that sounds?”

      “Just because it hasn’t been tried before, doesn’t mean it can’t be done.”

      Set chuckled and shook his head. “Ever hear of Orpheus and Eurydice?”

      “Who?” Rose asked with all seriousness.

      “Nevermind.” Set brought his hands together and closed his eyes to think.

      “If you could point me in the right direction on how to get to Hades, I’ll be on my way.”

      “Shh.” Set shushed her. “I’m trying to think.”

      Rose took a few steps away and stepped into a spot of moonlight on the ground. She looked up at the moon and did see a difference. The craters that made up the man in the moon were gone.

      “I have an idea.” Set opened his eyes and rubbed his hands together in glee.

      “What’s your idea?” Rose stepped out of the moonlight and put her hood back up to protect her from the misty rain.

      “I can get you an audience with the Duchess of the Other side.” Set glanced away to check to see if anyone was within sight, and then he leaned in close to Rose’s ear. “You can make your case to her. She would be able to help you get to Hades.”

      Rose turned in the direction that Set had looked and noticed a couple entering the park, walking arm in arm. The woman nuzzled close to her friend’s neck and let out a loud laugh. The couple seemed oblivious to everyone else around them.

      Set took Rose by the hand and headed in the opposite direction. “We should get going. The bars are starting to let out and the park will be filled with lovers within the hour.” On seeing Rose staring at the two women, he tugged her. “Come on, are you up for my plan or should I head out on my own?”

      Rose turned away and replied, “No, I’m coming.”
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        * * *

      

      Set headed out of the park and took a hard right down another street. Gas lit lamps lined the walkway ahead and most of the streets were empty. Rose spied the odd loner sitting on a step, but Set steered them away from any trouble.

      The Other side reminded her a lot like Boston as the houses had the same architectural style. The only big difference was how clean everything was. No trash or refuse lined the streets, and there weren’t dozens of kids scavenging for food.

      Set slowed down and asked, “Are you okay? You seem quiet.”

      Rose shrugged and kept her voice low, “I’m beginning to regret coming here by myself. Saving my friend is going to be a lot more complicated than I had expected.”

      “Did you really think that you would step through a doorway, find your friend, and be home for tea?” Set nudged her lightly with his shoulder. “You had to know that it wasn’t going to be that easy.”

      “To be honest, I hadn’t really thought about it.” Rose held back a swell of emotion and bit her lip.

      Set turned to the right at the end of the block and headed up a slight incline. He seemed to be taking them to a nearby tower that rose up into the night sky.

      “You’re thinking about your Lady you slipped up about, aren’t you?” Set looked straight ahead and gave Rose some space. “I bet you’re worried that she’s going to be angry at you for coming through the door.” He waited for her to reply, but she kept quiet. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      Rose nodded but still didn’t say anything. She tried hard to keep her feelings bottled inside and knew enough not to show her entire hand to Set. She had only just met him and needed more time to trust him.

      Not wanting to push her too hard, Set pointed at the tower. “We’re almost there. Once we get inside, let me do the talking and I’ll get us an audience to see the Duchess. Then you’ll say why you’re here and we’ll see what happens.”

      “Thank you for the help.” Rose gave him a slight smile. “I obviously need it.”

      At the top of the hill, Set stopped and pointed to the stalls in front of them. Even though it was still dark, people worked on unloading boxes of fresh fruit and vegetables. “I wish you’d get a chance to see the market. It’ll be filled with people right at sunrise. There’s also some delicious naan with some fresh-cooked lamb. It’s scrumptious.”

      They walked through the closed market and Rose took in the sights and sounds. Rose breathed in deep and savored the smell of smoked pork that wafted through the air. “Can we come back after I speak with the Duchess? I could use some breakfast.”

      “If there’s time before you head off to Hades, sure.” Set swerved around a large-muscled man who carried two enormous boxes off the back of a cart.

      The man nodded to Set. “Good morning.”

      Set waved back. “Morning.”

      Placing the boxes on the stall, he pulled out an orange and tossed it to Set. “That’s for your friend.”

      Set handed the orange to Rose, and she weighed it in her hand. Bringing the fruit up to her nose, she sniffed and smiled. “Thank you.”

      The stall owner waved at her and went back to work in unloading the boxes.

      “People are so nice here on the Other side. I wish things were this nice back home.” Rose looked back at the stalls in the market but kept following Set.

      “It’s a great place to live, if you know where to avoid.” He didn’t say much else and paused at the end of the block.

      The two of them stood in front of a large stone door. On the horizon, a pinkish glow marked where the sun would be rising.

      Rose looked up at the tower and put her hand on the stone door. “I’m ready to go inside.”

      Set pushed on the stone and the door opened out toward them in one smooth motion. He stepped out of the way and once the door had fully opened, he headed right inside.

      Rose followed, and all went dark for a few seconds. After her eyes adjusted to the dark, she pointed at globes of light that lit the corridor. “What are those?”

      “They’re just phosphorescent globes.” Set knocked on one with his knuckles as he went by. “You don’t have anything like this back where you come from?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like that.” Rose touched one with her fingertips and was surprised that it was cool to the touch.

      “Okay, we’re going to climb the stairs and when we get to the top, we’ll be in the audience chamber room. The Duchess will be there and I’ll introduce you to her.” Set pressed his hands together and chose his words carefully. “When talking to her, don’t look her in the eyes and be as succinct as you can in replying to any of her questions. Trust me.”

      Rose nodded and wiped her sweaty palms onto her jacket. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      Set nodded and then bounded up the stairs two at a time. After the fourth flight of stairs, he slowed down a bit and stopped when he didn’t see Rose behind him.

      Seeing that he had stopped for her, she called up to him. “I’m coming. Hang on a bit.”

      Set leaned against the wall and glanced down at his nails. “Take your time.”

      When Rose caught up to him, she stood in front of him, and bent over, taking in a few deep breaths. “That’s a lot of stairs.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Set glanced up and said, “We’re more than halfway there. Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine, but I’ll be slower than you.” Rose sucked in more air and held her breath a bit, and then slowly exhaled.

      “Okay, let’s make the last push for the top.” Set again took the steps two at a time, and he resembled a cat as he ran up the stairs. He had his hands up like he needed to balance as he leapt.

      Rose concentrated on Lily and forgot about her aching calves. She wanted to see the Duchess, get her help, and then be on her way. After a longer time than she had expected, she stood at the top landing and Set waited for her at the entrance to the audience chamber.

      Two men dressed in black armor guarded the entrance and remained silent. Rose could not see their faces because of the helmets they wore, and each man stood with his sword tip touching the ground. With the right signal, they looked as though they could spring into action in a heartbeat.

      Set walked up to the two men and stood at the entrance to the audience chamber. Neither guard moved, but Rose noticed that Set did not cross an imaginary line that would have put him in the guards’ personal space.

      He stood still, as though waiting for someone to come see him. In the darkness beyond the entranceway, Rose discerned movement and an elderly man in dark-colored robes slowly shuffled toward Set.

      On seeing him walk out of the darkness, Set waved at him. “Buongiorno, my good friend Gennaro.”

      Once the majordomo walked past the two guards, Set grabbed Gennaro’s hands in his and shook them vigorously.

      Gennaro frowned and spoke in a thick Italian accent. “Who’s she?”

      Feeling self-conscious, Rose took a step back and averted her eyes to the floor.

      “Her name is Rose, and she’s come a long way to see the Duchess.” Set leaned in to Gennaro and whispered, “She’d like to have an audience with her.”

      Groaning at Set’s lame attempt to appear important, Gennaro shook his head. “Set, it’s late. Everyone is tired from the festivities earlier and the Duchess is indisposed.”

      Set crossed his arms and shook his head. “Gennaro, she’s going to want to talk to her.” He winked at him and added, “You know that I don’t bother you unless I have a reason.”

      “There was that time recently that you claimed to have a fire diamond and—”

      Set cut him off and put his arm around Gennaro. “I can’t always be right, but I am on this. Look, if you don’t think the Duchess wants to talk to her, I’ll take her over to the Guild.”

      Gennaro quickly moved Set’s arm off of him and then shook his head in disgust. “Enough. Let me go talk with Her Grace and I will be back shortly.”

      “Perfect. We’ll be right here. Be sure to tell her that Rose is from the Near side.” Set gave a large tooth-filled smile and waited for a response.

      Gennaro’s bushy eyebrows went up, and he hurried back into the darkness to go see the Duchess.

      Set clapped his hands in glee and spun around on one foot to face Rose. “This is actually going to work.”

      “You didn’t think that it would?” Rose eyed him suspiciously.

      “Well, I hoped that they would be interested in you because I’m normally tossed down the stairs.” Set turned around and pointed to his upper thigh. “I still have a bruise from last week.”

      “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea coming here.” Rose took a step back toward the top of the stairs.

      “Ah come on, don’t back out on me now. We’re almost in.” Set reached for Rose’s arm, but she pulled away. “Look, I’m not trying to frighten you. I was just being honest. I think I’ll get you in to see Her Grace. If Gennaro didn’t want you to get in to see her, these two guys would have sent us packing.”

      Neither guard moved a muscle as they stood at attention.

      Rose took another step back, but then she noticed Gennaro hurrying toward them. She relaxed a bit and figured it couldn’t hurt to wait to see what had been decided.

      Gennaro bowed to Rose and stepped aside to let her pass. “Her Grace would like to see you immediately.”

      “See?” Set beamed a large smile and took Rose’s arm in his and led the way. “Gennaro, you did the right thing and I’ll be sure that I tell Her Grace that—”

      “You’re to stay here.” Gennaro took pleasure in how fast Set’s smile faded to a frown.

      “But I brought her here and—”

      Ignoring Set, Gennaro led Rose into the audience chamber, but she stood her ground.

      “I’m not going unless Set comes with me. If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be here.” Rose spoke softly and waited for Gennaro to respond.

      He kept quiet for a moment, and she imagined gears turning inside his head as he tried to make a decision on what to do. Finally, he nodded and reached out to Set. “You can come along. Andiamo.”

      Giving Gennaro an exaggerated bow, he said, “Thank you for the invite. I’d be delighted to come along.”

      Gennaro took the lead and Set put his arm around Rose and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      She patted him on the arm and together they walked ahead into the shadows.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gennaro led them through the darkness to the far side of the tower. Several of the light globes lit the area around an intricately carved wooden throne. A young and strikingly beautiful woman sat on top with one leg up. She rested her chin on her knee and watched every step Rose made as she approached.

      Tall, svelte, and dressed in black, the Duchess pulled back a hood to display an elaborate headdress along with two knobby horns that protruded from her head.

      “Your Grace, I present to you Rose from the Near side.” Gennaro bowed and motioned for Rose to move closer to the throne.

      Set hung back with his hands folded before him and remained uncharacteristically quiet.

      Rose hesitated and gave an awkward curtsey. “I’m honored to meet you, Your Grace.”

      The Duchess ignored her and pointed at Set. “This had better not be one of your tricks.”

      He shook his head furiously and put his hands up in defense. “I would never think to deceive you.” Thinking fast, he came forward with his head bowed. “I helped rescue her and brought her straight to you.”

      The Duchess nodded and turned her attention back to Rose. In the odd light, her skin appeared coppery in tone. “Why do you wish to see me?”

      Rose gathered her courage and spoke up. “I’m trying to find a way to Hades so that I can rescue my friend.”

      The Duchess appeared amused and asked, “Does your friend have a name?”

      “Lily.” Rose kept her gaze averted and stared at one of the light globes to the left of the throne. “She died too young and I am going to bring her back no matter what it takes.”

      “No matter what?” The Duchess laughed and sat up and pointed to Set. “You were right to bring her to me. She’s going to provide me with lots of amusement as she screams to be put out of her misery.”

      Rose took a few steps forward and made eye contact with the Duchess. “You’re not even going to hear my story?”

      “I’ve heard enough.” The Duchess clapped her hands and called, “Guards, take her away and bring her to my private chamber.” She then pointed to Set. “What would you like for bringing me such a tasty morsel?”

      Two guards came out of the shadows, but Rose rushed toward the Duchess. “Excuse me, but I’m not ready to leave yet. I was told that you could help me get to Hades.”

      “I love when my playthings have some spunk.” The Duchess rubbed her hands together in glee. “You’re not going anywhere except being chained to the wall of my chambers where I will teach you some manners.”

      “No.” The word erupted from Rose before she could stop herself. Tired and frustrated, she stood her ground.

      The two guards approached her and Rose acted. Raising her left hand, she pointed at the Duchess and let the power within her run free. A blinding sphere of light streamed out from her hand and the shock wave blew the two guards across the room. Set fell to his knees and covered his eyes.

      Gennaro crumpled to the ground and fell hard.

      The Duchess screamed out in pain as the light seared into her skin. She turned away from the light and covered her eyes with her hand. Smoke from the intense light wafted off the wooden throne, and the Duchess wiped blood from her eyes to see that Rose had gone.

      “Go find her and bring her back to me immediately.” The Duchess commanded her guards, and she rushed over to Set and pulled him up by his hair. “You didn’t tell me that she was a light weaver.”

      Set flinched and made himself obsequious to her. “I swear that I didn’t know.”

      “Gennaro, get up now.” She tossed Set to the side and rushed over to her majordomo.

      He moaned as he pulled himself to his feet. His robe still smoldered from Rose’s attack. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      The Duchess lorded over him and commanded, “I want a garrison to go hunting after her now.” She yelled at him and then turned back to Set. “And I want you to go find her as well. Win back her confidence, lie to her, do whatever you have to do, and bring her back. Do you understand me?”

      Set wanted to ask at least ten questions, but knew better. “Yes, Your Grace.” He bowed and then ran out the room the way he had come in.

      The Duchess walked back to her throne and sat down. “Gennaro, we haven’t seen a light weaver on the Other side in more than a hundred years. Do you know what this means?”

      Gennaro pulled himself to his feet and nodded. “Unfortunately, Your Grace, yes, I do.”
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        * * *

      

      Rose ran down the steps and out of the tower. She moved like the wind. The Duchess would send her guards after her, and she knew that she had precious little time to escape.

      The sun would be rising in minutes. On the horizon, the dark gray clouds hung low with a band of orange marking the demarcation line between night and day. And everywhere else, a purple hue kissed the sky.

      Rose had no hope, friends, or support to guide her, and she worked hard to keep the fear and worry out of her mind. She should not have come alone. Lady Gregory would have told her so, but she had risked the crossing and knew that she needed to accept the consequences.

      Far behind her, she heard yelling and a wild commotion from the guards as they banged their swords against their shields. They would hunt her down and drag her back to a hell like no other. Redoubling her efforts, Rose rushed up the nearest path past a few stalls in the market and headed up a set of stairs that lead to the top of the wall that surrounded the city. If she hurried, she could crouch down and work her way around the perimeter, head back down, and lose the guards who chased her.

      Taking two steps at a time, she huffed and cursed herself for being so out of shape. Back home, she had never felt winded so easily. At the top of the stairs, she jogged on the path situated at the top of the wall and bent down to hide herself and catch her breath.

      When she turned to look past the wall, she gasped.

      Only the sky stretched out before her. At first she thought that the city had been constructed at the top of a mountain, but as she watched, the clouds moved too fast. She headed over to the far end of the walkway, looked down and a long way down, she spied the ocean.

      The city floated among the clouds.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Rose heard men rushing up toward her. She had only moments before they would capture her. She could run away, but they would catch her as her fatigue had already settled in. She would not go back to the tower as a prisoner.

      Only one path remained.

      Without hesitating, Rose climbed up on the wall, stepped over the top of an iron wrought fence and stood with her arms opened wide. Her pulse increased, sweat formed on her hands, and the wind buffeted her back.

      She believed that she would survive. She gathered up her inner strength and focused it tightly within.

      With one last glance over her shoulder, she turned back to face her destiny and said, “For Lily.” Then, with only a tiny bit of forward motion, she leaped off the wall.

      Rose fell from the city in the clouds with the ocean rushing up fast toward her, and then she let loose the power within her. A ball of light surrounded her and as if she had become as light as a feather, her descent slowed, changed direction, and like a kite on a windy day, a gust of wind blew her toward the underbelly section of the city.

      Half luck and the other half instinct, she spotted a large carved out open area and she willed herself to glide toward it so that she could land. The wind blew in her favor and she directed the energy sphere around her to float her to the makeshift landing pad. On contact with the ground, the light surrounding her vanished and she stumbled forward onto her knees, breathing hard, still in shock from the jump.

      Rose took a few moments to gather herself and then looked up to see a young boy holding a broom with his mouth opened wide in disbelief. He caught himself staring at her and asked, “Are you an angel?”

      She stood up, dusted off her knees, and replied, “Yes. Yes, I am.”
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      Lady Gregory woke up to the sunlight streaming into her open window. A cool breeze blew the sheer curtains back, and the birds flittered and chirped outside. She sat up and then the slow, but steady realization that Lily had died settled into her mind. For a few brief seconds, she had forgotten what had happened nearly a month ago. But the pain returned, the throbbing in her head came back with a vengeance, and she covered her face with her hands and took a deep breath.

      “I will come for you.” She glanced up at the ceiling and spied a long crack that started in the far corner. “I swear it.”

      Each morning she made the same vow, and her conviction helped her get out of bed. She went through the motions of readying herself for the day and headed down the hall to Rose’s bedroom.

      They had discussed going to the store today. Lady Gregory thought that a trip to get fitted for a new dress might help raise Rose’s spirits. At the very least, they would both get out of the house and get some fresh air.

      “Rose, what time did you want to leave this morning?” She gently knocked on the door. “I’d like to stop by the cemetery on the way home and leave some flowers for Lily.”

      When Rose didn’t respond, Lady Gregory knocked a bit harder. “Rose, are you awake?”

      She waited a few more moments, and then an irrational fear rose up within her. What if someone had broken into the house in the middle of the night and harmed Rose? Lady Gregory turned the doorknob and opened the door to find Rose’s bed fully made with a letter on it.

      Lady Gregory tore open the envelope, scanned the letter’s content, and rushed out of the room. Down the stairs, through the kitchen, and out into the back room where she knew she would find Charles.

      He knelt by the door, leaning forward, working on fixing the back door that kept sticking.

      “Charles, I need to speak with you.” Lady Gregory failed at keeping the tremble out of her voice.

      “I already told you that my mind is made up. I’ll be finished packing up my things later today and I’m leaving. Nothing you can say will make me stay.” He refused to turn around and used a screwdriver to tighten a loose screw in the mounting plate.

      Lady Gregory strode up to him and offered him the letter she held in her hand. “Rose is gone. Here.”

      He stopped working and took the letter from her and quickly scanned it. “What does she mean by saying that she’s going through the door and that she apologizes? I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve been using witchcraft to create a portal to Hades so that I can go bring back Lily.” Lady Gregory ignored the mixture of anger and surprise Charles exhibited and continued, “I’m responsible for Lily’s death and I was going to get her back. It is only right.”

      Charles stood up and faced her. “And you were never going to tell me about it, were you?”

      “No, I wasn’t.” She steeled herself from him and jutted her chin out. “You had decided to leave, so I took matters into my own hands.”

      “And you were just going to slip away into hell to go get Lily like you were taking a walk to the park?” Charles rolled his eyes and scoffed.

      “It’s Hades that I made the portal to, not Hell. There’s a difference.” She grabbed Rose’s letter back from him and said, “I know you don’t want to be here with me any longer and that you blame me for Lily’s death. I understand and accept that. But Rose has now done something dangerous, and I need help to get her back.”

      “How were you going to get Lily’s soul back?” He ignored her completely and pressed his question.

      She had seen him argue like this before. He would refuse to move on until his question answered. “I was going to trade my life for Lily’s. It’s the only way.”

      “And what if the denizens of Hades tried to doublecross you?”

      “I’d unleash the demon within me and bring destruction down on everything there.” She placed her hand over her heart. “I would have brought Lily back.”

      “But you never trusted me enough to tell me any of this?” Charles took a step closer to her and looked her right in the eyes. He wanted to see the truth.

      “It’s not that I didn’t trust you, but I didn’t have time for you to judge me,” she folded the letter in her hand and slipped it into a hidden pocket in her dress. “You’ve made it extremely clear that my ways are too risky for you and that you’ve had enough of me.”

      He put his hands out to her to plead. “Can’t you see how you stack the deck against me? You do what you want because you don’t want anyone to speak any reason to you. If you trusted me, then you would have shared all this with me.”

      “I didn’t want to face your criticism. There’s no time for that.”

      Charles shook his head. “See? You block yourself off from me. Shouldn’t I be concerned that you lied to me and are carrying around a demon inside you? Shouldn’t I have known that considering that both the girls’ and my life were at risk?”

      Lady Gregory waved away his concerns. “Look, we could argue until the cows come home. I don’t have time for this now. Rose is in danger. She’s gone through the red door and she has no idea what she’s gotten into. I need your help to go rescue her.”

      Charles glanced down at the ground and stayed quiet for a moment and then replied, “I’ll go to help Rose.”

      “But not me? I understand.” Lady Gregory turned to go, but Charles reached out and put his hand gently on her elbow.

      “Isabella, wait.” He slipped his hand down and caressed her forearm.

      She stopped and turned back to face him.

      “I know you’re hurting too.” He searched for the right words. “Both of us deal with grief differently. You don’t have to do everything all alone. When you wall yourself off, you might be strong, but that also means no one can get in to help you.”

      Lady Gregory let her armor crack for a moment and tears welled up in her eyes. “It’s all my fault and I carry that with me each and every day. I have to make this right. It doesn’t matter what happens to me. But Lily didn’t deserve what happened to her, and now Rose has gone off on her own. I can’t do this on my own. I need—”

      The words caught in her throat and she choked back a sob.

      Charles softened his tone and asked, “What do you need?”

      She did not flinch and looked him right in the eye. “I need you.” She leaned forward and kissed him. Lady Gregory held him close, and she opened herself to him. Her kiss spoke of the past, their present, and what she hoped their future could be.

      He returned her kiss, but pulled back after a bit. “I can’t do this now. I need time to sort everything out in my head.”

      “I understand.” Lady Gregory put her walls back up and cleared her throat. “Will you come with me to help rescue our girls?”

      “Yes.” Charles didn’t hesitate, and he looked around the room. “What should I bring with me?”

      Lady Gregory shrugged, “I’ve never been, but I’d say a coat just in case.”

      “You have no idea what we’re up against, do you?” He grabbed his coat off a hook and put it on.

      “You’re right. I’m taking one giant leap into the dark.” Lady Gregory grabbed her coat from the hook next to his.

      “Should we go see Olga first?”

      At the mention of her old teacher, Lady Gregory frowned. “No, she would only try to dissuade us from going. And knowing her and her gift of sight, she probably just looked up from having some tea and is shaking her head in disbelief at me now. I don’t need her judging me right now. We have enough problems.”

      Charles unlocked a cabinet and took out a gun and made certain it was fully loaded. “I’ll bring this along just in case.”

      “There’s one other thing that we need to do.” Lady Gregory led the way to the upstairs.

      “What?” Charles followed after her and grabbed a small pack that he quickly loaded with some extra ammunition, bread, dried meat, and a canteen filled with water.

      “You’ll see. Come on, let’s go.” Lady Gregory waved him along and headed up the stairs.

      Charles hurried after her and replied, “Now you have me worried. You have that mischievous twinkle in your eye when you’re about to do something that I’m not going to like.”

      She turned back to him and grinned, but said no more.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Gregory stood in the hallway and blocked Charles’ path into the room behind her. “I need you to put aside your anger and frustration for later. Can you do that for Rose and Lily?”

      Charles considered her words for a moment before replying, “I’ll do my best, but I’ll admit that I’m already worried that there’s a portal to Hades in the next room that you never told me about. To be honest, that’s not sitting well with me right now.”

      “I was wrong to not tell you. We can talk more when there is time, and I understand if you want nothing to do with me ever again.” She turned the doorknob and pushed the door open. “But we need to hurt up and go after Rose. She’s in grave danger.”

      “You think it might already be too late for her, don’t you?” Charles walked forward and followed Lady Gregory into the room.

      The windows had been blacked out and only a faint trace of the morning light came through. In the far corner, Charles saw a door covered in dried blood. Various candles and some burning incense hung heavy in the room to mask a faint scent of death.

      Lady Gregory walked up to the door and put her hand on it. She closed her eyes and tried her best to concentrate.

      Charles came closer and adjusted the pack on his back. To his credit, he kept quiet but clenched his fist tight at his side.

      “It’s as I feared.” Lady Gregory opened her eyes and dusted her hands together and then turned to face Charles. “The power in the door is weak. I need to replenish it so that we can go through.”

      “What exactly does that mean?” Charles hung back for fear that the door would fly open and his worst nightmare would jump out at him.

      “I need to give the door the energy it needs.” Lady Gregory walked over to a cabinet and searched for something inside a drawer.

      “But you don’t need to put more blood on it, do you?” Charles unclenched his fist and put his hand on the gun he carried. He would be ready if need be.

      “I found it.” Lady Gregory held up a box of long stick matches and then replied, “No, the door has been sealed shut and I need energy to open it again. This is the part where I need you to trust me without question.”

      Charles pointed at the matches and asked, “What are you doing with them?”

      Lady Gregory lit the match with the striker on the side of the box and held the tiny flame up. “I need to burn our house down.”

      Charles came closer to her. “With us in it?”

      “We won’t be harmed. We’ll stand by the door, and when it opens, we’ll run through.” Lady Gregory took a few steps toward the sheer curtains that hung by the nearest window. “Once I light the fire, there will be no going back. Are you with me?”

      He didn’t hesitate in his response, “Without Rose and Lily here, there’s nothing that I’ll miss. Go ahead and burn it.”

      Lady Gregory nodded and then held the lit match to the curtain. At first nothing happened, but slowly the fabric caught fire, and then it quickly spread up through the length of the curtain. She headed over to the next window and lit those curtains as well. She tossed the remaining part of the match into the now roaring fire and hurried back over to Charles.

      “Come with me. We need to put our hands on the door and be ready for when it opens.” She positioned Charles on the left side of the door and she stood on the right. Together they placed their hands on the door and watched as the fire quickly spread throughout the room.

      “I don’t feel any heat from the fire.” Charles talked loudly as the crackling of the flames increased in volume.

      “It’s the door that’s taking all the energy into itself. I need to concentrate on the spell that will open the door. When you see it open, grab me and pull me through with you. We won’t have much time, so be quick about it.” Without waiting for him to respond, Lady Gregory closed her eyes and blocked out everything except her focusing on the spell of opening.

      Charles kept his hand on the door and felt no heat from the door, though the dried blood did feel a bit sticky. He took his other hand off his gun and stashed it away in the back of his pants. Whatever might happen next, he knew that a gun wasn’t going to help him.

      The fire had spread to the wall between the two windows and dark thick smoke curled up the wall and spread out across the ceiling. He could smell the smoke but had no problems in breathing. Whatever dark witchcraft powered the door, it somehow protected them both from the effects of the fire.

      Lady Gregory positioned herself in front of the door with both hands now pressed on it. She spoke in a language that Charles did not understand, but he could tell from her mannerisms and her tone that she pleaded for the door to open.

      Still, the door remained cold and did not respond to any of Lady Gregory’s magic. Not knowing what else to do, Charles closed his eyes and said a silent prayer that the door would open. They needed to get through the portal to find Rose, and he would do anything within his power to save her. She had risked everything to go find Lily, and now he would do the same for her.

      As if the fire heard his prayer, a column of flame spiraled out from the two windows, spread throughout the room, and then reached out to engulf them both. Acting out of instinct, Charles covered his eyes with his free hand, but the flame did not harm either of them.

      Instead, the door absorbed the heat, and it slowly began to open. Charles kept his hand on the doorframe and pulled Lady Gregory toward him. She fell into his arms and the door flung itself open and the fire spread through the rest of the room. Nothing would stop the flame now. The fire would burn until it had nothing left to consume.

      With the door now open wide, Charles hung tight onto Lady Gregory’s waist and he walked forward into the darkness ahead. He expected a blast of heat, but instead a deep and unending cold surrounded them both.

      The portal opened and the fire from the room spread into the darkness, but soon was snuffed out. Not knowing how much longer they had before the doorway closed, Charles pushed forward against a strong wind, until he
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