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To my mom:

Thank you for sharing your love of reading and romance novels.

I love you.

For both our sakes, you’re probably going to need to skip some pages in here. Like, a lot of pages.

You know what? Maybe just stop right here.
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It’s Friday night, and I’m hungry. A little too hungry.

I ignore the cold sweat forming on my upper lip. “Here’s the spreadsheet printout you wanted,” I say at the threshold of Dr. Kelleher’s office, forcing a smile.

I don’t want to go in. Kelleher, the head of the Office of Alumni Records and Engagement, is the queen of “Great, thanks. Oh, one more thing…” Last month, when we were working with the campus redevelopment committee on the big historical display for the union, it took me an average of four attempts to successfully exit the building.

Tonight, I just need to drop these papers off and ghost out of here—no good night, no “see you Monday”—before she “one more things” me to death.

Well, not my death.

Behind the desk, Dr. Kelleher flips over another page in a file folder, turning a red Sharpie between her elegant fingers, before looking up at me. “Oh, Jo,” she says, sounding vaguely surprised. As if she and I aren’t the only ones left in the building, more than an hour after closing.

After tucking a loose strand of silvery blond hair behind her ear, she waves me forward, a leisurely gesture, as if she has all the time in the world. She does not.

I shake my head at myself. Get a grip, Jo. I’ve put off feeding for too long this time. I can tell when I start thinking like that. Sometimes it feels like my whole life centers around that act—feeding or not feeding, minimizing my need, trying not to hurt people.

With Kelleher waiting, I cross to her desk and hand her the manila folder, virtually identical to all the others stacked neatly on her desk. She adds it to the pile nearest her, aligning the edges with a deliberate snap that speaks to exactness.

But experience tells me she will never be able to find that folder again. I’ll have to print it out for her at least twice more, even though it’s on the shared drive. Which she refuses to learn how to use. I shouldn’t complain—it’s because of her organized disorganization and anti-tech attitude that I got this work study job to begin with. The first couple of years I worked in the union cafeteria and that was rough. One word: hairnets.

On this particular evening, though, I might have traded the relatively cushy office setting for the precision operation of food service on a college campus. Hairnets aside, I was never late getting out of there.

Dr. Kelleher returns her attention to the open folder in front of her, and I start backing out of the office, sweat trickling down my spine under my sweatshirt and pooling at the waistband of my jeans.

I am never waiting this long again. It’s just … last week, Friday dinner hadn’t worked because it was Halloween. And the week before, it was midterms. I already feel guilty enough—screwing up someone else’s grades because they were too tired or hazy to perform well just seemed additionally cruel.

My boot touches the thicker carpet of the hallway behind me, and I almost let out a breath of relief. Almost.

But then Kelleher looks up, as if she’s sensed my escape. “Oh, Jo. Wait. One more thing.”

Damnit. If I didn’t need this job …

“Do you know where we left off with the class of 1970? I have the summary here somewhere, don’t I?” She frowns at the piles of neatly labeled folders, surrounding her like castle crenellations, protecting the vulnerable interior.

Vulnerable. Yes. But the glow of life in her is strong still. I can sense it, like the warmth of sunlight playing over my face. She’s in her later forties but she still rows crew with a group of alums on weekends, and she runs. Marathons. For fun.

It would be so easy to just … pull. To drag a little of that life out of her and inhale it like a monster bag of cheesy puffs.

A moment of disorientation, a few more silver hairs, maybe a month or two off her lifespan. I could probably stop myself before I went too far.

Probably.

That thought jolts me back to myself with an accompanying burst of horror. I have to get out of here. Now.

Kelleher frowns. “Jo? Are you all right? You don’t look well.”

“I’m just—” My stomach interrupts with a loud rumble, despite the peanut butter and crackers I managed to force down twenty minutes ago. Sometimes real food can hold off the hunger for a while. But not this time. Not when it’s been so long.

“Oh my goodness.” Kelleher tsks her disapproval. “You girls and skipping meals.”

We could certainly fix that, a little voice in my head coos. Right now.

Kelleher looks at her watch. “It’s only a little past six. But I suppose you can go if you—”

I don’t wait for her to finish, just in case there’s a task at the end of that sentence.

Grabbing my coat and backpack from the reception area at the end of the hall, I’m down the stairs and out the door in less than a minute. The sky is dark when I push out the front door of Hayes, the administration building, but central campus is well-lit with high-powered street lamps at regular intervals along the sidewalks. On the edge of the purplish-white artificial brightness, Hayes is cast in shadow, a stacked brick-and-column structure with bare ivy strands turned into grasping tentacles. A single crow chitters a complaint as it settles into the branches of a nearby tree, but I ignore it.

I already feel better, just being outside. Making progress.

A thudding bass line cuts through the cold air, carrying all the way over from the freshman residence halls, and leaves crunch underneath my boots as I cross the walkway and cut through the browning grass. Across the quad, other students are scurrying to evening classes in twos and threes, trailing brightly colored scarves, beanies pulled low against the chill.

This is my favorite time of year. The sweet musty decaying smell of the leaves, the early nightfall, and the crispness of the air—even the stars seem brighter. It all just adds to a sense of anticipation. A feeling that something good is coming.

Seasonal depression and high flu rates, family holiday drama and failing grades, these are a few of my favorite things.

I close my eyes for a second, trying to focus. Faint wisps of rejection, depression, misery hang in the air, all my fellow students experiencing tiny forms of death. Every sip helps, but at a distance, it’s like trying to catch cotton candy strands in gale-force winds. They break apart and scatter before I can feed on them.

I need more. A direct line.

Pressing my hand against my stomach through my coat, I blow out a slow breath, trying to regulate the hunger.

I’m working on it. I will feed you. Sometimes it’s easier to think of the need as a “thing” inside me, something separate from myself. It’s not accurate. But it’s easier.

Ducking my head against the wind, I angle through the grass by the library, P. Edgars Hall, and down a side street to reach old Beecher campus. The newish wrought iron fence around the remains of the church cemetery is shocking in its modernity, compared to the sunken graves and slanted stones within its boundaries. A lone mausoleum, outsized compared to everything else, dominates the entire back right corner.

I hurry past the Greek Row bungalows, where a seemingly unattended bonfire burns in a parking area. Farther down, at the Foreign Language House—it’s German this year, much to Daan’s chagrin—Daan’s bright yellow bike is gone from the rack.

That’s good. That probably means he’s already at the bar.

I can see the sign for Happy’s, a smiling anthropomorphic pizza slice holding a beer, glowing through the trees, a glimpse of the promised land. I’m almost at the corner where I can—though we’re not supposed to—cut through residential backyards to reach the run-down strip mall where the pizza pub holds court. It’s a well-worn path, despite a multitude of warnings from campus admin and no-trespassing signs. But what is private property to college students if it stands between them and cheap foamy beer and parmesan-crusted dough nuggets? Especially when it saves ten minutes of walking in a Massachusetts winter.

But before I can cross the street, tires crunch on the road behind me, headlights casting my shadow ahead of me. The engine is smooth and nearly soundless, catching me off guard.

The vehicle slows, and instinctively I tense, hands clenching into fists in my mismatched gloves. Beecher is relatively safe, both the campus and the surrounding small town, if you don’t count the rumors of a serial killer fifty-plus years ago. I mean, every college has to have its urban myths, right? Still, that doesn’t preclude a drunk townie, a random creeper, or—more likely, given that I’m still technically on campus—a bunch of obnoxious frat guys.

They can’t hurt you. No, but I could hurt them, and that would mess everything up just as neatly. Hard to explain a bunch of dead rich boys in a car.

I need to stay in control.

I keep walking, my pace even and unrushed. Showing fear is only going to escalate the situation.

The whine of a window going down tells me ignoring them isn’t going to work, not this time.

“Hey little girl, want some candy?” The harsh raspy voice sounds … odd, forced. Someone trying not to be recognized.

A pulse of panic and preemptive guilt flashes through me as I spin around, hands up, ready. Just like good old “Dad” taught me. Find the center, the brightest glow of life, and pull.

Imagine it streaming right toward you, like water flowing from a hose, only you’re in control. There, you’ve got it! His voice is soft in my memory, but his pride in my accomplishment comes through loud and clear, sending chills over my skin even now. Like I was learning to ride a bike without training wheels or some other normal childhood activity.

I cut the memory off, squinting into the too-bright headlights. An unidentifiable dark shadow hangs out the driver’s side window, and that’s all I can see.

Until the car, a black BMW hybrid, edges up closer and the driver laughs, with her familiar high-pitched snort.

I lower my hands as her face comes into focus. “Jesus, Lennie,” I exhale. Blood is rushing in my ears with a staticky roar.

“The look on your face!” Lennie McCarthy cackles from her open window, her strawberry blond waves trembling in the heat blasting from the interior vents. “And your hands. What, were you going to slap fight me? Officer Schute would be so disappointed in you.”

I bite back my irritation to keep my tone mild. “Not a great idea to roll up on a lone girl and pretend to be a predator, Lennie.” Particularly here. A self-defense class—the very one Officer Schute taught—is required for all freshmen with updates offered at the beginning of every new school year.

She rolls her eyes at me, tapping her ringed hand impatiently on the frame of the car. The heavy twist of silver on her middle finger was a gift from her flaky mother—a “bespoke birthstone piece” designed around a hunk of aquamarine. Even though Lennie was born in October.

“Whatever, Jo. It’s Beecher. Nothing happens here.”

While completely missing my point, she is correct. Which, as it happens, is exactly why I chose it. Not because of the low crime rate—mostly bar fights and petty theft—not exactly. I did the requisite college visit grand tour as a senior in high school. Beecher, the town and the campus, was the only one that felt … right. It took me a while to realize that was because here, unlike everywhere else, including my hometown of Highland Park, I didn’t feel the constant skin-crawling tingle of magic. Of other people like me using, feeding, and challenging each other in territorial disputes.

Anywhere else, a slow car rolling up might not just be a regular old human trying to abduct or kill me but someone with an actual chance at succeeding at both.

But as far as I can tell, based on some very sketchy online sources, Beecher is something of a magical dead zone. Rare but not unheard of. I think it might have something to do with its proximity to Danvers, just a town over. Danvers is better known as Salem Village, where all that witch hysteria fuckery actually happened. Big magic went bad there, and it could have pulled from the surrounding area in the process, creating a void. Though honestly that’s just a guess. It’s not like the Old Ones are into explaining anything.

Still, even with minimal crime and a magical dead zone, pulling the shit Lennie just did is a good way to get the life drained out of her.

Or a face full of pepper spray.

But pointing that out to Lennie will only piss her off. We’ve been friends since freshman year. At times, she’s the most difficult combination of sensitive and utterly oblivious. I have to pick my battles carefully.

“What are you doing here?” I ask instead.

Lennie shrugs easily. “I was running late, and I figured you would be too because your stupid boss never lets you out on time. Thought you might want a ride, so I came this way to see if I could find you. It’s cold out.”

Carelessly thoughtful. That is one hundred percent Lennie. She donates half of her “allowance” to a local animal shelter in Beecher—except in the months she forgets. She’ll throw an obnoxiously loud party, inviting all the neighbors in her apartment building and sending pizza to the ones who don’t want to come (never mind that they might want peace and quiet over free food.)

Lennie is like that little spray of bubbles that pops out unexpectedly from the dish soap spout when you put down the bottle a little too hard. Fun, charming, impossible to contain, and ridiculously fragile.

My annoyance relents, subsumed by a wave of affection. And hunger. “Thanks, Len.” I walk around the car to the passenger side and climb inside.

“Besides,” she continues, as I settle in and buckle my seat belt, “it’s not as if anyone else wants me there. You’re the only one who insists on these weekly dinners.” Beneath her wry tone, her voice holds a mix of injury and bitterness.

There it is. I go still, hand frozen on the buckle release. A faint sensation, a trickle of warmth slips down the back of my throat. Like that first comforting spoonful of chicken noodle soup after a terrible bout of flu. Nothing has ever tasted better.

Sipping on other people’s misery—failure, rejection, disappointment, hurt, all tiny deaths in a way—is not quite the same as pulling life out of them, killing them in degrees. This is offered voluntarily, and rather than a sunny glow that I have to focus on directing, this is like standing with my hands out in front of a vent blasting hot air for a few seconds.

My stomach moans in relief, and I slump back against the headrest. Surviving this way isn’t easy; like sustaining life on a handful of stolen popcorn every day instead of digging into the steak and baked potato on the other side of the table. But when that steak and potato is a person, maybe even a friend, whose existence is threatened by your need to eat, well, then popcorn it is.

“That’s not true,” I manage to say to Lennie after a moment. But it is kind of true. “Daan will be—”

“Daan will be too busy chasing after everything in tight pants and a septum ring to hang out with me,” she says with a sigh. The two of them have a complicated relationship that I don’t understand. Mutual flirting, and jealousy of the other’s time, but seemingly nothing more than friendship.

The warmth of her emotion gathers and rolls down my throat. For some reason, the verbal expression of those darker feelings goes a lot further than just the mood itself or even a thought.

I keep an eye on her hands, resting on the steering wheel as she drives, just in case. But as always, she shows no sign of ill effects, other than a slight tensing of fingers. My little sips of her misery don’t seem to bother her, unlike everyone else. She doesn’t faint or vomit or turn gray. It’s almost like Lennie’s bulletproof, wrapped in her layers of focused self-absorption. Though I would prefer not to test that theory to the extreme.

“And Chessa hates me, even though I’ve never done anything but be nice to her,” Lennie continues, lifting her chin in defiance.

I despise this, being caught in the weird position of trying to talk Lennie out of her feelings … while also literally feeding on them.

I’m a bad friend.

No, you are a hungry friend.

Same difference.

“It’s not you,” I say. “The two of you are just really different. That’s all.”

A drastic understatement. Chessa, my roommate and closest friend, is Lennie’s opposite in nearly every way. Chessa is a townie who worked her ass off to get scholarships here; Lennie is a three-generation legacy. Chessa is tall and slender with dark skin and box braids; Lennie is short, curvy, and white with an expensive strawberry blond blowout that she maintains with biweekly trips to the local salon even though she’s never satisfied with their work.

Also, Chessa wouldn’t complain if she were on fire, but Lennie turns every paper cut into a three-day saga including possible blood poisoning and a brush with flesh-eating bacteria. Which is helpful for me, given my specific … needs. But it makes being friends with both of them complicated.

Lennie sniffs, then waves her hand dramatically. “Whatever, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care.”

But she does. A lot.

“Guess who I ran into today.” Lennie bounces in her seat a little, her natural ebullience making a reappearance. She’s never down for long, just frequently. Mercurial. That would be the word for her.

“Professor Burkitt again?” I ask, unable to resist a smirk. Now that I’m not starving, I can pay attention again. I can be an actual friend instead of a black hole of need. I’m not full—never full—but the urgency has faded some.

Lennie gives a horrified squeak. “Jo! Ew, no!” But she’s blushing, hard enough I can see it even in the dim interior light of the car.

“You said he was hot,” I remind her.

“I didn’t know it was him! He had his back to me when he was doing those squats!”

“Uh-huh.”

“He’s like fifty years old!”

“With, and I quote, the thighs of a mountain man,” I say, snickering.

She takes her attention off the road long enough to scowl at me. “I never should have told you that. Also, it should be illegal for the professors to use the same gym as us! One minute you’re on the treadmill, and the next you’re trying to avoid a flash of ball sack from the guy who gave you a C in Child Dev.”

“Or admiring his cuts,” I tease.

“Oh my God, Jo,” she groans. “You’re the worst.” But she’s laughing as she says it.

“I am,” I agree easily.

Then she’s pulling into the crumbling asphalt lot outside of Happy’s—and parking across the yellow lines, as usual. We hurry for the door, with Lennie leading the way, the heels of her leopard-print ankle boots click-clacking. It’s only once we’re inside that I realize Lennie never told me who she ran into. But she no longer needs to.

On the far side of the bar, I spot Chessa and Daan in one of the big booths, and they’re not alone.

Broad shoulders pull at a blue sweater and the matching striped button-down underneath. The sleeves of both are rolled up his forearms in crisp, precise folds. Only the gold-glinting stubble on his jaw and the lock of matching hair across his forehead say, “casual, laid-back,” but knowing him, he likely orchestrated both. His middle name should probably be Control Freak, but it’s actually Thomas.

“Carter!” Lennie shouts with delight. “You came!”

Well, fuck.
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A year and half ago, when I couldn’t stand the thought of spending another stultifying summer at home in Highland Park with my mother’s silence, I broke down and took Lennie up on her offer to stay at her place in Beecher. She was going to be gone a good chunk of the summer anyway, back home visiting friends—and random European countries, as one does—but her lease at River Crossing was year-round and her building is swank. Cool gray walls, faux hardwood floors, central air-conditioning, and built in the last couple of years instead of the last couple of centuries.

The problem was that Crossing, a Beecher University–owned complex, is inhabited mostly by grad students.

Which is where I messed up.

“Lennie,” I say now, slowing down. Carter’s gaze flicks past Lennie to land on me. His blue eyes meet mine and heat spreads up my neck and into my cheeks, my heart giving a tortured, anguished beat.

His nod at me is cool and brief. Like I’m some random undergrad that he vaguely remembers from a class he taught.

As if he’s never gripped my hips so hard he left thumbprint bruises on my skin, as if I haven’t felt the soft catch of his breath against my neck, as if the friction and pressure of his thigh between mine is just a fantasy in my head.

Fury rushes in, hot and tight in my chest, and I stop walking.

Lennie glances over her shoulder and pauses. “Don’t make it weird, Jo,” she says in a pleading voice. “Carter hasn’t been your TA for almost a year now.”

Like that’s the issue, the pure discomfort of hanging out socially with someone who used to determine my grade, my future. Then again, as far as Lennie knows, it is.

She turns to face me, walking backward toward the booth. “Come on, please? I think he’s single. But I caught him staring at Annie Caughey at my Halloween party. I need to find out if he’s interested before he moves on.”

I don’t know what Carter’s saying about his relationship status this year. It’s not something we’ve ever discussed. However, I do know that Annie Caughey—tiny, petite, adorable Annie—was standing in front of me at Lennie’s party, while I hovered awkwardly near the makeshift bar for most of the night. Pretending not to notice Carter as he pretended not to notice me.

Guess one of us is better at that game than the other.

I should just turn around and walk out. I should.

But I’m not full, and I haven’t eaten actual food, either. Plus, in spite of everything else, curiosity curls and flickers through me—why here, why now? It’s a curiosity, though, like running your finger through an open flame, testing how long it takes before you feel pain—it’s going to hurt, you just don’t know when, exactly.

“Fine,” I say.

“Yay!” Lennie mock-squeals, before pivoting to face forward. She heads toward Carter’s side of the booth like he’s a fridge and she’s one of those cute little miniature fruit magnets. (Missy Banks, my best friend in fifth grade, had them in her kitchen. My mother would never put anything so “gauche” up in her home; all our appliances are that nonmagnetic stainless steel anyway.)

I follow more slowly.

Lennie is already sliding in next to Carter, peppering him with questions—“How are you? What’s new? How has this semester been going?”—by the time I drop my bag on the floor and shrug out of my coat. Carter’s dark blue peacoat is hanging on the booth’s hook like it belongs there, right next to Chessa’s puffer coat and Daan’s ski jacket.

Carter nods in response to Lennie while she continues to chatter at him, but that’s it. He doesn’t say much; he never does. Especially in a crowd. I used to think it was because he believed he was better than the rest of us. Than me. Because he was older. Because he was smarter. Now, I suspect he’s that weird flavor of awkward that comes across as reserved, almost stilted, and semi-intimidating.

He doesn’t feel like he belongs, so he keeps his mouth shut. The thought sends a sharp, stabbing pang through me.

Absolutely not, Jo. We are not doing this again. And no, he doesn’t belong here because he’s made his position very clear.

I’m not enough? Not worth the risk? Fine. Then stay the fuck away. Don’t come find me with my friends.

“I mean, right?” Lennie asks Carter with a giggle, carrying on with her mostly one-sided conversation.

I could just leave. But I won’t. This Lennie is bright, sparkling, almost manic at the prospect of capturing Carter’s attention. There’s no hint of the dry bitterness from before.

But this mood won’t last. Carter, however little I may understand him in other ways, is not interested in Lennie in that way. And she will eventually realize it. With great disappointment or even hurt. I can almost taste it.

Very bad friend.

Chessa darts her eyes toward Carter, then raises an inquisitive brow at me over her clear plastic-framed glasses, asking if I’m okay without a word.

That is the benefit of being friends and roommates for so long. Not only does she know my drama—well, most of it anyway—she knows when to speak up and when to find another way.

I shrug my shoulders in answer. For the moment, I’m just going to do my best to ignore him.

Chessa gives her head a little shake, which might mean “Don’t do this to yourself, stay strong” or “I still can’t believe you’re in this mess.” Actually, it’s probably both.

“Jo.” Daan interrupts our silent conversation in a plaintive voice. “Tell Chessa she is wrong.” He tucks his shoulder-length dirty blond hair behind his ears and waits.

Grateful for the distraction, I smile at him. “I doubt it.” Daan’s insistence on how things should be has gotten him in trouble more than once.

Daan was my first real friend at Beecher. Ever since freshman year when he managed to get himself locked out of our residence hall.

Beecher is both literally and figuratively old school—founded on the grounds of a seventeenth century Puritan village, then converted to a “women’s teaching college” during the Civil War, all before its current incarnation—some of the old-fashioned ideas have lingered longer than they should have. Residence hall floors segregated by gender (the year before I started they finally added a gender-inclusive wing as an option), visiting hours for non-residents, and a two AM curfew for incoming first-years.

For the first six weeks, the hall doors are locked and building access cards don’t work after curfew. If you ring the buzzer, an advisor or director will let you in, but it costs: a hundred bucks for the first incident, doubling with every additional violation. And if they catch you on camera letting someone in a side door, you both get fined.

It’s stupid, but Beecher admin is not fucking around.

For some of my peers, like Lennie, a hundred dollars is the equivalent of forgotten change tucked into a cupholder. But for the rest of us, it was more than sufficient deterrent.

On the night before classes were due to start, my roommate, Ryann, was already asleep—and snoring like a hibernating grizzly—when I heard the faint tapping of fingertips against the glass of our first-floor window.

When I got up to check it out, Daan’s anxious face was a pale oval staring up at me from the bushes just below. At that point, I only knew him as the tall guy in all black I’d seen in the lobby a few times.

He waved frantically, then gestured with a cranking motion for me to open the window.

“This is ridiculous,” he whispered to me, pushing leaves and branches out of the way. “I was only out talking to people. Locking the doors, it only encourages onheil. Wat een onzin!” His grip on the bushes slipped in his quiet outrage, and the bushes retaliated, promptly slapping him across the face.

He stumbled back with a muffled curse, clutching at his cheek, and I tried not to laugh. I had no idea what onheil whatever whatever was, but the rest of it I agreed with.

“Please?” he asked, peering up at me hopefully, fingers still pressed to his reddened skin. “My roommate is not answering. Will you help me up? I promise, I will not trouble you again.”

I am a sucker for victims of draconian policy. Also, it’s hard not to feel for someone after you’ve seen them backhanded by a boxwood.

Once he pulled himself up, I helped him inside, yanking him across the sill by his belt. He slipped upstairs to his room without anyone the wiser or him the poorer.

Daan repaid his debt the next morning, bringing me coffee and a sealed bowl of Froot Loops. He is kind of impossible not to love.

“What is it this time?” I ask Daan. “Bartenders again?” The two behind the bar on most Friday nights, a man and a woman, are an ongoing fixation for Daan. They’re both his type—tall, skinny, dressed in black, with a variety of piercings.

He opens his mouth to speak, but Chessa beats him to it. “Of course it’s bartenders,” she confirms, rolling her eyes. But her mouth curves in an affectionate smile. She hasn’t known Daan quite as long as I have, but he doesn’t take long to grow on you.

“Daan,” I say. “We’ve talked about this. Just because they work together does not mean they do everything together.”

“You don’t know that,” Daan says with a pout, resting his chin in his hand. Then he straightens up with a longing expression. “Just look at them. How they move around each other without colliding, like a dance, it’s beautiful.”

I watch the two in question swirl in a coordinated whirlwind behind the scratched wooden bar. It is impressive how they keep up with the increasing demands of drunken college students with minimal spills and breakage, I’ll admit that.

“Also, you don’t want to be that guy,” Chessa adds. “That guy who hits on the bartenders while they’re trying to work.”

“That guy who flirts at a funeral,” I jump in. “With a grieving family member.”

“That guy who follows you into the bathroom to convince you that you need his number,” Chessa says with distaste, and we both shudder at the memory.

“You’re better than that guy,” I say, and Chessa nods.

“Maybe I am not,” he says with defiance. “Just look at them. They are two halves of a whole.” He holds his hand out like he’s delivering a passionate soliloquy. “They are matching pieces who found each other in this harsh, difficult world. They are—”

“They are brother and sister,” Carter speaks up, startling me, his tone wry.

“Wait.” Daan sits forward in the booth, shifting his attention to Carter. “Are you serious?”

Carter nods. “Fraternal twins, actually. Dove was in Economic Theory with me last year.”

Of course. I shake my head.

A sharp blast of laughter escapes from Chessa before she claps her palm over her mouth. When she lowers her hand a moment later, her expression is one of deep solemnity, but her eyes are bright with humor and her mouth is twitching with the effort to stay straight. “How fortunate they didn’t have to look very far to find each other in this harsh, difficult world,” she says in a strangled voice.

“Haha, yes, very funny,” Daan says, giving her the finger.

Chessa breaks, doubling over with laughter.

I swallow in anticipation of the disappointment from Daan, already watchful to make sure it’s not too much for him.

But no. There’s no swaying in his seat, no color fading from his face. No disappointment. Instead, Daan looks thoughtful.

Okay, ew. I have no siblings, but I used to wish for one, an older brother or sister, to guide me through the still-steaming shitshow that is occasionally my life. Someone who would understand, someone who I would be close with.

But not that kind of close.

I grimace involuntarily, and Carter, across from me, meets my gaze, amusement crinkling the corners of his eyes and pulling at his full mouth. A mouth that I’ve felt pressed against my own. The moment feels … intimate. Like it’s just the two of us here, in a world of our own, operating in some secret understanding.

Except there is no understanding.

Pain sears through me.

“Carter, did you hear what I said?” Lennie asks, her voice just this side of a husky whine, drawing his attention back to her.

I reach for the almost-empty beer pitcher abruptly. “More beer? We need more beer.” I slide out of the booth, moving quickly toward the bar.

Happy’s is divided in half, with booths and four-tops on one side, and dartboards, a jukebox, and tall tables on the other side. The elevated bar dominates the center, patrons gathering in concentric circles around it.

Clutching the handle of the plastic pitcher tightly in my now-sweaty palm, I weave my way through to the bartop and step up.

“Another pitcher, please,” I say to Dove. Now that I’m looking for it, I see the resemblance between her and her brother. The brightly colored hair—hers is a neon red and his has bright blue streaks—is a surface differentiation that works at distracting from the obvious.

She nods in acknowledgement, grabbing the pitcher and spinning away.

Daan is right; she is graceful in a strangely elegant way. Is that what drew Carter’s attention to her in their shared class last year?

Jesus, Jo, get a grip. It was a class. Is he not supposed to know her name?

I lean forward over the bar. “And a shot of Jäger, please,” I call after Dove.

She holds up a finger in acknowledgement, and I lower myself back down.

“Jäger. Must be serious,” a familiar voice says behind me.

Carter.

I stiffen, gripping the edge of the bar. “What do you want? Why are you here?”

I sense more than see Carter’s shrug as he moves up next to me to rest his elbows on the bar. He’s careful, though, to keep facing forward, like we’re just two people who happened to bump into each other here. “I ran into Lennie in the hallway. She invited me,” he says.

“Bullshit.” I turn toward him. “Last week, you wouldn’t even acknowledge my existence, and now you’re here, hanging out with my friends?” The same ones we’ve been trying to hide this … whatever from for over a year. “What happened to ‘this is a mistake we can’t keep making’?”

A mistake that has generally landed us with our hands and mouths all over each other in whatever enclosed space was nearby: a closet in Lennie’s apartment the first time, before we knew our professional connection, but then also a balcony, a study room on the third floor of P. Edgars, the tiny overheated bathroom in the union by the bowling lanes, I can’t even remember them all.

Carter’s shoulder is dangerously close to me; he smells like pine and something citrus. An insane part of my brain is whispering at me to shift nearer to him, to press my chest against him, to make that heat flare in his expression once more. It makes me feel powerful, alive, in a way that even feeding does not. He’s brilliant, observant, kind, and extremely restrained. But I can rile him. I can make him suck in a sharp breath and demand more, even when doing so is against both of our best interests.

It’s addicting and utterly terrifying at the same time.

“I saw your paperwork in Stephens’s inbox,” he says quietly, still not looking at me.

I freeze. Dr. Stephens is the Psychology Department chairperson, my advisor, and Carter’s boss.

“If you change your major now, you’ll be stuck here for at least another year. Maybe two,” Carter says.

He’s wrong—if I play my cards right and go to grad school here, it’ll be four more years. Which is exactly the plan. Beecher is the only place I’ve ever felt safe, the only place that has ever felt like home. Not that he would understand that. Not that he can. At Beecher, I can be normal. Or, as normal as it’s possible for me to ever be.

“I’m not changing my major,” I say. “I’m adding one. Psychology and sociology.” Because God help me, if I can learn to understand people—that is, full-blooded humans—it’ll all be worth it.

“It has nearly the same effect, Jocasta,” Carter says in that dark disapproving tone that sends a blade of heat through me, despite his use of my full name. Or maybe because of it.

“And Beecher won’t be the same without your friends here. You know that. Why are you working so hard to stay?” he asks, leaning forward on the bar. “You’re smart. And the smart move is not sticking around here for more undergrad.”

I clear my throat—it feels like I can never speak clearly around him. “I believe this is considered—what is it, again?—oh yeah, none of your business. I have an advisor, thank you very much.”

Dove returns with my Jägermeister and a full pitcher. I slide my credit card out of my pocket and pass it over.

“Listen, I know what I said last time,” Carter says tightly, his eyes fixed on the line of liquor bottles behind the bar. “I screwed up, and I’m sorry.”

I shoot the Jäger, wincing at the bite. “And?” I ask, my eyes watering from the shot and only the shot. I hope.

“What do you mean ‘and’?” he asks, turning toward me with wariness.

“What do you want, Carter?” I say, enunciating each word carefully. I can already feel the pleasant heat from the liqueur spreading through me.

Dove returns with my card and the bill. I stuff the card back into my pocket and scrawl my name and a generous tip that I probably can’t really afford across the bottom of the receipt.

Carter makes a soft, frustrated noise. “I don’t know. Can’t we be … friends? For now? There are no rules against that.”

Technically, since I’m no longer in his class, we’re not doing anything wrong. But we’re still in the same department. People, including possibly Dr. Stephens, will assume anything going on now was going on before. And those rumors might well follow Carter elsewhere, tainting his career before it even has a chance to start.

In other words, the same problems that have plagued us from the beginning, from that party—the one where he didn’t know I was an undergrad, the one where I had no clue he was a TA, let alone scheduled to be my TA—are still present and accounted for.

Friends. The word stings like a slap, but I force a laugh. “Exactly how much beer did you drink before I got here?” I ask, grabbing the pitcher and starting to turn away.

“Jocasta—” he begins, and my grip on my temper slips.

“Carter, why do you care?” I demand. “You said it’s too much of a risk, and nothing’s changed.”

“I miss you,” he says with a straightforwardness that stops me in my tracks.

When I glance back at him, he nods, blue eyes meeting mine without hesitation, confirming that I heard him correctly. Longing squeezes my chest.

But then he continues.

“And I’m not the only one with issues,” he says pointedly. “The first time we met, you told me you didn’t ‘do relationships.’”

My cheeks flush hot. “That’s not the same thing.” It’s dangerous to let my guard down, to be that vulnerable. Dangerous for him. Plus, even if he was able to accept me for who I am, that would mean opening him up to a world he doesn’t even know exists.

Carter reaches out and gently takes my free hand. Startled, I allow it. He tugs my sleeve up, exposing my wrist and forearm.

“This one is Ancient Greek.” His finger traces over the black letters tattooed vertically from the base of my thumb down the side of my hand, and I can’t breathe for fear that he’ll stop.

Then he turns my palm face up. His thumb moves horizontally over the vulnerable skin at the inside of my wrist, where a string of cuneiform signs, tiny black images, live. It feels so good, the surety of his touch. Not hesitant. Not afraid. “This one is, I think, Sumerian.”

The pitcher in my other hand starts to wobble, sending foamy beer perilously close to the edge.

How does he know Sumerian? Ancient Greek, okay—we live on a college campus and several of the letters are obviously recognizable as such, if he’s at all familiar with the fraternities and sororities.

But Sumerian? No one knows Sumerian. That was, in fact, the point. That only a few specific people—using that term generously—would be able to read it. My “father” was so pissed. My mother just hated the way the tattoos looked.

Carter must read the question on my face.

“Talin zijn mijn hobby,” he says, releasing my hand.

The only word I get is hobby. The rest sounds like when Daan is speaking to friends and family back in the Netherlands. But I understand the gist. This, this is why I can’t stay away from Carter. Who else has a hobby of learning random languages for fun? Despite the current chatter about six-packs and thigh cuts, which he does have, curiosity and interest in learning more, being more, is always going to be hotter. For me, at least.

“Why do you have tattoos declaring yourself poisonous, Jocasta?” he asks, leaning closer, his serious brow furrowed with concern.

Technically, I have tattoos declaring that I’m toxic—deadly, even—but close enough.

Oh, hell. I sigh. He thinks this is all because of some deep-seated struggle with inadequacy. That’s what all that “You’re so smart, Jocasta” stuff was.

Of course that’s what he would think. What else is he supposed to conclude? Certainly nothing close to the truth.

But as I open my mouth to respond, the loud crash of glass breaking brings everything except the jukebox—Mariah Carey crooning about Christmas already—to a halt. At the far end of the bar, Dove stands with her arms loosely at her sides, staring off to the opposite side of the room, sparkling bits of glasses and larger hunks of beer mugs scattered on the mat at her feet. She’s making no move to pick any of it up.

Frowning, I set the pitcher back on the bar and lean forward to check on her. “Hey, are you—”

Goosebumps erupt suddenly on my skin, prickly shivers spreading up my arms, across my chest, and down my back. Like my skin is trying to shed me.

Oh no. I know what this is. It’s been over three years since I felt it last and never, ever, in Beecher, but it’s not a sensation easily forgotten.

Dread makes my stomach pitch southward.

“Jocasta?” Carter asks, but I ignore him, my whole body shuddering in reflex.

Someone else is here. Someone like me, a child of the Old Ones.

And whoever it is, they’re fucking spraying the room with magic.






3


At the bar, I raise up on my tiptoes to see over the crowd and follow the direction of Dove’s transfixed stare.

Despite the sheer volume of bodies in Happy’s, I pick the stranger out almost instantly.

He’s leaning against one of the high-top tables by the dartboards, a mug of beer in one hand. Dressed in dark jeans and an expensive-looking white cable-knit sweater, one of those Irish ones, he stands out among students in their puffer jackets and bright purple Beecher sweats like a predator in a herd of unwitting gazelles.

Or el chupacabra in a daycare.

He’s handsome, of course. A messy tousle of dark hair, strong brows that might be on the edge of too thick, a square chin straight out of a superhero comic book. It’s not his individual features so much as their combination that creates the allure, the charisma that makes it hard to look away from him.

But it’s more than just his appearance; it’s the semicircle of people around him, drawing closer every second. Like they’re dying of thirst and he’s the oasis they’ve been searching for.

He must sense me watching, because his gaze snaps from his adoring fans straight to me, direct, unflinching. Like he doesn’t care who sees him see me. Green eyes meet mine steadily, sending a bolt of attraction zipping down my spine.

Stupid lust magic.

As if he knows what I’m thinking, he winks at me. Then he mouths words, so carefully, so precisely, that I can “hear” him all the way across the room.

“Hello, Death’s Daughter.”

My breath vanishes like I’ve been punched in the lungs, and I struggle to inhale.

He knows who I am.

Instantly, I lower myself from my tiptoes to stand flat-footed, blending in with the crowd a little more. Bad enough that he knows I’m like him—a child of the Old Ones—but knowing me is worse, so much worse.

My heart thunders in my chest, like the hoofbeats of panicked horses pounding down the beach. Okay, okay, calm down.

This guy can’t be here for a territorial dispute. No one has claimed Beecher, the town or campus. No children of who-the-hell-ever anywhere around. Beecher is the magical equivalent of an abandoned house, as far as the Old Ones are concerned. I made sure of that before I confirmed my enrollment freshman year.

But this is a hella aggressive way to introduce himself. So there’s a decent chance that he wants conflict. Probably so he can claim to have bested Death’s Daughter. Sweat gathers at my hairline. I can’t go through that again, can’t do that again.

But … running isn’t an option, either. He’ll just follow me around campus, into classes, maybe even my dorm. It’s not like he’d have a hard time convincing someone to let him in.

I rub my palms, damp with sweat, down my jeans. Okay, so talk to him, de-escalate the situation, and then get him out of Beecher. That’s the plan.

“Jocasta?” Carter asks, his voice rough.

Shit. I managed to forget all about Carter, even with him right here. Get it together, Jo.

“Sorry. I saw someone I know from home so I…” The words die in my throat as I shift to face Carter.

His expression is soft with heat, pupils widened to dark pools of desire. He must be right on the edge of this guy’s range. He’s clearly affected but not so much that he’s drifting toward the other side of the bar to be closer to the source. Not yet, anyway.

I swallow back a wordless scream of frustration.

I take a deep breath. Okay, okay, it’s fine. This is fine. “Never mind,” I say to Carter gently. “I need you to go wait at the booth for me, okay?” I rest my hands on his biceps to nudge him back toward the booth, but he twists away, catching at my hand.

His thumb presses into the center of my palm with just the right amount of pressure. It sends a pulse of heat through me. I’ve never thought of my palm as a particularly sensitive or sensual body part, until now.

“I wanted to hate you,” Carter says plainly.

I freeze. This is part of the lowered inhibitions aspect. Stupid, stupid lust magic.

“You’re going to ruin my plans. Destroy my life.” Carter’s jaw tightens. “And I still want you anyway. You’re like me. Caught up in a mess you didn’t choose.”

Something in my chest gives an agonized twist. He’s right—even more than he realizes—but that doesn’t stop it from hurting. Sometimes honesty isn’t the best policy, especially the magically induced kind.

Okay, enough. “Maybe we can talk about this later, when you’re feeling more like yourself,” I say, guiding him away from the bar. “But for now, I just need you to go back to the booth so I can—” I stop, my gaze locking onto our destination.

The battered red-pleather booth, where Daan, Lennie, and Chessa should be—where I left them—is empty. Only mugs, crumpled napkins, and a half-eaten pizza remain.

Shit, shit, shit.

I spin around toward the other side of the restaurant, where trouble is currently waiting for me, and pop up on my toes again for a better look over there.

Without the height of the raised bar, I can’t see much. But a glimpse of the back of Daan’s head through the crowd—he’s so tall and lanky, he always stands out—tells me everything I need to know. Maybe it’s just a coincidence; maybe one of them, Lennie, decided to drag Chessa and Daan out to dance or play darts.

Or, maybe, just maybe, the stranger, my fellow spawn of the Old Ones, knows more about me than just my designation and aimed for them specifically, before turning loose on everyone else.

I turn back to Carter. “Stay here, okay?” I ask. “Right here. Promise me?”

His brow furrows in serious contemplation, as if he’s suddenly not sure what I’m asking or why, but he nods.

“I’ll be right back.” I hope.

I pull my hand free of Carter’s and edge my way through bodies, past elbows and raised drinks, ignoring the mild protests that follow my movement and trying to consider next steps.

The stranger has to be one of Lust’s offspring. Unsurprisingly, Lust and a couple of other Old Ones compete—perhaps officially, perhaps not, again no one tells us anything—for the title of Most Prolific.

That is one good thing about being Death spawn. I am the one and only. Of course, that can also make me a highly attractive target. Case in point.

But as soon as I clear the bar area and reach the other side of Happy’s, all thoughts of calmly talking to the stranger vanish.

Chessa and Daan are with the other afflicted, all of them staring at the stranger like he’s a Korean pop star who’s just announced he’s single and looking to date a civilian. Eyes wide, cheeks flushed, lips parted, oblivious to the world around them.

But Lennie … Lennie is pressed up against the stranger, whispering in his ear, her nose nuzzling his cheek. His arm curves around Lennie’s waist, and he rests his open palm on her lower back to steady her. Ostensibly. Mainly it serves to press Lennie more tightly against him.

His magic works differently than mine. We both feed on life energy, but he sparks need and then warms himself on the fire. Lowering inhibitions and raising, well, desire. Desire for him, desire for someone else, whatever he wants. All to feed the wielder. And to entertain. That’s what makes him, and others like him, so terrifying. You aren’t attracted to men, as Chessa isn’t? Doesn’t matter. You don’t really have any interest in sex right now, or at all? Makes zero difference.

Resting her hand on the stranger’s chest, Lennie throws her head back in a laugh, an excessively high-pitched and giddy noise that raises the hairs on the back of my neck.

Best case scenario ends with Lennie waking up tomorrow bewildered, exhausted, and sore, with no clear idea of why she slept with an enigmatic stranger fifteen minutes after meeting him. It’s the magical equivalent of being too drunk to consent. Worst case … might be way worse.

His knowing gaze meets mine, then he raises an eyebrow with a smirk, asking without words what I’m going to do about it.

All right, then. So forget de-escalation.

I stalk over to him. “Reel it in,” I snap. “Now. These are my friends, and this is my”—I have to bite back the words that immediately leap to my tongue: territory, home—“campus,” I finish finally.

The Lust spawn grins at me over the top of Lennie’s head. His green eyes are bright with mischief.

Even knowing what it is, his charm is hard to ignore. He’s watching me like I’m not just the center of his attention right now but his whole life. That feels better than it should.

“That territorial instinct is hard to resist, isn’t it?” he says.

I shake off the sensation. “Is that why you’re here? Territory?” I demand, trying to keep my voice low. Spawn who are more involved in the world of the Old Ones compete to claim territory. Theoretically, it’s for feeding purposes. Like owning enough land and cows to keep yourself and your family fed. Realistically, it’s more to show off. The more territory you have, the more you have to defend, so therefore the stronger you must be. And taking territory from another spawn is a power play, a reputation builder.

“It’s been almost four years,” I say. “I’ve never felt any claim on Beecher.”

He winces, shuddering exaggeratedly. “Little wonder, when this place has the vibe of a funeral home.”

Lennie shifts slightly to give me a pointed stare over her shoulder. “You’re interrupting, Jo. I’m talking to…” She pauses, leaving an opening, while she caresses the side of his face with her palm. Her aquamarine ring glitters in the dim light.

“You can call me Devon,” the stranger says obligingly.

“Devon,” Lennie repeats, savoring the syllables like a sip from a wine bottle bearing her family’s last name.

I roll my eyes. That is one hundred percent not his name. I hate this cutesy Old Ones bullshit. Names have power, but not in the way the stories tell it.

But it won’t matter. Lennie is high on him right now; nothing matters.

“Turn it off,” I say flatly. “Let them go.”

“Not yet,” Devon says. “I find that cutting the flow off abruptly makes them unpredictable, all that lovely oxytocin just gone.” He snaps his finger, and I catch myself flinching. “That’s a portion of the evening that I would prefer to miss.”

Instead Devon looks down at Lennie resting her head against his chest. He tucks a strand of her strawberry blond hair behind her ear with a genuine tenderness that seems out of character. “I need a moment to talk to your friend, love,” he says.

Lennie pouts. “No.”

“Yes,” Devon says. “Off you go.” He presses gently against her shoulders until she steps back, tossing a scowl at me as she goes.

“I’ll be here waiting,” Lennie says, beaming at him, while also managing to shoot me a significant amount of side-eye. It’s a talent.

Lennie drifts off, but she only makes it about ten feet before turning around to watch us.

Devon’s attention focuses on me then, and I can feel his power pulling at me, like invisible hands stroking my skin. “Knock it off.”

I expect him to press, to try harder, but instead the sensation vanishes. He tips his head sideways, regarding me with interest. “You can sense it, but you’re strong enough to resist.”

“Yes, I’m a very special girl,” I say dryly, and Devon chokes on a laugh.

“That you are, I suppose,” he agrees.

“If this isn’t about territory, what do you want?” I ask. My pulse is slowing slightly. He’s made no move to charge at me or started screaming about me taking over. Both good signs. Relatively.

Devon picks up his beer again, swirling the remains of it in the mug. “Just thought it might be an opportune moment to introduce myself. Allegiances are … a delicate matter, as always.” Some of the humor leaches from his expression, leaving a darker, more wary look. “I wanted to reach you first, see what kind of arrangement we might be able to come to, given the announcement.”

Allegiances? Arrangement?

I stare at him. His words were in English, I understood them individually, but I still have absolutely no idea what he’s talking about. I shake my head. “What announcement?”

He laughs, but then stills abruptly, reading my face. He puts down his glass. “You don’t know.” It’s not a question, but his voice still holds a hint of uncertainty, as if he can’t believe it. He looks younger suddenly, more vulnerable.

“Don’t know what?” I ask, feeling my grip on my temper start to slip.

“Of course,” Devon mutters, more to himself than to me. “They didn’t tell you. Far more fun to keep you guessing. That sounds about right, doesn’t it?”

The bitterness in him flares outward, connecting with me like a slap in the face. A not-so-tiny emotional death with me in immediate proximity. I’m used to seeking out the smallest sips, and this is the equivalent of a full-body dunking.

I reel under the sensation, however brief, of warmth and fullness, drinking in the life sacrificed. It sends me stumbling back a step or two, the dizziness and looseness in my limbs reminiscent of a two-day bender, where the room is in constant motion around you.

The color drains from his face abruptly, and he twists sideways, his elbow connecting hard with the table as he clutches at it to keep from falling. His knuckles flash red and then white on the table’s edge. “I’ve … heard … but I never…” He stops talking, making visible efforts to catch his breath.

After a moment, he manages it, straightening up and regaining his footing. He still doesn’t look quite right, though. A little too gray under the eyes.

Guilt immediately swamps me. I should have had that locked down. I don’t have to take life, even when it’s offered. I’m just so used to pulling together scraps …

Control, always control.

“Sorry,” I say quickly, stepping toward him as soon as I recover myself. “I actually wasn’t trying to—”

Devon moves back and holds a hand up to stop me, careful to keep his distance this time. “I think I should go. For now, at least.” He glances around the room, uneasiness filling his expression.

My skin prickles, not with magic this time but fear. I know that look. “What is happening? What announcement?” I fight the urge to grab him and shake the information out of him.

Backing away from me, Devon shakes his head with a tight smile. “Sorry, love. As far as I know, keeping it a secret from you could be part of their game, and I have no interest in interfering. I like my hide a little too well to offer it up to them as a willing prize.”

Their game. Them.

While he might be talking about others like us, children of the Old Ones, the disgust in his tone—not to mention that wallop of bitterness—tells me he’s referring to someone else.

He means the Old Ones themselves. Active. Up to something.

Fuckity fuck fuck.

Our sires aren’t gods, no matter what they might want people to think. They’re not vampires, angels, succubae, or any other mythological creature, either. Those are just the stories that rose up around them over time when humans saw something they couldn’t explain.

But they are old and extremely powerful. They’ve been here forever, occupying a mostly hidden link at the top of the food chain. And they’re easily bored. A dangerous combination.

If the Old Ones ever stopped squabbling among themselves and got organized, humanity would be screwed. Corralled into giant zoos or locked behind glass at some hotel-breeding-farm hellscape.

Fortunately, the Old Ones are more interested in their petty feuds, stoking their own sense of self-importance, and pitting their spawn against one another for entertainment and bragging rights. Petulant emperors turning the lions loose on their own gladiators.

Or, the immortal equivalent of “My honor roll student tortured and killed your honor roll student.”

It’s almost funny and absolutely fucking terrifying at the same time.

“Is one of them here?” I ask Devon. The very thought of an Old One in Beecher makes my stomach plummet like it’s been filled with the smooth river rocks the university uses for landscaping all over campus. “Why would they—” I begin, but he’s already slipping away, head down, moving between tables and heading straight for the back exit by the restrooms.

Damnit.

Just before he vanishes around the corner, I feel the magic pull back, retreating like a wave from the shore. My skin gives one last shudder and then settles.

Around me, the afflicted stir as one, like an animal waking from slumber. Shocked murmurs and uncomfortable giggles follow—they don’t understand what happened, just that something did. Something that made them forget all about their dates, crushes, loves, significant others, and situationships. All for a stranger, a man they’ve never seen before but somehow couldn’t resist.

There are going to be some awkward conversations across campus tonight.

I catch Chessa’s confused gaze, and she gives me a wide-eyed look over the top of her glasses. She holds her hands up in a “What the hell was that?” gesture. But her hands are trembling.

I shake my head and lift my shoulders in response, lying my ass off. This is why I hate magic. In all the stories, it’s about waving wands and saying the right words and judicious use. In reality, everyone gets screwed.

She nods with a frown, then turns to chase after Daan, who is wandering around like an oversized deer recently released from the thrall of passing headlights.

Lennie rushes toward me. “Where is Devon going?” she demands. “He’s coming back, right?”

“I don’t think so,” I say, distracted once more by what he said before his rapid departure. What kind of announcement could it be? The Old Ones weren’t really ones for public declarations; they were more of the “fuck around and find out … painfully” type. At least as far as I know. My decision to stay as far from that world as possible left me in a position of ignorance and sometimes led to unintended consequences. Occasionally life-averse consequences.

“What did you say to him?” Lennie asks. “Did you say something to him about me?”

That grabs my attention. “What?” I shake my head. “No, Lennie, of course not. He just said he had to leave. I think we should go too. Maybe we can—”

“Are you meeting up with him later?” she asks, her brown eyes flooding with tears.

“No!” Not unless I can find him and pin him down on answers.

“I don’t see why not,” Lennie says, swiping at her face, where tears are now spilling down her cheeks. “Freshman year it was Benton from Sig Ep. That was a whole big secret thing.”

I wince. Benton and I had enjoyed a comfortable and mostly unspoken friends-with-benefits arrangement until he started throwing around the word “girlfriend.” “Like I said before, no one knew. I didn’t realize you had feelings for him, and it wasn’t really an official—”

“And do you think I didn’t see you with Carter at the bar? What the hell is that? Why didn’t you say anything?” Lennie demands.

Hurt is coming off her in waves now, faster than I can consume it. It’s like trying to breathe through a wet washcloth, and my control is wobbling. I need to shut this down or move out of range. “It’s complicated, and I—”

She folds her arms across her chest. “What’s complicated?” she demands. “I told you I was interested in him, that I wanted to find out if he was single, and you said nothing!”

Lennie’s voice is growing louder and louder, rising above the general din of the restaurant. But it’s the shrill note within it, an edge that announces an imminent loss of control, that’s turning heads in our direction.

This must be what Devon meant by unpredictable.

“I mean, is it ever enough for you? Carter and Devon?” she asks.

As if she actually knows Devon. Either of them, really. Frustration flares, sending heat up through my neck and into my cheeks. “Lennie—”

“Are we even really friends?” she snaps. Her wounded feelings have turned to anger, eliminating one of my problems at least. I can’t feed off anger. “With the way you treat me, I can’t tell. Maybe you just keep me around for a laugh, to feel better about yourself. Or maybe because I give you things, like a free place to live over the summer.”

Stung, I straighten up. “Lennie, that’s not fair.”

Chessa, with Daan in tow, arrives next to us. “Lennon,” she says calmly. “Shut up. You don’t need to be spilling your business all over the—”

“No. No, I won’t,” Lennie says, on the verge of shouting. “It’s like Jo wants me to be unhappy.” She turns to face me. “You think people can’t tell, but it’s like you … thrive on misery or something.”

Heat and cold wash over me at the same time, the feeling of exposure and humiliation simultaneously. I can’t move, can’t breathe. How does Lennie know? Does she know? She can’t know …

“You’re upset,” Daan says with a frown. “Let’s perhaps talk about it at—”

“No! You see it, you know what I’m talking about. It’s always about her.” Lennie throws her arm wide in an exaggerated gesture. It’s an accident, a manifestation of drama and big feelings. But the result is the same. The back of Lennie’s outflung hand—the one with that heavy ring—connects with my mouth, hard enough to be heard. Heat and pain radiate outward from my top lip into my nose and up to my eyes.

I clap a hand over my mouth, automatically. My eyes start to water, and I taste copper.

The dartboard side of Happy’s gives a collective gasp. But Lennie doesn’t back down. “Jo is just a selfish bitch.”

After a moment the initial pain dies down, but my lip begins to throb where Lennie’s ring made contact.

Fury—that liquid fire that lives in a molten state in my chest, collecting over the years of exhaustion, resentment, and sheer terror of what I might do—bursts through the various dams and barriers I’ve built to keep my emotions in check.

It’s always about me? You have no idea what that even means. Always starving, always pretending. I’m doing my best, and believe me, you don’t want to see what happens if I make it about me.

I clench my fists, willing myself to stay still. That thing in me, the needy hungry thing, writhes, demanding freedom, retribution. Food.

Daan gives me a wide-eyed look. “Are you all right?” he mouths, and under other circumstances, I might be afraid of what my expression was giving away. Not tonight, though. Not now.

Breathe, just breathe. Keep it together, Jo.

“Okay, schatje, come on. Let’s go.” Daan wisely steps up and puts an arm around Lennie, ushering her away.

She immediately breaks into shoulder-heaving sobs. As if she’s the one who was hit.

I exhale sharply and shake my head, forcing my fury down and wrestling for control. It doesn’t matter. Lennie is right, even if she doesn’t know exactly how or why.

Daan leads Lennie toward the front door and Chessa follows behind, grabbing at my sleeve to tug me along with her.

Feeling the curious gazes—on all of us, but specifically me—I veer off to grab our stuff at the booth, as well as a handful of napkins for my bleeding lip.

That’s when I realize Carter’s coat is missing. I glance back automatically, but he’s not where I left him near the bar. I would have passed him. Which means he’s gone. After witnessing I-have-no-idea-how-much of that drama.

I close my eyes for a moment. Fan-freaking-tastic.






4


Weak early morning light strikes my closed eyelids, painting the space in a dim grayness.

For a moment, I’m cozy and content, wrapped in my blankets and curled in the hollow at the center of my mattress, carved into the foam and springs from however many bodies have slept here over the years in Branwick Hall.

The distant sound of water running somewhere in the old building, with the accompanying creaks and groans from the pipes, is a lullaby as familiar as the tapping of the rain against the partially open windows and the old copper gutters. Branwick was the original president’s mansion, and it still feels more like a home than any of the other residence halls, particularly up here in the former attic.

Chessa and I have a corner room, so my bed is under one of the window gables, and Chessa’s is under the other, perpendicular to mine. Her side is a random, chaotic collection of clutter, while I like to be able to actually see the floor on my side. Still, we make it work most of the time. She readily admits to being “a barely reformed slob,” but she’s tagged me with control issues because I make my bed every day. I mean, she’s definitely right. But not because I pull the sheets up.

The air seeping in from outside smells cold, crisp, and damp. Snuggling in deeper under the covers, I might have drifted off again, lulled back to sleep, but the memory of last night chooses to resurrect itself with full force, like a bowling ball to the face.

Oh, God. Happy’s.

Devon and his mysterious announcement, whatever that is. Lennie needing Daan to drive her home because she was so upset. And Carter, disappearing without a word after a spectacle that probably only reinforced his resolve to stay the hell away from all undergrads, including yours truly.

That, at least, is probably for the best. It was never going to work out anyway, with who I am. We were only going to tangle ourselves up further, causing more pain, more possible destruction.

But it doesn’t feel for the best. It feels like surgically removing my heart while I’m awake. Without any anesthetic.

I groan aloud, pressing my face into the pillow belatedly to muffle the sound. Then I crack one eye open, expecting to see Chessa launching her own pillow at me for waking her up so early.

Chessa’s bed is a messy tangle of covers and clean laundry she hasn’t put away yet, but she’s not in it.

I close my eyes with relief. Chessa’s out for her morning run already. And that’s good because I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about everything. Or anything.

I need more time. Maybe more sleep. Everything is better with more sleep.

I frown, though. For as early as it likely is, I actually feel all right. Oh, not emotionally. Emotionally I’m the wreck I always am, but physically, other than a slightly stuffy nose, I feel good. Like, really good.

Too good.

Distantly an alarm bell begins to ring in my head. My eyes snap open, and I take stock mentally. I’m wide awake. Energetic. Satisfied. The perpetual gnawing of hunger at my core is absent.

No. Sated.

In a specific way that I haven’t felt in years.

I launch myself upright in bed, hand flying to my face and that stuffy nose. My fingers come away sticky with blood. A nosebleed.

Shit. Shit! That’s only happened twice before—three times, if you count the other half of the Ferris wheel couple, which was truly an accident. Always when I’ve fed past the point of fullness.

You mean when you killed someone. The little voice in my head sounds dazed, happy instead of biting and angry as it usually does. Sucked them dry. Devoured all their life energy. Did what you were made to do, as a first-generation child of Death.

Chessa. I rip the covers off of me, half falling in my hurry to get to my feet. This is my worst fear coming to life—to death—that I would in a state of hunger and emotional uproar lose control and feed without meaning to.

But once I’m up, it’s clear that Chessa’s not on the floor between her bed and the piles of textbooks or curled up in the corner by her overflowing closet, all gray-faced and filmy-eyed, staring up at the ceiling.

The room is truly empty, and Chessa’s running shoes and neon pink jacket, usually left by the door, are gone. She’s really not here.

I bend over, dry-heaving in relief, my stomach roiling. After a moment, though, the nausea fades, and I drop back onto my bed, trying to work out what’s going on.

If Chessa is gone and presumably fine, how am I full?

Maybe from feeding off Devon last night? That had been a burst of bitterness, a wallop of power. And from someone like me, another child of the Old Ones.

But no, I hadn’t felt this good when I went to bed. Chessa had gone back out to meet some friends at a fraternity party, but I stayed in, curling up with my laptop and Friday Night Lights until I dozed off. (I never know if I want to sleep with Kyle Chandler’s Coach Taylor or have him scold me about my grades, but that’s par for the course for me.)

The girls next door, Darby and Mena, maybe? Technically I’m probably only a few feet away from Mena when they’re both in bed on opposite sides of the wall, but it’s a wall. I’ve never been able to—

A scream, thin and piercing, rises up from outside, slipping between the bottom edge of the window and the sill with the sound of the rain.

I go still, ears pricked to pin down the location of the sound.

Behind me. Coming through my window, not Chessa’s. The side of the house, then.

I scramble across my bed toward the window at the head of it, searching for the source.

Outside, everything is misty and gray with fog and rain turning to possible sleet. But three stories below my window—in what used to be a garden full of Mrs. Branwick’s prize rosebushes and is now a sculpture garden filled with those smooth river rocks and a half-dozen metal and stone works of art—I catch a bright flash of color: neon green jacket and yellow running tights. A girl with a long dark braid dangling down her back paces back and forth on the running path that curves past the sculpture garden, her hand pressed to her mouth. Not Chessa, thank God.

But Not-Chessa is staring at something closer in, nearer the building.

Already dreading what I’ll see—I’m not full for no reason, now am I?—I redirect my attention down at a sharper angle.

Directly below my window, a body lies sprawled on the rocks. Not sprawled, that implies some degree of, what, laziness, contentment maybe?

This is more cracked and smeared, like a raw egg on a flagstone kitchen tile.

It’s hard to see all the details in the dim early morning light with the fog and rain, but light hair covers the girl’s face. She’s on her stomach, and her arms are stretched out to either side, as if she made a belated attempt to catch herself. Blood extends outward from the body on her right side, as if it’s an impact spray from landing on her belly.

Her neck is bent wrong, too far backward, almost as if she’s staring up at me over her shoulder through the cloud of hair.

Strawberry blond hair. Cut shoulder length, and wavy now in the rain, in a way that would never have been allowed during life.

My breath catches painfully. No, no, no. I start to back away from the window instinctively, almost falling off the edge of my bed.

But not quite fast enough to miss a brief clearing of the fog, and the resulting glint of a chunky aquamarine ring on the hand resting on the stones.

Oh, Lennie.



I bolt for the door, not bothering to stop for shoes or a jacket.

Branwick is full of centuries-old character, including tight staircases and sharp hallway corners, making it impossible to get anywhere quickly. It feels like decades before I reach the side door and shove out into the garden.

The cold gritty sidewalk, covered in rain turning to ice, tears into the soles of my bare feet, and I slip to a halt just a few feet from the body.

From Lennie.

The view is more detailed, more graphic down here. One of her ankles, still in a leopard print ankle boot, is caught on a tiny sculpture of a begging squirrel. Lennie’s head is misshapen under the covering of her hair, and the angle of her neck is more dramatic up close and just so wrong. Blood is trickling onto the rocks still, seeping out from her mouth and her eyes and beneath her body.

Last night, she was so upset and I didn’t even try to apologize … oh, God.

I cover my mouth with my trembling hand, fingers tingling.

Worse, though, is that parts of Lennie, chunks of red, purple, and gray that are organs or other insides are now outside splattered across the smooth surface of those rocks. How is that even possible?

I turn away, bile rising in my throat.

“Help, someone help!” On seeing me arrive, Not-Chessa, the runner, seems to break out of her shock. She tries to shout, her voice hoarse. She points at Lennie’s body, seemingly completely unaware of the phone strapped to her shaking arm.

I draw in a deep breath, pulling myself together. “Call 911!” I jab a finger at my arm in roughly the same place where the girl’s phone is strapped to her arm until her blank face registers comprehension.

Not-Chessa blinks at me strangely and then backs away. But she’s fumbling for her phone in its pouch, and that’s good enough.

The combination of rain and sleet pours down on me, soaking my hair and my sleep shirt and shorts. Shivering, I cross the tiny patch of damp and freezing grass to stand at the edge of the garden, toes curled against the cold. Hot tears, though, run down my face. Oh, fuck, Lennie.

Is this my fault? Because of the fight last night? Because of Carter? Had she come here to jump so I would know that it was because of me?

I swipe at the tears streaming down my freezing face, smearing them with the drying blood from my nose. I should have gone with Daan, tried to talk with her. Then maybe she wouldn’t have come here and …

Come here, to Branwick.

I stop, my hand pressed against my cheek, wheels spinning madly in my head.

“Yes, Branwick Hall,” Not-Chessa says into her phone. “Please hurry. There’s a girl … I think she’s dead. Blood. Lots of blood.”

Lennie doesn’t have keycard access to Branwick, especially in the middle of the night. But even if someone held the door for her, she would have had to climb to the top floor, our floor, which she also wouldn’t have had access to. Then, she would have had to get up on the roof via a tiny door in the narrow hallway ceiling, one that’s padlocked and reachable only with a ladder. A ladder that I did not see—or, more accurately, collide with in the narrow hall—on my way down.

And all of this without saying anything to me or Chessa: no banging on our door, no dramatic weeping or declarations. Just a silent leap from above?

That is not Lennie.

Something isn’t right here.

Also, I hate myself for thinking like this, so cold, so practical, but the truth is, no one … explodes like this from a three-story jump.

There’s just not enough distance between the roof and the ground. Which sounds like a morbid fact to have on hand, but when you’ve seen someone plummet from the top of Centennial Wheel at Navy Pier, you have more data points about falling deaths than you might like.

Plus, this wouldn’t be the first suicide attempt on Beecher campus in my tenure here. Freshman year, three girls in a pact took pills and never woke up. When I was a sophomore, a boy tried to jump—or fly, depending on who you talked to—off the bell tower. It’s at least two stories taller. He ended up with two broken legs, a severe concussion, a ruptured spleen, and a fractured spine. But he survived.

Nothing like what I’m seeing here.

Though, there was another last year—

“There’s a girl with blood all over her face,” Not-Chessa says from her position on the path, but her voice is more muffled than before, as if she’s turned away from me. “No, a different one.”

Sirens in the distance are a ticking clock, getting louder with every second that passes.

Frowning, I edge closer, taking a step onto the rocks, carefully. The faintest impression reaches me then, like the scent of perfume left in the air after someone has departed the room. Except it’s not a smell or anything so tangible, it’s more just the sensation, the feel of it, a barely there ripple across my skin.

Magic. Motherfucking magic. Damnit.

But who would do this? And why?

Whoever it was is powerful, powerful enough to leave a trace behind. But it can’t be one of the Old Ones. They wouldn’t have bothered with Lennie—they would have come straight to me.

As I watch, the blood on the stones beads up and rolls off, disappearing into the crevices, like rain vanishing into the thirsty ground.

Definitely magic in play. And nothing like what I could do—or even Devon. So, not Death or Lust. Maybe a War spawn.

But from what I knew of the Children of Ares (and yes, the ones who knew their heritage really did think of themselves that way—as a unit and in capital letters), they weren’t exactly subtle. They even had their own sigil—they signed their deaths.

The announcement. Dread fills me like bags of quicksand. Could this be related to that, whatever the hell it is?

In my experience, Old Ones don’t make announcements. That would imply some sort of systemic communication. They simply act and expect everyone to get out of the way or suffer the consequences. The more-involved spawn chatter among themselves, and word spreads, distorted and inaccurate. Occasionally, it even reaches the outer rings—conspiracy websites devoted to the idea that humans aren’t alone—where I pick it up.

It’s never anything that affects me. A successful territory challenge from one spawn, killing another. A declaration of resumed hostilities between two Old Ones that I don’t even know.

So the fact that there is supposedly an announcement, one that is somehow connected to me, is frightening on a level I don’t know how to process.

And this, coming on the heels of said announcement? I stare down at Lennie’s lifeless form, refusing to let myself look away.

It does not seem like a coincidence.

“No,” Not-Chessa says, sounding nervous. “She’s still here. Uh. Dark hair, bloody face, white shorts, green and white T-shirt. I don’t know, maybe five foot seven.” She gives a shaky laugh.

I dash the back of my hand across my damp cheeks.

But none of this makes sense. If this is a spawn challenge of some variety, why kill my friend right below my window without calling me to witness it? And then not even bother to feed? Instead, the life energy reached me, the next available recipient.

Then again, spawn sometimes entertained themselves by coming up with petty ways to mess with others. Direct confrontations were over too fast, leaving no time to show off. To torture.

The sirens, screaming loud, cut off abruptly, but tires screech in the sudden silence.

“Okay,” Not-Chessa whispers. And I look up in time to see her backing away on the jogging path, eyes wide on me, as if she expects me to whip out a machete or a chainsaw from somewhere.

Tromping footsteps, accompanied by the jangling of equipment, signal the arrival of the police, coming around on both sides of the building. Campus or town or a combination of both, I’m not sure.

“Down, down, down!” “On the ground!” “Hands above your head!” Voices scream at me, all at the same time, speaking over each other.

Shaking, I lower myself to the soaking ground, struggling to keep my balance with my hands up. Seconds later, metal handcuffs only slightly warmer than the freezing air close around my wrists.

That’s when it clicks: This is why.
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Most of the rules meant to govern my existence and that of others like me are obscure, outdated, and sometimes utterly incomprehensible—no one is stealing a sacrificial lamb anymore. Who would even want to?

But one of those rules is clear, timeless, and sacrosanct: Don’t call too much attention to yourself.

The humans will think you’re mentally ill or a threat or both, and the Old Ones do not want to be bothered coming in to clean up your mess. And if you take it far enough, the Old Ones might see you as a challenger, a usurper to their questionable throne(s).

You’ll vanish in a spectacular fashion as a warning and a cautionary tale. At least that’s what I’ve heard.

So all of this—the tiny, stuffy interview room in the Beecher city police department, the handcuffs around my wrists, the body of my friend below my window, maybe even the blood from overfeeding on my face, if my opponent had done their research well enough—is a chess move.

Strategy. To take me out of play, or to demonstrate my weakness, thereby humiliating my sire.

Or for shits and giggles. Any or all are equally possible.

“I hate this magic bullshit,” I mutter, right as the door to the interview room opens.

“What was that?” a woman in a navy blue suit, one slightly too large for her small frame, asks as she enters. She’s holding two coffees in her hands—the smell of burnt grounds makes my nose crinkle—with a notebook tucked under one arm. She nudges the door closed with her foot.

I say nothing, holding my handcuffed wrists up in mute request. The emergency blanket around my shoulders crinkles with the movement. Its shiny fabric hides the worst of the see-through dampness of my shirt and shorts, at least. Not that that is my biggest worry.

But I’ve been through this before, unfortunately, and right now the most important thing is to keep my mouth shut and stay calm. Never mind the anxious palpitations making it hard to breathe.

“Sorry about that,” the woman says, setting the coffee and the notebook down on the table and producing a handcuff key from inside her jacket pocket. “Just needed to make sure we knew what we were dealing with.”

She releases me, folding the cuffs into her pocket with the key.

I snatch my hands back under the blanket—for warmth, yeah, but also to keep the little voice in my head, the one that speaks to my worst impulses, from getting any bright ideas. The hunger inside me seems to be comfortably quiet for the moment, satiated still from this morning. But I never put it past that part of me—the part of me that is my father’s daughter—to impulsively choose to take the easy way out of any given situation.

“I’m Detective Ximena Morales. You’re Jocasta…” Morales pauses, her mouth twisting. “Jocasta Regine Trelane.”

Thanks, Mom. My mother is a classics professor; I was never going to end up as a Madison or an Ashley. But, as always, Mom takes things to the next level.

“Jocasta is perfectly acceptable in England,” my mother had said when I learned the full context of my first name.

My response then was exactly what it is now: “We don’t live in England!”

And the Regine bit, that was just cruel.

“And you live in Branwick Hall,” Detective Morales says. She pronounces it “Brannick,” like a local. That … is probably not going to help. The locals are not particularly fond of the “Beecher kids,” despite the influx of money and business that the university brings to town. Granted, a lot of “Beecher kids” are spoiled, private school assholes. “Room 308?”

I remain silent.

“Right. And the victim is Lennon McCarthy.” Morales picks up her coffee, nodding at the cup in front of me in invitation. But this is not a casual chat, no matter what vibe Morales might be trying to set.

“You want to tell me what happened this morning?” Morales asks, blowing into her cup, steam rising in her face. “You push your friend out of a window?

“What?” The word bursts out of me before I can stop it.

Morales arches an eyebrow. “Heard the two of you had a pretty spectacular bust-up at Happy’s last night. Someone called it in, but you were gone by the time we rolled up.”

“That was an accident. And I didn’t even get down to the garden this morning until after she was already … until after,” I finish awkwardly.

Shut up, shut up! The mental version of Chessa shouts at me. Innocent or guilty, stay quiet. Chessa is prelaw and one of her hobbies is shouting at stupid people on true crime podcasts, reality shows, and police footage from Dateline episodes. I guess I would be one of them now.

“Which is what would happen if someone pushed her. Gravity and all.” Morales takes a sip of her coffee.

I grit my teeth. Frustrating that my best defense is “I didn’t kill her because I wouldn’t have done it that way.” Not exactly an argument I’m eager to make.

“Am I under arrest?” I ask. Another tidbit that I’ve learned from living with Chessa—I don’t have the right to a lawyer if I’m not under arrest, but I also don’t have to stay here.

“Should you be?” Morales asks, leaning forward across the table. She hasn’t even opened her notebook.

I study her. Young, maybe only five or six years older than I am. But there’s an eagerness glinting in her eyes. Not many murders in Beecher, and definitely not many “might be” murders. It’s probably a prime opportunity for Morales to prove herself.

“I’m sure you’re going to run tests on the blood on my face,” I say finally. The officer in the squad car had handed me tissues to wipe my face, taking them back with gloved hands and stashing the used tissues in a bag. Not a coincidence, surely. “It’ll be mine. You might also want to take a look at the windows in Branwick. They don’t open far enough for anyone to jump or be pushed out. Safety precaution.” Also a pain in the ass when it came to trying to get decent cross-flow in the warmer months.

“So you lured her to the roof,” Morales says.

“Through a door that I don’t have a key for?” I ask flatly. “Besides, aren’t there security cameras in the lobby? And outside by the main doors?”

“She called you. Seven times, early this morning,” Morales says with a shrug.

My heart stutters. She did? Before I fell asleep last night, I thought about texting Lennie a dozen different times to apologize. Even had my phone in my hand to do it.

But I didn’t, thinking that giving her some space was the better choice. Now I won’t ever be able to again.

And apparently she was trying to reach me? Oh, God.

“I didn’t hear it,” I say hoarsely. “I was asleep.”

“That’s what you’d say, of course,” Morales agrees. “But her car was found in the open lot across the street from your dorm. You’re smart enough to know how that looks.”

“Residence hall,” I correct automatically. So there were calls. Maybe. Police can lie, another Chessa-sourced nugget. “But then I was dumb enough to kill her at my building?” I ask.

Morales shrugs again, as if to say, you said it, not me.

In that moment, I can see exactly how this is going to go—Morales countering everything I say with another possibility that leads to me being culpable, regardless of whether it makes sense or not.

I wrap the crinkly blanket tighter around myself and then shove back in my chair. The metal legs shriek on the tile floor. “If I’m not under arrest, I’m leaving.” I sound more confident than I feel, knees wobbling as I stand.

But Morales doesn’t object. “We’ll give you a ride.”

And find myself in the back of a police car for hours with Morales at the wheel taking the “long route” back to Branwick? “No. I’ll find my own way.”

A flicker of hardened amusement crosses Morales’s face. “You don’t have your phone. You don’t have shoes. We’re four miles from campus.”

And whose fault is that?

“I need to make a call,” I say.

Morales pulls a phone from her pocket, taps on the screen to unlock it, and then places the device lightly on the tabletop. A silent challenge.

I only know a few people on campus with cars, even fewer whose numbers I know by heart. One of them, the one I would have called first, is likely in the morgue or on her way there.

The other … is even more complicated.

I take the phone, punch in the number. What I hope is the number. It’s been a while since I’ve seen it on my screen.

“Memorized,” Morales notes. “Must be someone important.”

I don’t owe Morales an explanation. Don’t need to tell her that I refuse to save certain numbers in my phone because it screams permanence, a symbol of attachment and closeness that I’m more than a little uncomfortable with.

The phone on the other end begins to ring.

Please pick up, please, please.

“Hello?” Carter sounds raspy with sleep, wary at the unknown number on his screen.

Oh, thank God. Relief washes over me in a wave of dizziness. I steady myself with fingertips on the table, under Morales’s scrutiny. “Hi. It’s me.” I hesitate. “Jocasta.”

“Is everything all right?” Fabric rustles, Carter sitting up in bed, most likely. It’s still early.

I brace myself for the low murmur of a female voice in the background—I wouldn’t blame him after last night—but there’s silence.

“I, uh, need you to come pick me up at the police station,” I say. “City, not campus.”

“What happened? Are you okay?” His voice sharpens with concern. Concern for me. So whatever he may have seen and heard at Happy’s, at least that hasn’t changed.

For some reason, that is what breaks me, everything hitting all at once. I’m finally full but only because Lennie’s dead. Someone left her poor smashed body at my doorstep. And it’s my fault. My messed up life that brought Lennie into range of this danger.

I turn my back on Morales, trying to blink back tears. “Um, yeah,” I say, working to keep my voice even. My throat is tight, though, and it’s a losing battle. “But it’s been a shitty morning.” My breath catches on a sob. “And I don’t have my phone or a way back to campus.”

“Or shoes,” Morales reminds me loudly.

“I’m … not in Beecher right now,” Carter says.

So there is a girl. Just not another student.

“Um, you know what, it’s fine,” I begin, the lump in my throat swelling. “I can—”

“I’m coming,” Carter says firmly. A flurry of activity on his end of the call includes what sounds like the jingle of car keys and a door slamming shut.

“Twenty minutes. Just hang tight. Jocasta…” Carter pauses.

I press the phone harder against my ear, trying not to sniffle audibly.

“I’m coming,” Carter says again, and it feels like a promise. Then he adds, “You’re going to be fine. Everything’s going to be fine.”

His certainty, even without knowing all the details or any of the details, makes me want to cry harder.

Sometimes that’s what you need—someone to tell you it’s going to be all right, even if that’s not true.

But God, I hope it is.
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I fucked up the first time I was arrested. Or “detained.”

To be fair, I was only fourteen at the time and hyperventilating because I’d just killed someone. Accidentally. (My father had tried to warn me.)

After the Chicago police from the Central Division handcuffed me—turns out they can cinch those bracelets down pretty small—I babbled freely about everything. Except the Old Ones. Even then I wasn’t young or stupid enough to mention them.

But sobbing, apologizing, offering to answer questions without a lawyer or my mother? Yeah. In truth, I was more afraid of my mother’s reaction than law enforcement’s.

This time, though, I know better.

I wait for Carter outside, under the brick overhang of the police station, trying not to look cold. Or scared.

Or guilty.

Easier said than done. Lennie’s death is on me, even if I didn’t kill her. And it feels like Detective Morales senses that somehow, though the whole truth is far more convoluted than she could ever imagine.

Morales hadn’t tried to stop me from walking out. But even now, I can sense eyes on me through the windows behind me. Watching, evaluating. It might be the detective herself. Or whoever’s manning the front desk, under Morales’s instructions to report back. I shift my weight, toes going numb in the cold, hard pebbles of rock salt digging into my bare soles. Waiting inside felt like just offering myself up. Giving them additional opportunities to pick apart my words, try to interpret my body language.

Of course, you could make the same argument about my decision to wait outside in below-freezing weather—that says something, too. I won’t die of hypothermia or lose a toe to frostbite. Probably. Spawn are tougher than the average human, though I’ve avoided testing those limits as much as possible. But Morales and her colleagues don’t know that.

“Fuck.” The word escapes in a cloud of white steam, and I tighten my grip on the emergency blanket that’s not doing nearly enough to live up to either part of its name. I don’t want to have to think sixteen steps ahead. This is why I avoid the Old Ones.

Except this time, avoiding wasn’t enough and I’m not the one who paid the price.

The memory of Lennie picking me up last night plays through in slow motion, zoomed in on all the detail. She throws her head back in throaty laughter, delighted at her own “joke.” The interior of her SUV is dark around us, except for the quiet intimate glow of the dashboard lights.

How could that have been just last night?

Now, she’s cold and empty. A shell.

I can feel my grip on my emotions slipping. A mix of rage and grief ready to spew forth at any second. To keep control, I focus instead on a woman wandering the parking area off to the left of the police station. She’s sort of meandering among the aisles, her keys in hand, glancing up every once in a while at the front doors.

She catches me watching her and ducks her head in embarrassment into the pulled-up collar of her dark raincoat. Yeah, a little rough if you’ve lost your car at the police station.

Carter’s shiny blue Honda Civic pulls up a few moments later, way quicker than his estimated twenty minutes. He must have been closer than he thought—or driving faster. Either way, I’m grateful.

I make myself walk down the steps slowly, not rushing. Toward him or away from law enforcement. I refuse to give Morales anything else to use against me.

But Carter blows a hole through all of that, jerking the car into Park and striding around the car to reach me before I even hit the sidewalk, his face tight with worry and anger. His normally stylishly rumpled hair is just sleep rumpled and the stubble on his chin is heavier than usual.

“Are you all right?” he demands, his gaze searching my face. “What happened?” He sounds horrified.

It’s only then that I realize what I must look like: dried blood still smudged around my nose and mouth, red-eyed from trying not to cry, dirt and dead grass on the side of my face and in my hair from when the police had me lie on the ground before pulling me up. Also, I’m fairly sure the stinging rough patch on my chin is a decent-sized scrape I acquired somewhere, though I can’t be sure without a mirror.

His hands clasp either side of my face gently, shocking in their warmth as much as in the gesture in public.

“You’re freezing,” he murmurs, brow furrowed. His thumbs move lightly over my cheekbones.

And suddenly the tears I’ve fought back are battling their way out again. Why is it only when someone cares, when someone is kind, that my strength just sputters and dies?

“I’m fine,” I manage thickly, tugging at his wrists to move his hands from me, even though I’d like nothing more than to stay right there, surrounded by his warmth.

His mouth thins. “Try that when your lips aren’t blue, Jocasta.”

Before I can argue, he turns and opens the passenger side door, urging me forward and into the car.

I move carefully across the rough, salt-strewn sidewalk to climb inside, and a strangled curse emerges from Carter when he looks down at my bare feet. His whole body tenses, and for a second it looks like he’s going to spin around and charge into the police station to tear into someone—in that searingly sharp but polite tone he has, the one that makes it clear he thinks you’re an idiot but he’s too civil to comment on it.

I don’t remember the last time someone spoke up in my defense. My heart aches with an echo of former longing, but I force myself to ignore it.

“I’m fine,” I say again, settling into the passenger seat, mindful to keep my feet—filthy now as well as bare, gross—on the otherwise pristine floor mat. An embarrassed heat rises in my tingling cheeks. “I chose to wait outside.” An explanation that sounds insane unless you understand the rationale, which I’m not able to give.

Fuck, I hate this.

Carter closes my door firmly with a sound that might best be described as taut exasperation.

He circles the front of the car once more at a clip and climbs back behind the wheel. But he leans over to adjust the heater and the vents until they’re blowing directly on me before he does anything else. “Do you always have to make things harder, Jocasta?”

I’m shivering too much to answer, either with a serious response or the more automatic one (“Seems to work for you, so yeah?”) to aggravate him. Somehow being warmer is only making me more aware of my previous chill.

With another frustrated noise, he tugs his sweater over his head, further ruffling his already mussed hair.

That’s when I realize: It’s the blue pullover he was wearing last night, with the same blue-and-white striped button-down beneath, though the pointed collar is certainly more wrinkled and less pristine this morning.

I might throw on yesterday’s clothes without thinking twice about it, but not Carter. Other TAs upgrade to a slightly nicer T-shirt or real shoes instead of Crocs or flip-flops, but Carter dresses better than most professors. Ironed shirts, ironed jeans that cling to those muscled thighs, shoes with actual laces—all from expensive but classic brands. He always looks unruffled, untouchable, wearing authority like armor.

Control. That’s what it told me. Control is important to him. Which I already knew. But I suspect it means more. At Beecher, the wealthiest students dress like they’re three steps away from being indigent. They might have thousand-dollar shoes, but they’re battered and mud-soaked like they’re cheap knock-offs.

Carter takes care of his shit. Which signals, to me, that he likely, at some point, hadn’t had much of it.

I know, I know, the hazards of profiling someone based on assumptions, but still … his sweater and shirt crumpled and looking like they recently spent a healthy chunk of time on a floor is out of character for him.

There’s also a new, faint but pink blotch on the edge of his sharp jawline. Not quite a hickey, but give it a few more minutes. And I should know because it’s almost exactly where I have set my mouth in times past.

Oh. The realization hits like a solid fist to the gut. Carter’s doing the walk—drive?—of shame this morning.

Even though I suspected it earlier, the confirmation sends my heart plummeting, like a speeding elevator burning out the last of its worn-out brakes.

But he still came to get me. That has to mean something … right?

Yes, he’s a decent person who truly wants to be friends. Just as he said last night. Get over yourself, Jocasta. We have bigger concerns.

“Come here,” he says, gathering the fabric up and holding it for me.

I should absolutely pull away, take the sweater, and put it on myself. I don’t need his help. But instead, I let him lean over me and guide the sweater into place.

I brace myself for the waft of unfamiliar perfume trapped in the folds. But it just smells like him, pine and citrus, with a hint of spilled beer. Probably from Happy’s. I still don’t know exactly when he left, what he saw.

And it doesn’t matter. None of this matters. Lennie is dead.

No. Murdered. By someone like me. Because of me.

Reality is settling in, bringing two disparate worlds crashing together. Beecher—the one I chose. And my father’s—the one I’ve fought so hard to stay out of.

It feels both impossible and like something I should have been expecting all along.

Carter tugs the emergency blanket down to my waist, pulling the sweater against my chilled and damp skin. The knitted material still holds the warmth from his body.

I wrestle myself into the sleeves and then wrap my arms tight around my quivering middle.

But he pulls my left wrist away, catching my hand in his. His larger thumb works the inside of my palm while his fingers rub against mine. “It’s like trying to restore circulation to ice cubes,” he says.

Warmth, painful and raw, works its way through my fingers, thanks to his ministrations. But it also rises somewhere beneath my chest, a bubble of heat and gratitude, something a little too close to … actual feelings I shouldn’t be having. Especially right now.

I pull my hand out of his. He lets it go, reaching for my right hand, to do the same thing presumably.

“Lennie’s dead,” I say, my voice crackling with barely contained emotion.

Carter freezes mid-motion.

“Her body…” My throat closes off abruptly, and I have to take shallow breaths until the tightness eases. “She was on the ground under my … window. This morning,” I say as evenly as I can.

He pulls back to stare at me.

“And the police think I had something to do with it. Like I … pushed her.” There’s no point in trying to hide their suspicion of me. Because he’s certainly going to find out anyway. If Morales hasn’t already tracked back Carter’s number from her phone, she most certainly will soon. But just saying the words makes me feel like two yawning pits have opened up, one in my stomach and one at my feet. And I don’t know which one is going to get me first, turning me inside out or pulling me down.

Carter shifts in his seat to face me. “They think you did what?” he demands. “That’s ridiculous.” Bright spots of color rise in his cheeks. “You wouldn’t do that.”

I want to be comforted by his belief in me, his knowledge of my character, but that’s a little tough when there’s so much he doesn’t know about me. Can’t know.

I lift a shoulder in a mute shrug. I don’t know what else to say. Actual guilt or innocence in the human justice system doesn’t really count for shit for the Old Ones and those of us who are stuck in their orbit. If someone, one of my pseudo-cousins, wants to keep playing their game and make Detective Morales believe I killed Lennie, they will find a way to do it.

“Can you please take me back to Branwick? I need to find clothes, my phone.” Figure out what the hell to do next. And talk to Chessa who’s probably freaking out.

She likely arrived home after her run to find complete chaos … ambulance, police cars, rumors of a dead body, and her friend/roommate hauled off in handcuffs. Completely reasonable to panic in that scenario, even for non-prelaw students. I squeeze my eyes shut with a grimace.

When I open my eyes again, I find Carter watching me intently, his expression indecipherable. His gaze clashes with mine, and I feel that silent pull toward him, the one that has always existed between us. As if we are connected in some way that transcends the various obstacles between us—TA/student, calm rationalizer/impulsive hothead, human/whatever I am.

“I am so sorry, Jocasta,” he says, his voice heavy with emotion.

In that moment, I want to climb over the armrest between us and settle myself on Carter’s lap, let him wrap his arms around me until I feel safe, grounded again.

And I’m certain he would let me. In that moment.

After a second, though, he breaks the connection, turning to stare out the windshield.

I try not to dry-drown in the swell of disappointment.



On the way back to campus, the silence between us fills the car, with only the roar of the heater and the clicking sleet to interrupt.

But the quiet only allows my mind to wander without distraction. With the sound of the ice tapping overhead on the car’s roof, like impatient fingernails, I think about the roof at Branwick.

Had my fellow spawn talked Lennie through Branwick, up to the roof? That would explain why Lennie hadn’t knocked on our door.

Then he or she could have simply used magic to make her impact hit that much harder? Harder than normal physics would allow.

That still didn’t account for locked doors, though. None of the Old Ones or their children could pass through solid objects or manifest a material object out of nothing—as far as I knew anyway. It’s not how they—we—worked.

Of course, nothing would stop one of them from simply charming the keys off the residential director … or removing them from her corpse.

But maybe I’m making this too complicated. If it was a random War spawn, they would have just reached out and … pulled until Lennie’s insides spilled outside. Their connection isn’t just with violence but with bloodshed specifically.

That scenario plays in my head like a little movie, over and over again. I see the pain and surprise in Lennie’s tear-dampened eyes, the way she frantically grasps at her middle and the blood oozing between her fingers … and I can’t stop it.

I suck in a breath sharply, and Carter glances over at me.

He’s going to ask me if I’m okay. And I can’t have that, I’ll break.

“So, who is she?” I ask abruptly into the bubble of silence. Anything to change the subject.

“Who is who?” Carter asks with a frown, as he slows to turn onto Beecher Drive, the main thoroughfare through campus.

Turning to face him, I tap my jaw in the same place where his is marred.

His frown deepens. He flips down the visor for a quick look in the mirror. Irritation flickers across his expression when he sees the mark, but it vanishes immediately.

“No one,” he says, closing the visor.

“Really? Interesting.” I’m warmer now, and the emergency blanket is sticking to my legs. I adjust it, paying extra careful attention to the folds. “No one seems to have the suction power of a Dyson fresh off the charging station.”

Carter exhales through his nose. “No one you know, okay, Jocasta? Is that better?”

No. Because at least if I know who it is, I can imagine her. While that hurts, it’s at least a known quantity. I can point out to myself all the ways they’re better for each other. And in my shitty person moments, pick apart their—her—perceived flaws. Maybe she hates the way he spouts random psychology factlets or she wants him to be sportier, in the backward baseball cap–wearing frat crowd.

But a nameless, faceless stranger? She, whoever she is, will always be perfect.

He sighs, as if reading my thoughts. “This is what I mean. You always make things more difficult. More painful. Why?”

“It’s a gift,” I say with a careless shrug, mouth twisting into a grin that I don’t feel.

“It’s a choice,” he corrects, with a severe look and just enough of that know-it-all-ness that makes me want to push back.

“You went from slipping your hand under my skirt in a study room last semester to ignoring me and then telling me you want to be friends?” I shake my head. “I’m not the only one making that choice.” I had, however, worn the skirt, hoping to tempt him. Hoping that he would slide his hand under the fabric, along the inside of my thigh.

“And the diathesis-stress model?” he asked in a calm, even tone, sitting next to me. To anyone walking by, it looked like he was helping me prep for my Abnormal Psych midterm, but all the while, under the table, his fingers stroked, teasing, against the front of my panties.

“It’s, uh…” I tried to get my brain to function. “The idea that there’s, um, a disorder is caused by both predisposition and…” My words cut off in a gasp as his fingers dipped inside the hollow of my leg and then underneath the fabric.

“You should know this,” he said, mildly scolding, even as his slightly calloused fingertips traced over my clit. “I’m not his TA, but I’m betting Bronson will have it on the exam.” And then he slipped the first two knuckles of his middle finger inside me.

I came almost instantly, and it was one of the hottest things I’ve ever experienced.

Carter’s hands tighten on the wheel, knuckles blanching.

“And last night? Last night, you told me you still wanted me, even though I was going to ruin your life.”

As soon as the words are out, I wish I could reel them back in. Nothing said under the influence of a Lust spawn is fair game. Just because you feel it doesn’t mean you’d act on it. And Carter might not even remember saying it. Not to mention, I absolutely do not want to explain the sudden strange compulsion he must have felt to say those things and—

Instead of responding to me, Carter slams on the brakes. The back end of the car fishtails hard to the left, throwing me into the locked band of my seat belt.

When we finally come to a stop, my breath comes out in a gasp, the seat belt friction burned against my neck. “What are you—” I begin.

But he’s busy staring out the windshield at a trio of girls, crossing in front of us in the middle of the road. Their enormous blue golf umbrella covers them almost to their waists. It must have blocked their view of us.

“Are you okay?” Carter asks, his voice a little unsteady.

I look down to see his arm braced across me, protecting me. “Yes,” I say, wrapping my fingers around his wrist. His pulse thrums furiously against my fingertips.

I don’t know what it will take to kill me (obviously). An arm across my chest wouldn’t save my life in a car accident any better than anyone else.

But it could break my heart.

Carter nods, carefully avoiding my gaze, then pulls away.

In the road, one of the girls tilts up the umbrella to glance out, finally recognizing that they might be in danger. Gabby Weiner (God, she must have hated high school). She lives in Branwick on the main floor.

She glares at us, as if we were the ones at fault.

I flip her the finger, before realizing she’s still in her robe, and the two on either side of her—Dara Park and Cassie Something—are in their pajamas and carrying shower caddies and bundles of clothing. What is going on?

“Jocasta,” Carter says, pointing past the girls. “I don’t think you’re getting back into Branwick, not any time soon.”

Following the direction he’s indicating, I look ahead toward Branwick, across the quad. The police have blocked off the stone archway of the main entrance—probably all the entrances—of Branwick with yellow caution tape, as uniformed officers and white-suited crime scene techs swarm in and out and around the side of the building where the … where Lennie was.

But it’s not the police presence that holds my attention. I was expecting some version of that.

What I wasn’t expecting: dozens of students, some in a similar state of undress, milling around the grassy lawn in front of Branwick. Others, with backpacks and coats, are gathered around the outer edges, watching or filming with their phones, like it’s a homecoming bonfire and they’re warming their hands on the spectacle.

So many people. Forty or fifty of them, maybe more, just out there in the open. Paying zero attention to anything or anyone around them.

Panic gnaws at me for a good long moment before I figure out why.

They’re vulnerable now. All of them. Whoever killed Lennie could be moving among them right now, whispering for them to slice their wrists or walk out in front of cars or just … gutting them right then and there before I could reach them.

Shit. I sit up straighter in the seat. I might not have claimed Beecher, but somehow these people, an entire campus’s worth, are now mine to protect. It could be any one of them next, showing up dead on the steps to my psych classes in Weir Hall or at the table I like at the library.

Or in my room.

I go still, breath caught in my chest. Pieces click together in my head to form a new picture.

Lennie wasn’t just a random student, was she? I would have still understood the message if it had been Gabby or Mena or my lab partner, Sean, in that garden this morning.

But Lennie is … was my friend. Beyond that, she was my most reliable source of sustenance. And she wasn’t just killed outside my dorm, but deliberately under my window.

This is personal. Someone who has taken the time to watch me, to know me. To aim precisely at the spots that will hurt the most. Intending not just to communicate but to wound.

Chessa’s face flashes in my mind. Her habitual early-morning run, three miles through the forest preserve, alone. Her earbuds are firmly in place, playing either old Dateline episodes turned into a podcast or her own voice memos reciting law stuff she wanted to memorize.

I search the crowd, hunting for even a hint of that obnoxious neon pink. Her running jacket would make her stand out in any venue.

But it’s not there. She’s not here.
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Carter only gets about halfway to Branwick before the road is blocked by emergency vehicles and a blank-faced campus cop directing traffic to turn around.

My bare foot bounces the floor mat in restless agitation I can’t contain. I need to find Chessa. I can picture her so clearly, lying on the pine-needle-strewn running trail, eyes staring up vacantly toward the sky, ice collecting in her hair and bouncing off her glasses. Her blood seeps out, forming steaming pools around her lifeless body.

Forget this. I push the car door open, and a blast of icy air slices through the warmth of the car against my bare skin, reminding me that I am still barefoot and wearing damp sleep shorts. Also, the storm seems to have intensified in the short time we’ve been driving.

Carter’s hand snags the back of my—his—sweater, stopping me from exiting.

“What are you doing?” he demands.

I twist around in my seat toward Carter, forcing him to let go. “One of my friends was murdered this morning and left like a pile of garbage under my window. Chessa went for an early morning run, alone, and I haven’t seen her since. So maybe it’s not logical to you, but I need to make sure she’s okay.” He doesn’t understand the danger. He can’t. But I don’t have time for this bullshit right now. In my head, the sleet on Chessa’s cooling body has stopped melting and started to form a thin shroud of white ice.

Carter’s expression softens. “I’m not suggesting that you shouldn’t look for her, just not on foot. Barefoot.” He arches an eyebrow at me. “Chessa could be anywhere. The union, the library, they might have even opened up one of the academic buildings to get everyone out of the cold.”

I throw my hands up. “What’s your plan?”

He pulls his phone from its charging cubby in the center console—the white charging cord neatly threaded in place—and holds it up. “Try calling her?” His raised eyebrows suggest that this very basic solution is something I should have thought of myself. And well, yeah, but …

Shit. Frustration and preemptive embarrassment flood my face with painful heat. “I can’t,” I say through clenched teeth.

He frowns. “Does she not take her phone with her? I feel like I’ve seen her running and she always—”

“I don’t know her number.” The words come out faster and louder than I mean them to, the verbal equivalent of tearing off the bandage. “Or Daan’s either, before you ask.”

The masochistic part of me watches Carter, waiting. It only takes a second or two for realization to dawn. His expression tightens, and his gaze veers away from mine.

Oh God. I know that look. “You should know, though, that’s only because Chessa and Daan are saved in my phone. They’re an actual part of my life, people I can be seen with in public, who won’t pretend not to know me when I speak to them.”

To be fair, I understood why he did that, three months ago at the Welcome Back departmental event for all the psych students and faculty. It was better that Carter and I didn’t appear too cozy or familiar with each other. But I don’t think “Hello” would have been pushing the envelope too much. Or even a nod of acknowledgement.

His full mouth compresses into a thin line, and I wait for the explanation. Again.

“Close the door, put your seat belt back on,” he says instead, surprising me.

“What, why?” I ask.

“I’m taking you to Daan’s. I’m assuming his phone has Chessa’s number in it?” Carter asks in a dry tone. He gives me a pointed look.

It does. Even better, Daan’s part of our location-sharing group. And knowing Daan, he’ll likely still be asleep in his room at the Foreign Language House, hopefully alone, at this hour.

It’s the smart move, the practical one, though the thought of immediate action—albeit stupid action—is still somewhat tempting.

I nod curtly and close the door, feeling a muddy mix of embarrassment, relief, and, strangely, more guilt. It takes me a second to figure out why: I’d assumed the worst of Carter. Again. And, in the process, hurt him. Possibly.

Then again, he’s given me plenty of reason to do exactly that.

Carter turns the car around and works his way through central campus, around the blockade by Branwick. The drive to the Foreign Language House is usually only about five minutes—the road bends and curves around buildings, adding precious extra seconds. But I will time—and Carter—to go faster.

It’s strange, after so many years of sensing absolutely no magic within the confines of Beecher, I can feel the remains of it now. It’s like Lennie’s death woke something up, and it’s twanging now like the exposed root of a tooth.

Once, when I was really little, my mom took me to meet her parents in southern Illinois. My grandfather was a farmer of some type—I was too young to pay attention to many of the details. But I remember him showing me the wire fence surrounding an enclosure and how if you banged on it with a stick it would send the vibrations and noise all the way down the line.

That’s what this reminds me of.

The sensation is strong by Branwick, as we cut back around by the back side of it. I make myself look to see if I can pick anyone out of the watching crowd, someone who screams, “NOT FULLY HUMAN.” But it’s just faces, blurred behind the moisture and windshield wipers.

I can still detect the magic, though, a silvery thread of jarring wrongness, even as we’re making the turn onto Old Campus, past the cemetery. A small murder of crows huddles on the lone barren tree within the confines of the wrought iron fence.

I grimace. More of them. That’s not good. Their presence is not just atmospheric or weirdly prescient. Crows have their role in mythology and stories as harbingers of doom or death, I think, because they have evolved to detect magic from the Old Ones on some level. They’re scavengers. Knowing when something is dead nearby benefits them.

How many are perched on the running trail, eager, intelligent eyes glinting as they stare down at the blood and innards …

Stop, stop. I close my eyes and press my knuckles into the lids, making lights and fireworks explode in the darkness.

“Are you okay?” Carter asks.

I lower my hands and open my eyes. “Mmhmm.”

He gives me a skeptical look but says nothing more, and then we’re pulling up in front of the house.

The Foreign Language House is a two-story brown split-level with yellow shutters and a matching sign in the front yard declaring its identity. It’s ugly and old and I’ve never seen a more welcome sight.

I’m out of the car and bolting up the crumbling front sidewalk to the concrete porch before Carter has the car fully stopped.

I raise my fist and bang on the brown door.

But there’s no response, except what sounds like a movie, distant voices shouting and the chug-chug-chug of mechanized gunfire. One of Daan’s housemates is obsessed with action movies.

“Come on, come on,” I mutter and pound on the door again. “Wake up!”

This time, the rapid clomp of footsteps coming down the interior stair sounds through the door.

I back up slightly, prepared to face off with a pissed-off, half-asleep Der Student.

But the door flies open, revealing a sleep-rumpled Daan still in his red plaid pajama pants and matching Netherlands flag T-shirt. My Christmas gift to him last year. Strain shows, though, in the deep crease in his forehead.

Relief washes over his face, and he reaches out, yanking me into his shoulder. “Godzijdank,” he murmurs before releasing me. “We were so worried that you—”

We. Hope sparks in me. “Is Chessa—”

I catch just a glimpse of neon pink before Chessa shoves past Daan to tackle me, arms thrown around my neck.

Oh, thank God.

Her weight and enthusiasm send me stumbling back off the porch step, and I knock into Carter coming up behind me. He catches me with a grunt, hands gripping my upper arms, keeping all of us from toppling over.

Chessa lets go and pulls back to look at me. “I called the police station, but they wouldn’t tell me anything.”

Of course not. I could see Morales wanting to keep every detail locked down, even if it upped Chessa’s worry. Maybe even because of that.

“Please tell me the only words out of your mouth were, ‘I want a lawyer.’” Chessa’s glasses are smudged, and her eyes are red-rimmed from crying, but she still manages to give me a stern look.

“There was nothing to say. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Right. I search Chessa’s features, her pristine running jacket and leggings, no hint of blood or harm.

I still can’t believe she’s here, that she’s okay. The bulwark of dread in my gut, preparing me for the worst, refuses to dissipate, even with the proof right in front of my eyes.

I was so sure …

Just take the win, Jocasta. Your gut was wrong this time. Be grateful.

Chessa nods rapidly. “Good, good.”

But then she hesitates. “Is it true that … that Lennie is dead?” Her brows draw together, creasing her forehead. “I bumped into Kate Thomas when I tried to get back into Branwick.”

Kate. That was her name, the runner who had called the police. I knew I recognized her.

I drew in a deep breath. “I … Yeah.” A flood of images—Lennie snuggled up against Devon last night, Lennie’s head twisted at that strange angle, her ankle boot getting soaked in the freezing rain—press forward to drown me, and I shake my head against them. “Lennie was … Kate saw her first. On the ground. Under our window.” I swallow hard against the lump in my throat.

“What was she doing there?” Chessa asks, but more to herself than the rest of us.

“When Kate screamed, I heard it and looked out the window and—”

“Could we perhaps move this conversation inside?” Carter speaks up, reminding us of his presence. “Jocasta is shivering again.”

“I’m fine,” I say. But it’s hard to make that sound convincing when your teeth are chattering.

Daan clucks in concern, waving us in. “Yes, yes. Come inside.” He steps back, disappearing into the dim interior to make room for us. The entryway is small, a tiny white-tiled foyer with walls painted duck yellow and covered in framed prints of the German countryside and men in lederhosen. One stairway leads up, another, on the other side of the entryway, heads to the basement. A tiny table off to one side holds a red cup full of highlighters and markers from the last party, used in a completely pointless gesture to indicate of-age drinking status.

The movie-based gunfire is louder inside. “Emile,” Daan shouts up the stairs. “Der Mann is nicht einmal Deutscher. Er ist Osterreicher. Turn it down!” He rolls his eyes with a hint of his normal exasperation.

“Did Lennie tell you she was coming over?” Chessa asks with a frown, once the door is closed behind us. “You were asleep last night when I got back.”

I shake my head. Morales’s voice whispers in my head: she called you. Seven times early this morning. Did I have a voicemail on my phone from Lennie, telling me she was on her way over? Or texts?

Daan scrubs his hands over his face. “I should have stayed with her last night instead of going back out after I dropped her off at home. She was upset. About that strange man in the bar and—”

Devon. Fuck.

“That’s where the police should be concentrating,” Chessa interjects. Yet another reason why I need to find Devon first. I have no idea what he might say to the police.

“—you,” Daan finishes. His gaze moves past me to land on Carter.

Heat surges up my neck and into my face. Jesus, it would be nice if my love life—or lack thereof—wasn’t the absolute center of every conflict.

An awkward silence holds for several beats too long.

Then Chessa shifts to face Carter. “Thank you for picking Jo up at the police station and bringing her to us.” Her tone is polite but formal. “We’re going to my parents’ house now that she’s here. My dad is coming to get us as soon as I text him.” She nudges me. “Mom is making Belgian waffles.”

Daan gives a snort. “Such a thing does not exist,” he whispers to me. “Brussels waffle. It is a Brussels waffle.”

“And we’re going to hang out there until the police are done with…” She pauses with uncharacteristic uncertainty. “Until they let us back into Branwick,” she finishes with more confidence. Fake it till you make it. That’s always been her motto. She says it on the first day of class every semester. To me, to herself in her mirror. A surge of affection for her washes over me.

I’ve been to Chessa’s house before. Dr. Monroe and her husband are warm and welcoming; Chessa’s twin sisters are adorable and eager to have guests for their performances. Baton, puppet, karaoke, whatever. They are eight years old and not picky about their audience. It’s from them that Chessa got her nickname. They couldn’t say Francesca.

Plus, I’d get to keep an eye on Chessa and Daan, hopefully long enough to convince that extra-paranoid part of myself that they aren’t in danger. Not as long as I am there to protect them. The thought of it makes the tension in my shoulders ease.

Going to the Monroe house today would be a welcome respite, like pulling the covers up over my head and pretending the outside world doesn’t exist.

Except … that’s exactly what it would be like.

Hiding. Pretending the monster on the other side of the blankets doesn’t exist. And yes, while I’d be able to protect Chessa and Daan and—oh, God, the Monroes—with my presence for now, that would also mean I wouldn’t be doing a damn thing to stop them from being in danger in the first place.

Not to mention every other person on this campus that someone has decided I’m responsible for.

In fact, going over there might actually put the Monroes in more danger, depending on how closely I’m being observed by whoever the fuck this is. I can’t take that risk.

Damnit. I need to find him. Or her. Or them. And stop them. Before anyone else gets hurt. I certainly can’t count on the police to do it. They have no idea what they’re dealing with.

I look over to find Carter watching me steadily, waiting, it seems, for my answer rather than following Chessa’s directive. That makes my heart squeeze with … not love, I don’t know what it is, but something.

“I think I should stay on campus,” I say, bracing myself.

Chessa’s mouth falls open in surprise before she catches herself. “Why in God’s name would you do that?”

“I don’t want to look like I’m trying to run from the police,” I point out.

She scowls at me, pushing her glasses up on her nose from where they’ve slipped. “You’re not leaving town,” she argues.

“No, but it might look like I have something to hide, and I’m not going to give them that.” And I need to be here to try and figure out who is responsible.

“Jo, you have no shoes,” Daan says reprovingly. “This is not smart.”

“I have my gym bag in a locker at Wibberley from that cycling class this summer,” I say. Assuming athletic center staff hasn’t cut the lock off. It’s been a while. Turns out I don’t like working that hard to go absolutely nowhere. “And your feet are freakishly tiny,” I remind him. “So your shoes wouldn’t even fit me.”

Daan lifts his chin. “My feet are appropriately sized for my height, they are—”

“—just narrow,” Chessa and I finish this familiar refrain simultaneously, and for a moment, everything feels normal.

“Exactly this, yes,” Daan says with an offended sniff, as he always does when this topic comes up. “It is not my fault Americans have peddles for feet.”

That wrings an exhausted laugh out of me. And I want to reach out and hug them both, hold them tight and keep them safe. But that’s not possible, not yet. “I can crash with Ryann over at Quimby, if I have to,” I say. “She has a single this year. Or Bekah at Proctor. They won’t—”

A muffled buzz sounds, with a vibration against my side. Followed by another buzz nearby, then another. From upstairs, the loud chirp of a text on a phone at full volume.

Chessa steps back and pulls out her phone from her jacket pocket. “It’s a campus alert,” she says with a frown, scanning the screen. “About a death on campus.” She rolls her eyes. “Way to go with the timely communication, guys. Everyone’s already talking…” She trails off, her eyes widening.

Uh-oh. “What is it?”

Daan peers over Chessa’s shoulder. “They say there is no cause for alarm as the death is likely related to personal dispute.”

Well, fuck. That, combined with the rumors about my “detainment,” is going to make me look like suspect number one.

“Police are investigating but, in the meantime, everyone is to exercise caution,” Daan continues. “Keep doors locked, do not allow … oh.” His gaze shoots to me. “Do not allow nonresidents access to your hall or room, even students you may know.”

With that direction, Beecher admin might as well have posted my picture with a Wanted filter.

Fantastic.

“It’s fine,” Carter says. “If Jocasta wants to be on campus, she can stay at my place for now.”

I turn to stare at him, but he meets my eyes without flinching. What is this? I’ve never been to his place before. Of course, he’s not ever been to mine, either. It’s sort of been one of those things we don’t talk about because that would mean having an actual conversation about what this is … or was. Is this part of his new “friends” initiative? I wonder what the woman from last night would say about it.

In spite of everything, the idea of seeing where he lives—I bet everything is notoriously tidy—sends a little shiver of anticipation through me.

Chessa snorts. “Yeah, I’m not sure you’re the best choice in a time of crisis, friend, given how often you cause them.” Apparently, tragedy loosens Chessa’s filter to the point of non-existence. “Do you know how hard she—”

“That’s great. Thank you, Carter,” I say loudly over Chessa.

He nods, but a muscle ticks along his jaw.

Chessa clicks her tongue in disapproval, shaking her head at me. She grabs one of the markers from the cup and then my hand to scrawl her number on my palm, the black ink fresh and bright in contrast to the tattoos I got when I was sixteen. “You call me.”

“No phone,” I remind her.

She sighs. “You better give me your number, then,” she says to Carter after a moment. “In case I need to reach her.”

I grimace. I feel like a fifteen-year-old with a strict parent overseeing a first date. Except I didn’t date at fifteen—still too busy trying to feed myself without killing people—and, by that point, my mother would not have cared.

But Carter complies without argument, and it does make sense. Until I get my phone back or buy a new one, I’ll need to rely on someone else for communication.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” he says, turning and stepping back onto the porch without waiting for my response.

In the new silence, with just the three of us, Daan draws in a deep breath. “Just be careful, Jo. I cannot … Lennie … not you as well.” His eyes go shiny and then tears spill over. “Fuck.” He turns away and then rapidly ascends the steps.

A pang of loss for Lennie, for all of us, throbs in my chest, followed immediately by a pulse of anger.

The Old Ones. My father. Fucking everything up as usual. I have to fix this. Now.

Chessa walks with me to the door. “If you insist on doing this, just … keep your head down. Don’t do anything stupid. The police are always interested in anyone who’s too interested. And they’re already looking hard at you.”

I nod. “Got it.”

“And as for that”—she flicks her hand in the direction of Carter heading down the sidewalk—“I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Yeah. Me too.
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The silence in Carter’s car is uncomfortable. And far too familiar.

It’s the tense emptiness of unspoken thoughts surging just beneath the surface, a brand of silence frequently present in my life. And I hate it.

After a quick stop at Wibberly proved my gym locker was still intact, I grabbed my shoes and socks and took the opportunity to wipe most of the blood off my face.

But Carter has been quiet since I climbed back in the passenger side. Jaw clenched, muscle twitching, as if warring against letting words escape. Even the brisk snap of the turn signal under his hand feels a little aggressive. He seems to be wrestling with something, and it doesn’t take a Welch Scholar—though, hey, I am one—to know that something is me.

You don’t have to do this. I’ll find some other place. Are you sure about this? If I’m inconveniencing you, just let me out here!

I steel myself against my own worst inclinations and turn away to stare out the side window. I refuse to be a pick-me girl again. I spent too many years pleading with one person or another to love me, even if it wasn’t in so many words.

I’m done with that.

Bold words from a half-drowned kitten nobody wants, dropped off on an anonymous porch in a soaked and shitty cardboard box.

“Everything okay?” I ask Carter, the words slipping out in spite of myself. Damnit.

In the side window, his shadowy reflection turns toward me, his gaze off the road for just a moment. And for that moment, that singular space in time, when he’s watching me watch him, I think he’s actually going to talk to me. To explain his sudden reversal on our “association.” It’s one thing to pick me up from a police station in an emergency; another to let me stay at his apartment.

Then again, what do I know? Maybe he cleared it with Dr. Stephens first. Why does that idea bother me even more?

My breath catches in my throat, waiting for Carter’s answer.

But his attention returns to the road. “Everything is fine,” he says.

Sure it is. An undefinable mix of irritation and hurt rises in me.

Whatever. Carter offered to let me stay at his place, unprompted, and I accepted. Period. I will not ask him to validate that choice—and therefore me—over and over again. He’s a big boy, he can speak up if he’s changed his mind. I can’t let this—him—distract me.

I turn to face forward again as he makes the turn onto Banks Drive, heading toward River Crossing and his apartment. “Actually, I need to make a stop. Nantucket Inn.”

Carter’s brows slam together, deepening his frown. “Nantucket Inn?” His grip tightens on the wheel, knuckles going white, and he draws in an audible breath. “I know that it might be … awkward, given our history, for you to stay at my apartment.”

Awkward?

The cold metal of Lennie’s washer presses against my back, and the contrast of Carter’s heated mouth on my neck sends a shiver through me.

He braces his arm against the washer/dryer stack behind me. “You’re wrong, you know,” he whispers against my skin, tugging my camisole up with a deft hand. His palm is rough and warm on my belly, and the muscles there twitch and dance at his caress.

I don’t care, just keep touching me.

“I’m never wrong,” I say, even though I’ve completely lost the thread of what we’re talking about. For once, I’m not “too aggressive” or “difficult” or unable to just “let it go, bro.” Carter evidently doesn’t mind me pushing back. In fact, he seems to enjoy it. A lot.

The heat of him, hard and solid, presses against my hip, urging me forward.

His hand over my mouth. “Can you stay quiet? There’s no lock on the door.”

Yeah. Awkward is one word for it. It all started at what was supposed to be just a party at Lennie’s apartment at River Crossing.

I was taking up a corner of the couch, trying to look like I wanted to be there. Parties are hard for me. Elevated emotions, guaranteed rejection and desperation, especially as people get drunker. As someone trying not to feed on any of that, Jesus, it’s like waving a tray of freshly crisped bacon under a starving person’s nose.

Carter was on the other end of the sofa, the quiet guy watching the crowd with me. The one with the shoulders that pulled at the fabric of his flawless button-down and jeans that did nothing to obscure the muscle in his thighs. I learned later that he’s a runner.

When two very drunk girls stopped directly in front of the couch, I watched, fascinated, as one imitated the other with posture and gestures. Hand up by the collarbone. Fingers tugging at the end of hair. Left leg tucked behind the right. Whatever one did, the other followed suit a moment later.

“Classic mirroring,” I said aloud, delighted. It was completely subconscious behavior, meant to bring about a connection between two people or help the second one feel a sense of belonging. I’d read about it, but it was always more interesting to see in person. And so pronounced in this case.

“Lowered inhibitions,” the guy on the other end of the couch added, startling me. When I glanced toward him, he tipped his chin toward the red cups in their hands.

He was right. Most people, as adults, will catch themselves imitating and stop, but alcohol would interfere with that.

“Yeah,” I said after a moment, impressed. Expertise and a mutual interest? It was intriguing … and not going to lie, kind of hot.

“I’m Jo,” I said.

“Carter,” he responded.

After the girls drifted away, Carter asked me about attachment theory, and we ended up talking about Carr versus Ainsworth and Bowlby. And modern mating rituals, which veered a little more into anthropology and sociology but still. That somehow led to a discovery of our mutual obsession with sports movies and a heated argument about them.

I’d rolled my eyes, shifting to face him. By that point, we’d moved to sit next to each other on the couch, his leg a solid line against mine. “They’re dramas in sports clothing for people with daddy issues,” I said. Something I knew more than a little bit about. “The sports aspect just makes them more acceptable for those with fragile masculinity. It’s okay to cry about pseudo-daddy Gene Hackman giving you advice about getting over your fears, in the same way it’s okay to cry if your favorite team loses. But it’s not all right to express your emotions without that safety net of sports.”

“I completely disagree,” Carter said, shaking his head. “Look, if the story doesn’t function without the designated sport to trigger lessons about growth or connection or whatever the desired theme is, it can only be a sports movie. You couldn’t have these same stories about, I don’t know, learning to be a telephone lineman.”

“But you’re making my point for me. It has to be sports because that’s where it’s acceptable for traditional men to be ‘in their feels.’ Period.”

He’d arched his eyebrows, whether in response to my phrasing or my argument.

Before he could interrupt, though, I’d continued. “Imagine if the coach character in any one of these movies was a woman. If you’re right, that shouldn’t change anything. But it does. Et voilà. Not sports movies, but daddy dramas.”

Carter had scowled at me and opened his mouth to argue. But at that point, one half of the couple making out on the other end of the couch—I wasn’t sure when they had arrived—had turned around and tapped Carter on the shoulder, asking us to take our “weird-ass argument somewhere else. Also, Rudy is a fucking cinematic masterpiece.”

Which is how the laundry room happened. And might have continued, if we hadn’t had the first day of classes the very next day.

Seeing Carter at the front of my Psych 306 class, seated behind the desk reserved for Dr. Stephens’s TA, should have ended it. I felt my heart stop, a description I always thought was hyperbole until that moment. Then again, I’ve never been called Ms. Trelane by anyone who’s had his tongue in my mouth.

But the flash of accusation across his face made it even worse. He clearly thought I was playing some kind of game. Or worse, that I had deliberately sought him out at the apartment party the night before, for some kind of advantage. Or possibly just to fuck with his life.

That was our second argument, on the balcony of a different party. One that I went to, I admit, for the purposes of trying to find him to have that conversation. Lennie was more than happy to tag along with me. It just bugged me that he might think I was capable of such shitty behavior. Also, he would be grading my papers that semester.

“I didn’t know, okay? How could I have?” I demanded, when I found him, alone on the balcony, leaning against the railing with a cup of beer and staring out over the parking lot.

“You introduced yourself as Jo,” he said tightly, without looking at me. “Your name on the roster is Jocasta.”

“I don’t call myself that,” I argued. “I hate the name.”

“Why?” he asked, turning to face me for the first time. He didn’t seem angry anymore, just … cautious.

I sighed. “If you tell me that it’s a normal name in England, I’m going to push you over this railing.”

His mouth quirked upward at the corners. “It is a normal name—”

I opened my mouth to object.

“—if you’re unaware of its origin,” he finished.

I leaned against the railing next to him, keeping a careful three feet of space between us. “My mother is a classics professor. I assure you she knows.”

He raised his eyebrows. “That … says something.”

“Yeah,” I said flatly. “It does.” The silence was heavy, then, but not uncompanionable.

“I’m not going to screw up your life,” I said finally. “I was fully on board with … what happened.” My cheeks flare hot at the mention of it. “But I won’t say anything. And it won’t happen again, so it’s like it never happened, right?”

He resumed staring at the parking lot. “I don’t think that’s how that works,” he said, taking a drink from his cup.

And it wasn’t, it didn’t. Because somehow that distance between us closed, his hand brushed mine, and then, I don’t know, my back was against the damp vinyl siding with him on his knees in front of me, the oversized grill hiding us from view.

And it kept happening that way, chance encounters, planned meetups, casual “study” sessions. Until the end of last semester, when he cut everything off abruptly. With a text—“I can’t do this anymore”—out of nowhere. Six months ago.

Which is what makes the last couple of days—“I miss you,” “Jo can stay at my apartment,” “everything is fine”—extra bizarre. I cannot get a handle on what Carter is thinking. Why? And why now? Nothing has changed, as far as I know.

“The Nantucket Inn is not a safe place,” Carter says now, stiffness in his tone. “I assure you, you’ll be fine at my apartment. I have no intention of attempting to resume any of our previous … encounters.” He shakes his head. “This is an emergency situation and I’m trying to be—”

“Good for you.” I cut him off, the heat of humiliation stinging my cheeks, before he can talk more about being friends or what the fuck ever he’s about now. “That’s not why.”

His head jerks toward me, away from the road. “Then … why?”

“Can you take me there or not?” I persist. I’m not feeling particularly generous with information. Mainly because he’ll want a more detailed explanation, and I don’t have one to give. Or, not one that he’ll understand or accept.

Carter slows for a stop sign, coming to a complete halt. Of course.

He takes the moment to look over at me, his blue eyes troubled and stormy. “If I say no, can I assume that you’ll attempt to get there on your own, one way or another?” he asks, and that stress twitch in his jaw is back. His back molars will be dust before long.

What is wrong with me that I find that hot? That I want to lean over and kiss that pulsing area, see if I can make it pulse harder, faster. Even after he’s basically told me he wants nothing to do with me in that way.

Self-esteem, Jo. Try it, you’ll like it.

“Yep,” I say to Carter. I have no clue how I’d manage it, though, and I’d rather not try to figure it out. Probably because it would involve stealing someone’s car and taking some of their life in the process. But needs must.

He sighs and signals to the left.



The Nantucket Inn is on the outer edge of Beecher, the town, not campus. That puts it at about four and a half hours northeast of its namesake island. I don’t know if the owners were hoping to capitalize on confused tourists or just make their place sound cozier and more inviting.

But the Nantucket—known colloquially on campus as the Just Fuck It—is, in fact, a shitty twelve-room motel that sits mostly empty during the year, except for graduation, when out-of-town parents don’t make reservations fast enough at the two nicer hotels in town.

It’s the standard U shape of highway motels from horror movies, with peeling turquoise paint and an empty concrete pool at the center. And if shady shit in Beecher needs a place to happen, the Just Fuck It is ground zero.

The orange neon sign on the pole out front still flickers OPEN, visible against the gray stormy sky. And the outdoor floodlights in front of the office are on.

That tells me Erik is probably still here, finishing out his shift from the night before. Most likely asleep, head down, at the desk.

Good. That’s … helpful. A greedy, gleeful anticipation pulses in my chest, followed immediately by a wave of shame and self-loathing.

I feel sick to my stomach. Causing pain, death, and destruction is my father’s forte. I am not him. I refuse to be.

Even if someone deserves it.

“You can let me out here,” I say to Carter, as he pulls into the parking lot.

But Carter ignores me and continues into a parking space just past the motel office, then turns off the car. When I open my door, he does the same on the other side.

Whoa, no. I stop. “I don’t need help.”

“You needed a ride,” he points out from across the roof of his car, the very car I needed to get here.

I grit my teeth. “Yes, and thank you for that. But you should just wait out here.”

His eyebrows arch upward. “Wait out here, while you what? Go try to find that guy from Happy’s last night?”

My mouth falls open. Apparently he does remember last night, at least some of it. “I don’t…”

“I’m not an idiot,” Carter says. “And I know you.”

I try to ignore the warmth his words generate inside me. To be known—isn’t that what we all want? Though in this case, he definitely does not mean it in a positive way. Kind of like knowing when your friend is going to shove her whole foot in her mouth or drink too much even when she’s promised to be the DD.

“His name is Devon. At least that’s what he said,” I say finally. “He was talking to Lennie. One of the last people to talk to her, most likely. I want to see if he can tell me anything. That’s all.” And that’s the truth, if not the whole truth.

I mean, come on. No magic in Beecher for years, other than mine. Then, on the same night a fellow spawn shows up, Lennie dies a magic-induced death? That cannot just be chance.

Carter’s fingers drum a tight rhythm on the roof before he stops himself. “You think he killed her,” he says.

“No,” I say quickly. “That’s not Devon’s style.” But he might know whose style it is. A Lust spawn shows up on campus out of nowhere; it doesn’t seem impossible that another spawn might do the same.

“And how do you know that?” he asks, mouth flattening into an unhappy line. “What is or is not Devon’s style?”

Interesting. Someone sounds almost … could it be jealous?

“You just met him,” Carter adds.

Yeah, but he’s a child of Lust and he’s way more into fucking than fucking me over?

I lift a shoulder in what I hope will pass as a casual shrug. “I just … know his type.”

“Jocasta, if you think he’s involved, confronting him is incredibly dangerous,” Carter says in that stern voice of his. “You need to let the police handle this.” And everything else is the unspoken addendum.

Irritation flickers to life in me. Funny, I only like that bossy tone of his in certain situations. Usually with his hands under my clothes.

Unfortunately for both of us, that’s not right now.

“Like I said, you can wait out here.” I bare my teeth in the semblance of a smile.

I shut my car door and start toward the motel office. It takes only a second or two before I hear the echo of another door and Carter’s steps on the crumbling asphalt after me.

I draw in a deep breath and exhale slowly. It would just be so much easier if he waited outside, but he’s trying to keep me safe. It’s sweet, if unnecessary.

Carter catches up to me, pulling even with my stride. For a second, I think he’s going to try to block the door—not a good idea—but instead he reaches for the handle, intending to go in first. Protecting me again. It’s been so long since anyone has done that on my behalf—it sets off a wholly impractical yearning in me.

I wonder if the new girl, the one from last night, appreciates that quality in him, or if she finds it old-fashioned and annoying. It can be frustrating, yes, patriarchal, even. Except I don’t think Carter steps up because he believes he’s better or stronger as a guy, more just because he wants to protect everyone. It sort of makes me curious what his home life was like.

Before Carter can pull the door open, I stop him with a hand on his shoulder. “Uh, you should know that he probably won’t be happy to see me.”

“Who, the Devon guy?” he asks. “I thought you didn’t know him.”

“No, Erik.”

Confusion clouds his face. “Who’s Erik?” he asks.

I shake my head. “You’ll see.”
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An electronic bell crackles a bling-blong overhead as Carter pulls open the glass door to the Nantucket Inn’s office. The office itself is utterly generic. Anyone walking in here expecting Nantucket Island or cozy vibes is going to be sorely disappointed.

Black and gray striped squares of indoor/outdoor carpeting tile the floor in a dizzying pattern. A pair of faux leather chairs with shiny metal legs, the kind no one ever sits in, wait in front of the glass windows. A metal spinning rack holds a series of faded brochures about local attractions and features of interest.

But my primary interest is, as I expected, asleep at the front desk, cheek resting on the crease of what appears to be an econ textbook. Erik Simmons goes to Beecher part-time and he’s local, like Chessa. Except nothing like her.

“Jocasta, I think—” Carter begins in a whisper.

I step past him and pound on the front desk with my fist three times in rapid succession. Erik leaps upward with an audible gasp, his battered desk chair shooting backward behind him.

Behind me, Carter makes a disapproving sound.

Erik shoves his shaggy brown hair out of his bloodshot eyes. “Uh, hello, and welcome to the Nan…” He trails off, his eyes widening as he recognizes me.

Here we go.

Face pale, Erik throws his hands up and backs away. “No, no. Look, I did what I promised, okay?” he says in a high-pitched pleading voice. “I’ve been checking IDs on the cash customers. No one underaged.”

I sense Carter’s attention snapping to.

“That’s not why I’m here,” I say.

Erik’s gaze skitters to Carter. “She tried to kill me, bro. She’s crazy.”

I keep a firm grip on my temper. “We’ve been through this before. You’re welcome to call the police.” I reach across the registration desk and push the cordless desk phone toward him, grimacing at the sticky plastic.

Erik gives a hoarse laugh, his hands still in the air as if I’m holding a gun on him. “And tell them what, that you’re a witch?”

I roll my eyes. A witch, seriously? Though, given Beecher’s proximity to what was Salem and the history of the whole area, it sort of makes sense. Kind of like how everything in New Mexico and Nevada gets blamed on little gray aliens and Bigfoot has a place of honor in the PNW.

Also, he may not be that far off—I have zero proof, but it seems very possible that the whole witch trial mishegoss started off as the Old Ones entertaining themselves. Death, Lust, or even possibly Life, the one associated with crops and growth. Maybe all three, competing against one another—seeing who could outdo the others. They did shit like that.

“She told me exactly how I would die if I didn’t do what she said,” Erik says to Carter. “She told me I would feel the life draining out of me, and I did, bro.” His face seems to lose more color at the memory. “I woke up on the floor. She’s a fucking witch!”

Shame floods through me. It was a momentary lapse in judgment. Year before last, I took about fifteen minutes off his life, give or take. I might have been able to get my point across with just words. But … I lost my temper when he looked right at me with that smug fucking smile and asked me what I was going to do to stop him.

The powerful wielding their control over the powerless, like they’re simply pawns in a game instead of people in their own right? Yeah, a bit of a hot button for me

So, I showed him.

He deserved it. And it worked.

I shove back against the swell of gritty satisfaction. Maybe he did deserve what I did to him, but it’s not my job to be judge, jury, and enforcer.

No matter how effective it is.

I keep my attention on Erik, refusing to check to see how all of this is landing with Carter. Carter is a grad student in psych. He’ll assume—I hope—that everything Erik is describing is all in his head. Anxiety or Somatic Symptom Disorder. That’s the only rational explanation. After all, it’s not like anyone can actually siphon life away. As far as he knows.

“Just listen,” I say before Erik can babble further incriminating but hopefully incomprehensible details to Carter. “I need to know if someone checked in the last couple of days. He might be using the name Devon.”

But Erik is already shaking his head. “No one new. Just the usuals.”

So poorly funded affairs, drugs, and drunks. Beecher is a “nice” small town—private university, low crime rate, one of the last drive-in movie theaters in the country, and three Starbucks—but humans always need somewhere to sink to new lows.

“He’s a tall guy, square jaw, super hot?” I press. It’s possible that Devon paid for a room, but I suspect he would simply “charm” his way into one. Why pay for what you can just take? And the Nantucket is the perfect place if you don’t want to draw attention to yourself.

“No, no, no.” Erik shakes his head again, floppy hair flopping violently. “No one like that. Can you just go now? My boss is going to be here any second.”

I search his expression, searching for any hint of that dreamy, distant focus I saw in Happy’s last night. But all I’m getting from Erik is sweaty panic.

Damn. Devon’s really not here. I thought he would stay in town, somewhere close. Just by that something unspoken in his gaze. He needs me to know whatever it is I don’t know, and my gut says he won’t go too far until I do.

The Just Fuck It is a great place if you low-key need to stay out of sight. Or commit various misdemeanors. You don’t have to be a local to know that—the empty, crumbling swimming pool and generally shabby exterior make the vibe clear enough.

But maybe Devon doesn’t want to hide.

I grab a comment card off the plexi stand on the front desk and scrawl Carter’s phone number on it. “You’ll text me if you see someone like that,” I say, shoving the card at Erik. Though if Devon does show and tells him to keep quiet—with a wink and a smile, of course—Erik won’t have a choice.

But I don’t think that’ll happen. I’m off somehow. Missing something. Shit.

Erik nods rapidly. “Yes. Absolutely. Of course.”

I back away from the desk, keeping my gaze on Erik until I reach the door. More to make my point than from fear of some type of retribution.

“He’s scared of you,” Carter says as soon as we’re outside, making no attempt to hide the condemnation in his voice. “What did you do to him?”

“He should be,” I mutter, ignoring the second question. I need to rethink my approach on finding Devon. Where are you?

“That kid is obviously ill, Jocasta,” Carter continues. “Paranoid or suffering from some form of anxiety. And you used that against him.” He pauses, disapproval hanging thick in the momentary silence. “That’s not who I thought you were.”

Stung, I stop. Oh to be fully human and so blithely confident in how the world works from a sheer lack of knowledge.

I spin to face Carter. “Your buddy back there? He was renting rooms to high school students who wanted to party.”

That gives him pause, but after a second he shrugs tightly. “It’s normal at that age to rebel against authority by drinking and experimenting sexually—”

“I took adolescent psych, too,” I snap. “Tell me what part of that involves Erik selling that information to guys in town and on campus who like their ‘dates’ too young and too vulnerable.”

Fury flashes across Carter’s face, transforming him briefly into someone almost unrecognizable. All angles, cold eyes, and hardness. But then that familiar, carefully blank expression returns. “I see.” But his fists are clenched at his sides.

“Yeah.” I point at him. “Exactly. Chessa volunteers at Beecher High School, some kind of mentoring program. One of her mentees told her about it. After … after.” I swallow hard against the lump of outrage and despair in my throat. “These men would wait in the parking lot and offer these fifteen-year-old girls a ride home.”

In my mind, I can still see Chessa pacing back and forth in our room on her phone, pleading with her mentee. “Names, descriptions, anything. Or if you don’t want to tell me, then we can go directly to the police. I’ll be with you the whole time.”

Her voice was steady while she was talking with the girl, but when she looked at me, her eyes huge and tear-filled, magnified behind her glasses, my heart ached on her behalf. And on behalf of those girls who just wanted to have a good time and instead got a lesson on how the world treats the vulnerable.

I pull open the passenger door and climb in, careful of my ankle this time. Carter gets in on the other side, moving stiffly as if his anger has settled into his joints.

“The girls wouldn’t report it,” I say, yanking my seat belt into place.

“Because they were drinking,” Carter says grimly, starting the car. “They were afraid they’d get in trouble. Or that no one would believe them.”

I tap my nose. “Got it in one. So I went to the source and shut it down. By whatever means necessary.” And maybe I lost my grip a little. That’s why I try very hard to stay out of anything magic related. It’s too unpredictable. I’m too unpredictable.

“I’m sorry,” Carter says after a moment. He turns toward me in his seat. “I should have known…” He shakes his head with a grimace. “I do know you better than that.”

He shouldn’t apologize; I did exactly what he accused me of. Worse, even, because he has no idea what I’m capable of. Because he doesn’t really know me. And he never can.

The realization all over again throbs like a fresh wound. The pain in my chest feels like mourning a lost relationship rather than simply the potential of one. Chessa’s right. I need to stop doing this to myself.

Carter’s gaze catches on mine, and he reaches out to take my hand where it rests, balled in a fist, on my leg. “Hey. I’m serious. I’m sorry.” He’s picking up on my sadness, even if he doesn’t understand the real reason for it.

His fingers interlace with mine and squeeze gently. His palm is warm and rough against mine, and my breath catches.

As always, that spark between us heats with little effort. Why, why is it like this? And only with him?

Biting my lower lip, I reach out and smooth his rumpled hair with my other hand. The strands are soft and thick against my fingertips, and his eyes half close in pleasure.

Then his focus drops to my mouth, and he releases my hand to touch my chin lightly, tugging my lower lip free from my teeth. “Don’t.” His voice is raspy and low. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

I want him to hurt me, in that fine line between pleasure and pain. To take me and overwhelm me and hold nothing back. I want to be wrapped up in him and lose myself. I grasp the collar of his shirt, pulling him closer to me. An inch away, his breath caresses my mouth and I want. To devour him, to be devoured in return. “Can we just—”

His lips brush over mine, soft but not tentative. More teasing, elusive. A taste rather than a full-on feast.

Yes. The bones in my spine melt, leaving me sagging forward in pleasure and relief. His tongue dips into my mouth, caressing the teardrop of my upper lip, sending heat in lightning strokes between my legs. But he retreats before I can respond.

I groan in frustration, tightening my grip on his shirt and trying to move closer. But he keeps his hand steady on my chin, holding me in place.

“Careful,” he says, his breathing hard, rapid.

I gaze up at him, those bright blue eyes swallowed by the spread of his pupils.

“No,” I whisper. I am so tired of careful.

I tug his hand away from my chin and lean forward to suck his lower lip into my mouth, biting gently. Though not as gently as I could.

A tremor runs through his whole body, and his hands lash upward to tangle in the back of my hair, dragging me closer. His mouth opens under mine, hot, demanding.

The center console between us digs into my ribs, but I don’t care. The discomfort is a distant idea, nowhere near as powerful or as present as the desire to feel his skin against mine. To slip my hand down over the velvety softness of his worn jeans and trace the contours of his heat and hardness.

To take him in my mouth, while he’s still behind the wheel, and feel him lose control, chest heaving, hands tight in my hair. Even if the windows offer a view of us to anyone who happens to walk by.

I don’t care.

I slide my hand down his chest, toward the button of his jeans, but a loud buzzing sound intrudes. It takes me a second to identify it as his phone, still in its tidy cubby, vibrating obnoxiously against its plastic cage.

Carter jolts, pulling back slightly. His lips are red and swollen.

“Ignore it,” I murmur.

But it’s too late; reality has seeped in with the arrival of that incoming text.

Carter straightens up, shifting his body away from me, even as he reaches past me to retrieve his phone.

Damnit. I drop back into my seat, my mouth still tingling from his.

Carter unlocks his phone and thumbs for his messages. He goes deadly still after a moment, staring down at the screen.

Eagerness spikes through me. Could it be Erik already?

But no. Not based on Carter’s intense, shamed expression and the flush to his cheeks.

Oh shit fuck. I forgot about the new girl. “Everything okay?” I ask, clearing my throat. My voice is too high-pitched for normal.

Carter doesn’t answer right away. He clicks the screen off and returns the phone to its cubby. “It’s Stephens,” he says, his voice carefully neutral. “He wants me to come in. Something about late essays.”

Uh-huh. At noon on a Saturday without any notice? That doesn’t sound right. If it is, Stephens has hellacious timing. Like, crystal ball, see into mirror darkly, psychic shit.

“Are we good to go back to campus?” Carter asks. “Or do we need to shake down the front desk clerk at the DoubleTree in Danvers for cookies and information?” He offers me a smile, but it’s tight, forced. I can sense him retreating, even with his physical form still in the seat next to mine.

Of course.

A surge of anger rises in my throat. Anger at myself. I know better than this. But I keep sticking my hand in the boiling water and then being surprised when my skin blisters and burns.

“We can go back,” I say flatly, shifting to face forward. Clearly, that’s the better choice for both of us right now. I need to focus on more important things, anyway. Like finding out what the hell is going on. With or without Devon.

I need to come up with another approach.

I grimace. Or stop avoiding the next most logical one.
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My relationship with my mother has never been easy. I mean, she didn’t drown me in the tub as an infant, so that’s something. There are people who wouldn’t have been able to handle even my existence, let alone the cost of how I came to be.

Fear does terrible things to love, though. Twists it, mangles it, often beyond recognition. Not to mention, I’m a constant reminder of the life and the “normal” daughter she desperately wanted but could never have. Like a perpetual pressure sore that will never fully heal.

Still, she’s the only person—the only human—who might be able to help. Emphasis on “might.”

“Dr. James-Trelane’s office, Classics Department. This is Sandy speaking,” a woman’s voice trills cheerfully in my ear.

If it’s true about opposites attracting, then that is certainly the case with my mother and her longtime assistant. They’re contemporaries, but Sandy is a warm, bubbly woman who goes on vacations with her daughter and son-in-law, remembers my favorite cookies, and knits scarves for the mitten tree at holiday time.

“Hi Sandy, it’s Jo. Is my mother available?” I ask, turning the water on in Carter’s bathroom sink. I don’t know if the sound will drown out my whole conversation, but hopefully enough.

“Oh, Jo! Hi, sweetie,” Sandy says, and I can feel the affection radiating from her, even via Carter’s phone. “How is school going this semester?”

“Great,” I manage, trying to sell it.

Then she laughs. “Honey, where are you calling from? The bottom of a well?”

That might have been a simpler call to make. “No, just a bad connection,” I lie, adjusting the water to maximum.

I’ve locked myself in the pristine bathroom at Carter’s apartment, while he waits outside—likely impatiently—for his phone back.

He hadn’t wanted to give it to me, clutching it protectively when I’d asked for it.

“Why?” he’d asked, wariness written across his face.

Realization struck with a sharp, bladed precision, like a knife from an expert thrower. He thought I was going to snoop through his phone; he thought I was that desperate. Heat flooded my face. Excuse me, who just kissed who?

I’d gritted my teeth, working on regaining control over my emotions.

“I need to call my mother, let her know what’s going on. Before the cops do.” Another reason to make the call, if not the primary one.

He’d handed it over then, without another word, but I could tell he was reluctant. Because I might “accidentally” send a nip pic to Dr. Stephens? Or rage with jealousy over texts from the mysterious girl he’d stayed overnight with?

Well, fine, fuck him. I squashed the hurt and anger down tight into a little ball, taking the phone and closing myself in the bathroom. I had bigger problems at the moment.

“Is she available?” I ask Sandy now, trying to keep my voice a pleasant neutral.

“Oh, Kelly’s always available for you, hon.”

Uh-huh.

“One second.”

The phone clicks, then clicks again. “Dr. James-Trelane speaking,” my mother says in a brisk, even tone over the precise tap-tap-tap of her fingers on her computer.

I sigh. “It’s me.”

“Jocasta.” A beat of silence hangs for an extra-long moment. “Is everything all right?” Her voice holds grim determination, like someone facing a runaway car without room to dodge it.

“Not exactly.” I move closer to the running water.

“I can barely hear you. Please speak up.” The clatter of keyboard keys resumes but unevenly, betraying her anxiety. “Did something happen?”

Did you do something? is what she means. She hired the lawyer, stood by me through the incident when I was fourteen. But after that … it was as if I didn’t exist. I’d broken something in her. We drifted through our house together, like two semi-polite strangers who happened to share a kitchen and the same oval-shaped face. The two exceptions were when she saw the tattoos on my hands and when she learned I was applying out of state to Beecher.

This would probably be another.

I wince in anticipation but plow forward anyway. “Have you heard from … him?”

The question slips into the silence between us and explodes, spraying our pretend normalcy with decades of trauma shrapnel.

Her breath catches audibly before she clears her throat. “Jocasta, I’m in the middle of grading midterm papers, and this ridiculous AI detector doesn’t even—”

“Have you heard from him?” I repeat.

“No,” she snaps. A brick wall of a response, deterring any follow- up questions.

“Do you have a way of getting a hold of him?” I persist. Those childhood visits had to have been organized somehow, right?

“Why are you asking me this?” she hisses into the phone. “Nothing good can come from—”

“You don’t have to talk to him, I will. I need answers—”

She gives a strangled laugh. “And you think he’ll just give them to you? For free?”

For not the first time, I wonder exactly how Mors told my mother the truth about who he was. Who I would be. Did he show up when she was a sleep-deprived new mother and still grieving her husband to tell her I was his, Death’s, daughter? How did he prove it?

I’m not sure I want to know.

“Just give me the number,” I say. I’ll deal with whatever happens after that. Though the thought of my father on campus is enough to make me want to crawl into a hole somewhere and never come out.

“He doesn’t have a cell phone, Jocasta.” She pauses. “Or if he does, he’s never given me the number.”

I frown. “But he used to come to our house—”

“He would just show up whenever he felt like it. Take you whenever he felt like it. Once a week sometimes, and then nothing for months. It was impossible to predict.” She sounds weary, reflecting on that era in her life. And I don’t blame her. How could you sleep at night, always half expecting a knock at the door and for that knock to belong to Death. “I don’t think … I don’t think he experiences time the same way.” She lowers her voice, as if discussing something shameful. Like believing in the Loch Ness Monster or the colony of mole people in the tunnels beneath the Denver airport.

Both of which might be real for all I know.

I scrub my free hand over my face. “Great.”

“Jocasta, whatever is going on, you need to leave it alone,” she says firmly, in her best “the due date is the due date” professor voice. But there’s a faint quaver in it that softens something in me. She’s afraid for me. Of me. Both.

I sigh. “I can’t.” I fill her in briefly on Devon’s arrival and the whole announcement thing, Lennie’s death, and the police interest in me.

I brace myself for a wave of silent disapproval.

But instead she speaks right away, sounding thoughtful. “The only announcement I’m aware of was when you were born. Of course, I did my best to distance myself after that.”

“There was an announcement when I was…” I shake my head in disbelief. This is the first I’m hearing of it. “How did you find out?”

“Strangers were showing up night and day to pay tribute. Or that’s what they said, anyway, before he made them stop. It was like something out of one of the original fairy tales.”

It is not lost on me that my mother’s chosen area of expertise must be a source of bitter irony for her. She teaches mythology and religion, Greek and Roman primarily. She was, in a way, an expert on the Old Ones before she even knew they existed.

“That’s why I sold the condo in the city. I had to,” she continues matter-of-factly, as if this is something I should have known. “And then he moved us to the house.”

The house. It takes a second for my brain to process. “Wait. Our house? That’s … our house is his?” It feels like the world is tipping sideways, and I grip the edge of the bathroom counter to steady myself.

“Jocasta,” she says with exasperation. “Do you think I could have afforded that on my own back then? I was an adjunct and a single mother.”

I never thought about it. Which was a failing on my part. I should have thought about it. What she’s saying is logical.

“I don’t know how he did it, and I never asked. He said it was a safe place for you,” she says stiffly.

Which, of course, also meant that he would know exactly where I was, at all times. A price for everything. That’s what she was getting at earlier.

A soft tapping comes on the door behind me. Carter. Needing his phone. Shit. Carter. Lennie. Devon. My Beecher world snaps back into place.

“I have to go. I need to…” Do what? Reevaluate my whole life? “Go,” I repeat finally. I start to pull the phone away from my ear.

“Jo.” My mother sounds so much smaller, more fragile at a distance.

I freeze. She never calls me Jo.

I named you Jocasta. Not Jo or Joey or Cassie. One of the many arguments we had repeatedly in my middle school years. Before we found other things to fight about.

I raise the phone back up. “Yeah?”

“In the literature, no one is ever what they seem. Gods, demigods, they’re all playing games for their own purposes. And if you’re not playing, too, you’re likely the sport. Gladiator in arena consilium capit.”

I don’t share my mother’s expertise in Latin. (I took Spanish in high school: La biblioteca esta cerrada.) But even I get the gist of this one. If you’re not already fighting, it’s probably too late.






11


Taking action is all well and good, if you know what to do next.

I do not.

Carter left almost an hour ago, handing me a pile of Beecher sweats, in purple and white, with the tags still on—not a surprise, I cannot see him wearing anything with a comfy waistband—in exchange for his phone. In the time since, pacing his small apartment, I’ve made zero progress.

Fuck. I drop onto Carter’s oversized blue sofa and flop onto my back. This sofa really is ridiculous. Overstuffed and huge, large enough probably for Carter to stretch out on, which I suppose is the point.

All right. So, think.

I don’t know where Devon is or how to find him. My mother gave me information but nothing directly actionable. And my father is apparently unreachable. Which means I’m back to where I was.

Waiting for whoever it is to come after me again. By killing someone else, or giving police the “evidence” they need, or directly attacking me.

From above me, loud thumping footsteps, followed by a crash and raucous male laughter, echo throughout the apartment. Muffled but not nearly enough. Upstairs neighbors must be home. And playing one-on-one, from the sound of it.

I glare up at the ceiling. That is the only problem with River Crossing—aside from attending parties where you might confuse your future TA for a regular undergrad—that the walls are thin. The walls at Branwick are solid. Nothing leaks through those. Not that I’m probably going to be back there any time soon, with—

I go still. The faint electric sensation of an idea—two previously unrelated thoughts smashing together—lights up the back of my mind, sending goosebumps down my arms.

Leaking. Echoes. Magic.

I sit up. When Carter drove us by Branwick on the way to the Foreign Language House, I felt the lingering effects of magic. From whoever killed Lennie.

But it didn’t stop there. I felt it all the way down into Old Campus and by Greek Row. Stronger, even, than it was by where Lennie died.

I’d assumed it was an echo, a reverberation of sorts from the magic used to kill Lennie. Because I’d never felt anything like that on campus before.

My mother loves that old chestnut, “When you assume, you make an ass out of you and me.” Assumptions represent poor scholarship, in her mind, leading students down a dangerous, unpublishable path.

In this case, though, she’s right.

I scramble off the sofa. I’m a fucking idiot.



Theta Iota house is a monstrosity. Most of the fraternity and sorority houses on Beecher’s Greek Row are modest bungalows, originally private homes that the university bought or otherwise acquired in the past forty years or so. Only about eight members can live there at a time, so most of the houses are too small for the ragers that one might expect. Greek life here is relatively muted in its current incarnation, mostly an excuse to wear matching clothing and ride a float in the homecoming parade.

But Theta Iota is an exception, a sprawling two-story building in red brick with enormous white columns and multiple dangling light fixtures—porch chandeliers?—out front. It looks more like a mansion than Branwick does, and Branwick actually was one.

The house is a relic from an earlier time. Apparently, a very generous Beecher alum donated a serious amount of cash for a new Theta Iota house in the early 2000s, and the brothers ended up with a nostalgic design that looks like a set for an old movie. One featuring popped collars, puka shell necklaces, and guys named Chad and Brad.

Thankfully, the old cemetery across the street, with its oversized mausoleum, worn-thin headstones, and blank-faced angels tipped at odd angles into the sunken ground, does kill that vibe a little, making it more “Camp Crystal Lake Goes to College.” Which is not particularly reassuring at the moment, frankly.

On the sidewalk out front of Theta Iota, I stop and turn in a slow circle, trying to pin down what I’m sensing.

I’ve walked all of Greek Row, and the twang of magic, the uncomfortable reverberation I felt earlier on my drive with Carter through campus, feels stronger over here. That can’t be just an echo or ripple effect from what happened to Lennie.

No. If anything, it’s like a combination of that and … whatever Devon is doing inside to the fraternity brothers.

I grimace. I’ll be the first to admit that frat houses are frequently hotbeds of questionable shit, but consent is consent. And Devon doesn’t have it.

Also, the Oats, as the Theta Iotas are known on campus, aren’t the stereotypical frat guys their house might lead one to expect. Most of Beecher’s extremely competitive esports team are Oats. And the president, Aadesh, and I are friends, having survived an excruciatingly dull poli-sci class together freshman year.

I pull Carter’s thick navy peacoat tighter around me—it smells of him—and step up the brick walkway to the double doors, ice crunching under my shoes.

When I press the doorbell, it echoes inside the house. I tense up, waiting, anticipating the thump of oversized feet.

But there’s only silence, the wind whistling sharply past my ears.

Strange.

I push the doorbell again, but with the same result.

The lack of response only draws my attention to how quiet it is in general outside. Even in this weather, there should be people scuffling their way to the union for food, cars going too fast for conditions, some obsessed music major hauling an instrument to a practice room. Something.

Granted, most everyone is probably holed up waiting for the all-clear from the admin; we grew up with active shooter drills since kindergarten, we don’t take this shit lightly.

Still … it’s an eerie feeling. A quick glance around shows that I’m literally the only person in sight.

I frown. Except for a couple across the street. He might be a student, dressed in a gray hoodie with the hood up, baggy jeans with damp patches around the ankles, and black and white checkered Vans. But the woman is in a dark blue raincoat, the expensive trench coat kind, not the kindergarten rain slicker variety. She looks … is that the same woman who was looking for her car at the police station earlier today?

The two of them seem to be arguing about something; he’s making big dramatic gestures toward the street and she’s shaking her head. But as soon as the woman clocks me watching them, she immediately pulls her phone from her pocket, seemingly consulting the screen. The guy glances over at me, then back to the woman, still gesturing.

Okay, so maybe a parent, fighting with her kid about coming home.

The uneasy feeling in my stomach doesn’t let up, though.

I reach out and try the knob of the right-side door. It turns easily in my grasp and the door opens into the dim interior.

“Hello?” I call into the entryway. All the lights are off down here. But I was here enough times for study group freshman year that I know the layout roughly.

To my left is the chapter room, kind of an oversized living room, where there’s usually a couple of brothers hanging out. It is dark and empty today, the blinds pulled tight. Straight ahead is a huge stairway, double-wide steps that split to the right and left at the second level. To the right is a hallway that leads to a kitchen and dining room. No signs of life back there either.

I don’t like this.

The wind whips in, scattering sleet and snowflakes on the polished hardwood floor.

I step in and close the door behind me, fumbling for and flicking on a light switch. I expect someone to come investigate, but nope.

Pizza boxes are stacked tidily in the recycle bin near the front door, along with beer bottles lined up with such precision that it looks like rulers might have been involved. Seriously, what is going on here?

The Oats, they’re good guys and they’re not complete slobs, but this is—

From upstairs, a low moan drifts toward me.

Well, that’s one way to know I’m in the right place, I guess.

I cross the entryway and start up the stairs. Magic prickles across my skin, raising goosebumps and making my skin ripple with it.

I steel myself for confrontation and a lot of nakedness. Like, I’m fine with it, when I’m part of it and everyone knows the deal, but walking in on someone else’s sexy time when they don’t have the ability to stop or even feel discomfort in the moment … it’s just wrong. And icky.

“No!” someone shouts from upstairs.

I freeze, halfway up. That’s Aadesh, I think. He sounds upset.

My pulse ratchets up, and I can taste the sourness of adrenaline bursting on my tongue.

Do I have this wrong? Is this not Devon? Fuck, what if this is the War spawn I’ve been looking for instead?

I close my eyes involuntarily, an image immediately springing to vivid life behind my lids. Blood everywhere, intestines strung out like forgotten party streamers. Like this morning with Lennie, but worse because there would be more.

Shit.

Would War spawn magic feel different enough at this distance for me to tell? If the brothers were already dead … maybe. As always, I don’t fucking know for sure how it all works. I didn’t want to be part of this world, so once again, I’m paying the price for my ignorance.

“No, no, no!” Aadesh shouts.

I bolt up the remaining steps and cut hard to the right, ignoring the closed doors where the moaning is coming from, to head for the room at the end of the hall. Light pours out into the dark hallway in a bright slash, and from inside, a sudden outcry of voices.

I burst into the room, anticipating another scene of brutal slaughter.

Instead, I find Aadesh standing in front of a gigantic television, headset on, controller in a slack hand at his side. A half dozen of the other brothers—Logan, Cameron, Braden are the only ones I know—are scattered around the room, on the floor and on the worn leather couch, similarly attired.

It takes me a second to identify Devon sitting among them, dressed as he is now in a sleeveless Theta Iota T-shirt and loose-fitting gray sweats.

On-screen, a virtual explosion is still rolling outward toward the edges of the television frame. If there’s any death in here, it’s purely virtual.

“—win again?” Aadesh is asking as I jerk to a halt just inside the threshold.

Immediately Aadesh pivots to face me, and the others scramble to their feet, blocking my view of Devon.

“You need to get out of here,” Aadesh says. His dark eyes are endless pools, dazed and empty of their normal sharp intelligence, indicating Devon’s influence.

“Aadesh, it’s me,” I try. But he doesn’t seem to hear.

“He doesn’t want you here,” Logan says, advancing on me. “None of us do. You’re trespassing.” His gaze rakes over me, head to toe.

A tiny frisson of fear traces its way through my body. Lust is not always about seduction. It can be about the thrill of power over another.

And I’m here alone, facing off with six men, who are under the sway of magic, all of whom are taller, stronger, and likely faster than I am? If I were a full-on human female, I’d be scared. And smart to be.

As it is, though, this is just a leftover inborn response, from generations of women before me, passing on their shared experiences through the evolution of the species.

The part of me that isn’t human stretches and uncurls itself, awakening after its large meal. Desire, one that has nothing to do with sex, rises up in me.

Show them. Take from them.

Conquer.

Feed.

I shake my head, curling my hands into fists against temptation to reach out. I won’t. They have no idea what they’re doing. Also, how stupid do you have to be to run around feeding when the cops already think you’re guilty of murder?

Still mostly sated for the moment, the nonhuman part of me relents, curling up and going back to sleep.

That being said, enough is enough.

I lean around to look through a gap between the brothers to Devon, who hasn’t moved from his seat on the sofa. Instead, he appears to be watching the confrontation warily, as if this is a test I’m supposed to pass and he’s not sure which way it’s going to go. His green eyes catch mine, sending the electric zip of attraction through me, and he lifts a brow in question.

I hate this. I hate not knowing what’s going on. And I especially hate that even eye contact with him sparks a flare in me that I can’t completely ignore.

“Knock it off,” I say flatly. “They’re not your cannon fodder, okay? You can’t just use them to hide.”

I’m not sure what I expected his response to this to be. Laughter, perhaps? Or a sneer of disgust that I care so much about a bunch of humans? Instead, he simply nods, his silent question seemingly answered. I still have no idea what the question was.

The mood in the room immediately eases, and the brothers relax into more natural positions. “Gentlemen, can we have the room, please?” Devon asks, sitting forward on the couch.

“Oh, come on, we need a rematch,” Logan says. “You can show us more of your … skills.” He winks at Devon.

Devon smiles patiently. “I will gladly school you all again shortly, but for now, I have other obligations.”

I roll my eyes.

The brothers file out, some of them with open hostility aimed at me.

“Video games?” I ask as soon as we’re alone.

“Admiration is part of lust,” Devon says, stretching his arms over his head. The open side of his shirt rucks up slightly, revealing the start of dark letters tattooed across the right side of his ribs. Runic symbols I don’t recognize. “Gaming is the modern-day equivalent of jousting. A symbol of masculinity and dominance.”

“Sounds like someone’s aiming for a thesis topic in Gender Studies,” I say.

Devon angles his head, eyeing me with what might be a mix of wariness and incredulity. “You are very different from what I expected.”

“I bet,” I say flatly. Then I nod at the Greek letters on his shirt. “You know they take that stuff seriously. You’re not just borrowing clothes.”

Devon nods, setting aside his controller. “I’m aware. I’m fairly sure I’m lavaliered with one of them. Or more.” He sounds unconcerned.

“You’re not going to hurt them.” If my ultimate goal is to get information from Devon, it probably would have been more politic to phrase that as a question instead of a command.

But I can’t make myself do it. Because that raises the possibility of a different response than the only one I will accept. And that cannot happen. Devon may be a lesser threat than the unknown spawn who killed Lennie, but he doesn’t get a free pass for that.

Devon eases off the couch and comes to stand in front of me. This close, the pull of him is stronger, regardless of my ability to resist. He’s taller than Carter but not quite as broad through the shoulders. I would easily be able to rest my cheek against the center of his chest. He could wrap me tight and rest his head on the top of my head without trouble. He is lean and lithe but no less powerful for it. And those sweatpants are hiding nothing.

I’ve never been with someone like me, someone who can understand the hunger and the lengths we go to satisfy it. He would take from me. I can almost hear his soft moan of satisfaction in my ear, the thrust of his desire against me. He would grow stronger from it, then maybe I could take from him, without harming …

Irritated, I shake my head slightly, to try and clear it. His magic seeps in, even when he’s not trying to overpower me.

Devon reaches out and tips my chin up. “Jo,” he says gently, his eyes searching mine, for what I’m not sure. “If I wanted to hurt them, it would already be done. And I wouldn’t be here, waiting for you.”

I have no idea what that means.

I step back from him. “What about them?” I jerk my thumb back toward the hall and the intermittent moaning and gasps coming from behind the closed doors. Two couples, maybe more.

His mouth tightens but he nods. “Yes. But they were paired already. I took care to ensure their relationship is current.”

Which still means jack shit if any of them had reservations about sex at that moment. Just because they’ve been together before isn’t a green light for someone to magically manipulate them into intimacy again.

The disapproval must show in my expression.

Devon steps back. “I can walk out and find others on the street, if you prefer. Strangers,” he says easily, but a new coolness has entered his tone.

“Don’t threaten me,” I snap. “You act like I’m the unreasonable one here. You’re the one that barged into a bar with my friends, spraying lust around like champagne in a championship locker room. What am I supposed to expect from you?”

Oddly, relief flashes across his face before vanishing. “I apologize.” He lowers his gaze with a grimace. “Last night was an ugly necessity. I needed to know where you stood, and I couldn’t afford to show anything but strength. Just in case. No one wants a weak ally.”

I have no idea what he’s talking about, but that’s not going to stop me. “And today?” I gesture toward the door and the brothers beyond it.

Devon hesitates. “It occurred to me that your response last night may have been situational. Those people, that location.” He shakes his head. “I needed to be sure.”

Sure of what, exactly?

“Additionally, I’m not in a position where I can afford to be caught off guard,” he says. “I took no more from them than was needed to keep up my reserves. I’m sure you understand.”

Frustration swells in me. “I don’t understand anything,” I say, trying to rein in my temper. “I’m here because Lennie, the friend you were talking to last night, is dead. Someone killed her with magic. Pulled her insides out.”

As awful as the words are to say aloud, it is a relief to just say them plainly. Out loud. No dancing around, no careful restatements to create something close to the truth.

Just the ugly facts, ma’am.

Devon goes still, light green eyes wide.

“And while I do believe in a lot of fucking unbelievable things”—hard not to with my family tree—“I’m having a hard time with the idea that your arrival on campus talking about some mysterious announcement and my friend dying by magic is a coincidence.” I fold my arms across my chest tightly, holding myself together.

“Shit.” Devon looks away, scrubbing his hands over his face. He looks pale, uncertain for the first time in our admittedly brief acquaintance. “I thought it would take longer. I was sure I would be the first one.” He drops back onto the couch.

“The first one what?” I bellow, my irritation and impatience getting the better of me.

Devon stares at me for a long time. “You still don’t know.”

I let loose the primal scream that’s been building in my chest. “No! Because you won’t tell me!”

“Everything okay in here, Dev?” Aadesh asks from behind me.

A glance over my shoulder shows him frowning at me as if I’m a stranger, one who is disturbing his very good friend Devon.

I fucking hate magic.

Devon manages a weak smile. “Yeah, we’re fine. Thanks, Aadesh.” He offers a half-hearted wink, which makes Aadesh flush.

Once Aadesh is gone, Devon turns his attention back to me. He rubs a hand over his eyes, as if pressure is building behind his forehead. “I shouldn’t get involved in this part. I don’t want to piss off Death if he meant for this play out differently.”

Right. This might be a game to Death, but it’s my real life. My real friends. “Consider what happens if I’m the one who’s pissed,” I say to Devon through gritted teeth.

Devon looks at me and then nods after a moment. “Fair point.” He takes a deep breath. “I don’t know how much you know. I’m guessing not much, since you were raised outside.”

I suspect Devon is referring more to the world of the Old Ones and not my general living conditions.

I didn’t know Death was my father. Or that he was Death. Not at first. It’s not exactly the kind of thing you spring on a little kid.

My mother never referred to him by name. Most of the time, she left the house when he visited. Or he took me with him into the city or a park … or a nearby cemetery. Again, it doesn’t seem weird when you don’t know what normal is.

Once, when I asked his name, he told me to call him Mors. I loved when Mors visited. He seemed to like me more than my mother did. And he told me all these fantastical stories about his friends and magic powers and how I would have them one day, too. I would be like him. I wanted to be like him.

He was a beloved uncle, a treasured family friend, something everyone had. It was only after I learned the truth that I realized his stories were his way of educating me about the Old Ones without worrying that I might chatter about it to my little friends or a teacher or something. All manipulation and lies.

When I was eight, he taught me a new game. How to find the light in the people around us. How to pull it toward me.

At Navy Pier, he directed me to pull from a person at the top of the Ferris wheel, Centennial Wheel. I thought it was fun, a challenge. And I wanted Mors to be proud of me.

I didn’t realize what I was doing, what was happening. Not when the screams started, not when my nose began bleeding. I was focused, zoned in, blossoming under Mors’s praise. Until the woman, the wife of the man I was killing, fell out of the gondola and smashed into the ground in front of us.

Years later I would learn that the news called it a safety latch malfunction—I think she was just that desperate to get help.

Her life force walloped into me, sending me into a panic. Mors tried to calm me down, to explain that I had done exactly what I was supposed to. That I was special, and the humans were meant for us to use as we needed.

Yeah, that worked about as well as you’d expect.

When he finally gave up and took me home, he left it to my mother to explain who and what he was. Who and what I was as a result. And that I could never, ever tell anyone. I think if I’d been a bit older, I would have rolled my eyes and told her she was crazy. But at eight, a now traumatized eight, it made sense.

I refused to see Mors or speak to him after that. Through the closed door of my bedroom, he warned me that the hunger would kick in eventually and it would be undeniable. That I would require his help. I pretended not to hear him. Prayed that he was wrong.

But when I got a little older and started to feel the first pinches of that unrelenting need, I remembered the stories he’d told me. And when my mother couldn’t—or wouldn’t—answer my questions, I figured out how to turn off the safe search feature on her laptop and did my own research.

So, no, my upbringing had not been traditional, in either the human way or that of the Old Ones. But I’m not completely ignorant.

“Devon,” I say through clenched teeth.

“Death named a successor,” he says finally, looking up at me again, reluctance written plainly on his face. “Someone to take over for him when he fades.”

I’ve never heard that term before—fades—but oh, the sinking in my gut tells me exactly where this is going. The only way it can go, given the pieces of the puzzle I’m currently clutching.

“No,” I begin, backing away from Devon. “That’s not … It’s—”

“He’s chosen you,” he says softly. “You’re the new Death.”
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My hands are trembling, and I clench them into fists at my sides to make them stop. “Impossible. I’m human. Mostly.” I shake my head, still backing away from Devon. “I can’t be—”

“Or, more accurately, you will be Death. One day,” Devon adds, as if that makes it better.

My back connects with the edge of the doorframe at an awkward angle, sending a sharp snap of pain through my spine. I straighten up, grateful for the reality check. I don’t know what Devon is talking about, but I do know a thing or two about the Old Ones.

“The Old Ones are immortal,” I say. “Or close enough. So they don’t need successors. Why are you trying this bullshit?”

“It is rare,” he admits, sitting forward on the couch. “But they can choose to fade, to pass along their powers to a successor.” Devon speaks with a certainty that I’ve never felt about anything related to the Old Ones.

I laugh a little too loudly. “And I’m just, what, supposed to believe you? About this made-up thing I’ve never heard of that would derail my whole life? Please.” I fold my arms across my chest. “Who sent you?”

He closes his eyes in seeming weariness. “No one sent me. What reason would I have to make this up?”

“Why do any of you do anything?” I throw my hands in the air. “Because it entertains. Because you’re bored and you’ve lost what little humanity you ever had to begin with.”

Devon is on his feet, moving toward me, closing the distance between us in two strides before I even realize what’s happening. His green eyes are cold and laser focused on me. “I recognize that you don’t know me and therefore have no idea what it has cost me to hang on to the humanity you’re so beguiled with,” he says, his tone icy and clipped. “But I beg you not to assume what I will or will not do based on what others have done. My life would have been so much easier if that were the case.”

I’ve offended him. By accusing him of not being human enough. Interesting. If anything, I would have guessed it would go the other way. No one wants to be considered too much like prey, like food.

“All right.” I hold my hands up in silent surrender of the point, and after a moment he relaxes, his body returning to its deliberate casual stance.

I wonder, then, how much this lazy, unaffected, sexy-king-of-all-I-survey posture is an act.

“It hasn’t happened in recent history, but we have stories of Old Ones choosing to fade in the old records,” Devon says, resuming his position on the couch as if nothing happened.

We who? But I’m caught more by this second reference to choice.

“That’s how I know you’re wrong. My father would never voluntarily give up power,” I say flatly. “He enjoys it too much.”

In this moment, I’m eight again, back on Navy Pier, staring up at the Ferris wheel. The smell of cotton candy and funnel cakes fills my nose, along with the faint fishy scent in the breeze off the lake.

My father’s hand is warm and reassuring on my shoulder, and it helps relieve the pinching dread in my stomach at what my mother will say when she finds out I’m not where I’m supposed to be. Mrs. Greeley, our neighbor, is supposed to keep an eye on me until my mother gets home from teaching. But my father was waiting, leaning against the front door of our house as soon as the bus pulled up.

He crouches beside me, and points. “The gondola right at the top.”

“The what?” I ask, confused.

My father laughs. “Here, let me show you.”

He lifts his hand, like he’s anticipating a ball being thrown to him. But then I feel the pull of his power and then the responding warmth of the life force flowing from the people in the carts above, like the wind from a car passing too close on a hot day.

But it is the expression on his face that is forever burned in my brain. The joy, the pleasure, the … fulfillment.

It made me squirm with discomfort at the time—it seemed too intimate. Not that I had the words for that at that age. I wouldn’t see anything like that again until the first time I had sex with Jay Ellings, my senior year in high school.

Trust me, that is not a realization you want to have about a parent, even if you’re not connected or related in the traditional parent/child way.

My father would have taken lives even if he didn’t need to to survive. He would take them—does take them, presumably, still—because he revels in it.

So, no, he’s not voluntarily giving that up. And even if he did …

“He certainly wouldn’t choose me as a successor,” I add.

I told you. Those were the only words on an otherwise blank sheet of creamy stationery left on my pillow, when I finally got home from the hospital and then the police station when I was fourteen. After “the incident.”

My father despises my decision to survive on scraps. No, more than that, he despises me. Sees me as weaker for it.

“You’re Death’s daughter,” Devon says, with more gentleness than I would have expected. “His only direct spawn.”

In other words, his only choice.

Suddenly the air feels too warm to breathe. I stumble deeper into the room, tripping over discarded game controllers, toward the window on the opposite wall. I yank up the lopsided blinds, but the window latch won’t move. “Come on, damnit,” I say, panting.

From behind, Devon reaches around me suddenly, flipping the stuck latch with ease and pulling the window open. His chest bumps against the back of my head as he does. He is just as tall as I thought.

He steps away, and I lean forward to suck in cold air, curling my fingers on the window frame and pressing my forehead against the dusty screen. Little bugs, desiccated roly-polies and lightning bugs, have collected in the corners. For some reason, I can’t stop staring at them.

Death. Me, the new Death? I don’t even know what that would mean. Would I have to hang around cemeteries and hospitals and old sites where ancient people once made human sacrifices? That’s how he met my mother, after all.

Actually, that’s not true—I do know what being Death would mean. If Devon is telling the truth, then this is the end of any hope for a normal life. Staying at Beecher to finish out my degrees. Having friends.

Not killing people.

It’s all over. Everything is over.

“I never agreed to this. I never said yes,” I manage, struggling to draw air into my lungs. Shit. I can’t … I can’t …

The whisper of movement warns me of his approach just a second before Devon’s palm, warm and solid, rests reassuringly between my shoulder blades. A reminder that I’m not alone.

“Just keep breathing,” Devon says. “It’s a panic attack.”

I jerk my head to give him an annoyed glare, one that is severely tempered by my current inability to slow the explosive rate of my heart. My hands and feet are tingling. “I … know.”

I’m a psych major, I want to add, but my lips have just gone numb.

This is also not my first panic attack. The last time, it landed me in a hospital emergency room, on a tranquilizer drip and handcuffed to a bed while the police waited outside.

“Will you let me help you?” Devon asks.

I want to say no, to tell him I can manage it myself, but find myself nodding frantically instead. Anything to make this feeling go away.

He pries my hands from the window and turns me to face him. “Just look at me, keep your eyes on me,” he instructs, green eyes serious. “Breathe in for a four count, then hold it for four.”

“I know … box breathing.” And I know that it won’t be enough. Not right away anyway.

“How lovely for you. Hush.” He smooths my hair away from my face, his thumbs running over my cheekbones. His gaze holds mine, and it feels like falling into him. His even white teeth sink into his lower lip in concentration.

The heat from his hands caressing my face seeps into me, and the tension in my shoulders eases, the muscles going loose like warm honey. My heart rate slows, steadies, and my breathing, though still too rapid, smooths out.

But the heat continues to spread through my body, down my arms and through my core, until … it changes, flips a switch inside me.

My breath catches in my throat, but not like before. Arousal swirls through me, heady and electric. I want his hands slipping beneath my clothes, worshipping my bare skin. Those warm palms sliding up over my ribs to cup my breasts, to catch my nipple in a pinch that rides the line between pleasure and pain …

Devon lowers his hands and steps away. Automatically, I start forward to follow him, to chase that sensation, but stop myself, barely. I am in control. Hot, bothered, but not out of my mind with either lust or panic.

So it worked. But now embarrassment rises up to obliterate everything else. He can’t make me feel anything; we established that last night. So my reaction was a very clear indication of my own willingness.

There are all kinds of ways to have power over someone.

I clear my throat, face flushed. “That’s a handy trick.”

But instead of the triumph or even eagerness I expect to see, Devon’s expression is grim, unhappy. “I find it works well as a distraction.”

It does, but the deep lines on either side of his full mouth suggest that he would rather it didn’t.

“So you came to Beecher because of this succession talk.” I refocus the conversation for his sake. And mine. Also, because all the talk about allegiances in Happy’s last night suddenly makes more sense.

“It’s slightly more complicated than that, but yes, essentially. I’m here. I want to help.” He crosses his arms over his chest, the curve of smooth muscle rising in his biceps.

I stare at him. “Why?” I ask. I suppose that might make me cynical as fuck, but “help” in the world of the Old Ones is rarely what it seems. At best, it’s self-serving; at worst, it’s an opening for betrayal.

Devon shifts uncomfortably before his smooth, charming mask slides back into place. “You’re the first named successor in centuries. The only one Death has ever named in our recorded history. Why wouldn’t I want to get in on the ground floor with a favor?” He gaze drops to my mouth, making me wonder what said favors might involve.

The heat of his breath against my skin, the ripple of magic like a touch, raising goosebumps but in the most pleasurable way possible. I’ve never been with someone like me and …

No. I shake my head to clear it. I’m not even sure Devon’s leaking power on purpose. But he’s certainly dodging the question intentionally enough. “Don’t do that,” I say sharply. “You want me to believe you, you need to talk. Tell me.”

He grimaces, then turns away from me slightly, raking a hand through his hair. “There are rumors,” he begins, after a moment.

“Rumors about me?”

Devon nods. “That you don’t kill. That you don’t feed any more than necessary.”

My cheeks burn with embarrassment. It sounds both so weak and … overly pious when he puts it that way. As if I’ve chosen some higher path. In reality, I feed far more often than I’d like, even still, and my “dietary restrictions” are more about what I can live with than some kind of moral calling.

“I don’t hate myself for what I am. I had no choice in that,” Devon continues.

I try not to squirm. Yes, okay, self-loathing plays a role in my choices, too.

“I feed on humans because I need to survive. But I have no interest in the schemes and power struggles of the Old Ones and their spawn.” He hesitates. “I don’t want to defend territory or try to fend off those who would try to use me in their schemes. I don’t want to kill or harm any more than I must.”

I open my mouth to object, to point to the brothers, to Lennie.

“Not as deeply as I can and never for long,” Devon says fiercely, green eyes bright with determination.

Ah. So clearly that’s a tender spot for him. And he is powerful, then, if I’ve not yet seen the full gauge of his ability.

He holds my gaze, not blinking, not flinching away.

And I find I want to believe him. There’s a loosening of the tension I’ve been carrying in my gut since starting my search for him. It would be nice to not be alone in this strange position, caught between both worlds. To have someone on my side.

But because I’m me, because I know too much, because I’ve heard too many stories from my mother and my father, I can’t.

Devon must sense my hesitation. “You’ll be a target, Death’s daughter, not just because of your named successor status, but because of how you’ve chosen to live. They’ll think you’re weak, easily conquered.” His expression is bland now, his tone that of someone reciting dry, indisputable facts. But underneath that, I sense something familiar—a faint frisson of desperation. And fear. Devon is afraid. Of something or someone. “But I can help, in exchange for the ability to live in the territory you claim without being forced to…” He pauses, a flash of bleakness, of pain, passing across his face before vanishing into that carefully cultivated blank handsomeness. “Take action against my wishes.”

“And that’s why you want … an alliance. With me.” Just saying the words makes my mouth flood with saliva, and I swallow hard to keep from gagging.

He nods.

Hell no! But I keep my voice soft instead of shouting the way I want to. “I need to tell you … I’m not going to do this. I won’t be the new Death.” Why do I suddenly feel guilty?

Devon’s lips part, his brows drawing together in a frown. Then he shakes his head. “I’m not sure you have a choice,” he says.

I narrow my eyes at him.

He holds his hands up. “That’s not a threat,” he says quickly. “Just a statement of fact.”

“Why? There has to be some kind of ritual or something where he passes his power to me, right? That hasn’t happened.” Though, for all I know, my father is hunkered down right now in some secret Old Ones lair chanting a mystical ritual involving bones and blood or whatever. “He named me, that’s it.” I shrug. “So, he can unname me.” I sound more confident than I feel. I’ve always been good at that.

Devon steps closer to me, his expression one of sorrow. Almost pity. As if I’m the slow kid who’s just not getting it yet. “Your friend Lennie died because of magic, you said.”

The mention of Lennie stings like a slap against a still-bleeding wound. “Yeah. War spawn, I think.” My voice is rusty with emotion. “I haven’t been able to find them yet. I was hoping you might have information.”

Devon nods, his mouth tight. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” He pauses, seeming to search for the right words. “There will be others. There are others,” he corrects himself with a grimace. “Some, like me, will want to ally, seeking refuge for a variety of reasons. Others … they’ll want to challenge you because your father has deemed you a worthy successor. Even if you can convince your father to take it back, it won’t matter.”

He waits, watching expectantly for understanding to dawn.

And it does, with a spiral of sickening clarity.

The spawn will still come after me. They’ll challenge me because I am here to be challenged. And to defeat one who Death has chosen, even once, is a big opportunity to be a high-scorer. It would be good for bragging rights, to say the least, and the Old Ones and those who follow them have killed for less. Even being raised “outside,” I know that.

But as bad as that is, that’s not even the worst part.

A black hole opens in my chest, and I look to Devon, willing him to speak up to say that what I’m thinking is wrong, that I’ve assembled these puzzle pieces to form a horrific image that cannot be true.

Instead, that soft expression of sorrow returns, his green eyes holding mine as he gives a slight nod.

I swallow convulsively over a sudden lump in my throat. Devon said he thought he would be the first one here, after the announcement.

He might be the first seeking an ally, but he’s not the first challenger.

Lennie didn’t die because some random spawn decided to try me for the unclaimed territory of Beecher, territory that no one probably cares about, being a dead zone and all.

Territory spats are temporary by nature, even when someone’s being a jackhole and torturing and taunting to prove their strength. It’s a one-on-one battle that ends when someone dies or concedes. Period.

No, Lennie died because my father painted a giant flashing target on my back. And with it, on everyone I care about. By naming me, my father has guaranteed I will be under siege, along with anyone I’m connected to.

Now and forever. For as long as I’m alive.

Oh, fuck.
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“I have to go.” My words come out clipped, short. “I can’t do this right now.”

Devon looks like he wants to object, but he compresses his mouth into a line. Then he says, “Just … be careful.”

Be careful? I’m the heir apparent to Death. Careful doesn’t cover it.

I stagger into the hallway and down the stairs; it feels like the house is spinning around me.

“Jo, hey. When did you get here?” Aadesh asks, sounding vaguely confused as he passes me on the steps, a plate of pizza in his hands.

I shake my head at him, unable to answer.

Why would my father do this? It makes no sense. He hasn’t spoken to me in years. Then again, I suppose his decision doesn’t have to make sense. As long as he’s fucking entertained.

Death has always preferred to be hands-on in his approach. Drifting from place to place and feeding as he sees fit, amusing himself as he watches humans plead for their lives or the lives of their loved ones. Once there were even temples dedicated to his various incarnations, and human sacrifices were just part of the deal. These days, not so much.

So if I’m not useful to him as spawn, maybe he thinks watching my life blow up in bloody bits might be fun. But why now? Because I’m the closest to happy I’ve ever been at Beecher? I could see him being pissed about that.

My father thinks I owe him my life. And I do. Not in the usual sperm-meets-egg sense, either. His choice was far more deliberate, with immediate consequences.

Death broke his rules for me. I was dying before I was born. Until he intervened.

My mother had joined her husband on a dig, somewhere in Mexico. He, Jim, was an archaeologist. She left him sleeping in the hotel one night to drink in a bar. She was pregnant, but after six miscarriages in four years, she knew what was happening. She was losing another baby. Me, this time.

In his words, he found “this charming woman,” utterly desolate and alone, nursing a drink. He “felt called to her.”

Yeah. I bet he did. Despite knowing that there was nothing she could have done, she blamed herself. That sense of failure, rejection, even, would have been enough to draw his attention.

But more than that, I’m sure he sensed an impending death—mine—and couldn’t resist. Only instead of hastening the process, instead of devouring the little life spiraling toward extinction, he did the opposite. He carefully fed the flames, pushing energy, life force, whatever you want to call it, toward me, reinforcing and stabilizing with magic. Creating instead of destroying.

In that moment, I became Death’s child, Death’s spawn, to the very core of my being.

Genetically, DNA-wise or whatever, I might be Rick and Kelly Trelane’s offspring, but intertwined with every molecule, every double helix, is Death’s magic.

But there are always consequences when dealing with Death.

My mother returned to her hotel room, crawled into bed next to her sleeping spouse and thought nothing more about it. Until the next morning, when she woke to find her bleeding stopped and her husband cold and dead next to her.

Death has been part of me from the very beginning.



Yanking open the front door to the fraternity house, I welcome the icy wind that cuts through my clothes straight to my skin.

I have to get out of here. Away from … everyone. For their safety.

I hurry out onto the porch, jerking the door closed behind me.

At the top of the stairs, though, I stop, frozen mid-step, as the enormity of my new situation settles over me.

Where am I supposed to go? I don’t know where the War spawn is, what they’re up to. Who else might have arrived in town and just be waiting for their chance.

I can’t go back to Carter’s. Or Branwick, even if that were an option. Too much opportunity for collateral damage. Hundreds of innocent people whose only crime is being in proximity to me.

And if I run back home to Chicago—or anywhere, really—it’s the same problem. And the more places I go, the more people I’m putting in danger. If I try to hide, that will only tempt those seeking me out to hurt the ones I love.

If I stay, I can fight. I will fight, if I have to. But direct confrontation is not the only way this game is played. And I can’t be everywhere at once. At Branwick, at Carter’s apartment, at—oh, God—Chessa’s parents’ house.

Fuck. I grip the railing on the side of the porch stairs until the cold metal burns my exposed palm. I’ve never felt so in over my head. Not even when I killed the first time on my own.

I don’t know what to do. No matter what choice I make right now, someone else may pay the price for it.

This, this is why I didn’t want anything to do with the Old Ones.

The door creaks open behind me, and I tense up, glancing over my shoulder.

Devon steps out onto the porch, barefoot, still dressed in his sleeveless Theta Iota shirt.

“You’re going to freeze,” I say, turning back to face the ice-covered grass in the yard.

He moves to stand next to me, tucking his hands under his arms inside his shirt. “I run hot.”

Of course he does.

“I’m sorry,” Devon says after a moment. “I know this is not what you wanted.” He grimaces. “Mild understatement.”

A snort escapes me at the absurdity, and I clap a hand over my mouth, my eyes watering. I can’t tell if the tears are from laughter or … everything else.

“But I am familiar with what it feels like to have no control, no options,” he says quietly. “I would never wish that on anyone else, no matter how it benefited me.”

I look over at him, as if seeing him for the first time. The tension in his shoulders, the faint hints of dark circles under his eyes.

“When did you eat last?” he asks. “Food, I mean.”

Surprised by the question, I pause. “Last night, I think. I don’t even know what time it is now,” I admit. I’ve been running, literally and figuratively, pretty much since the moment I opened my eyes this morning.

Devon pulls a phone from the pocket of his sweatpants and consults the screen. “A little before three.”

God, this has been the longest day of my life. Twenty-four hours ago, everything was fine. A pang of mourning shoots through me—if magic is so great, why isn’t there a way to rewind time and live permanently in a moment before everything went to shit?

“You could come back inside,” he says, moving to lean forward against the white-painted wooden rail surrounding the porch. “Rest, eat something. They have plenty of pizza.”

I shake my head. “I’m not going to sit here and wait for someone else to die.”

“All right. Where to, then?” he asks easily. “I have access to a vehicle.”

I blink. “You’re going to come with me?”

“That is, after all, the purpose of an alliance.” Devon raises his eyebrows at me pointedly.

One I haven’t agreed to.

“Let me help you,” he says.

“I don’t know if I trust you,” I say finally. I’m not scared of him, but that doesn’t mean I can let my guard down. “And I really don’t love that you have my friends crawling all over you without their consent.” Speaking of “no control.”

Devon straightens up and stretches, arms up over his head, revealing an expanse of taut skin through the open side of his shirt. “I can’t do much about you trusting me. You’ll have to come to that on your own.” He seems unconcerned and completely confident of the eventual outcome. “As for the other … I’ve fed enough for now. I’ve loosened my hold.”

“Couldn’t you just make friends the regular way?” I mutter.

His attention snaps back to me and he smiles, but pain flickers in his eyes. “Sometimes it is difficult for me to imagine your life, so far removed from the Old Ones and their games.”

I stiffen. Is that an insult? It feels like an insult. You poor ignorant peasanty girl who knows nothing of my world. Maybe, but I’m the one you’re asking for help.

“I’m envious,” Devon says softly, startling me. I can feel the ache of longing in his voice. “Wait here. I’ll grab the keys.” Then he vanishes into the darkened interior of the fraternity house, leaving me frowning after him.

Well, I’m definitely going to need more information now.

While I wait for Devon to return, I pace the front porch to stay warm, tugging Carter’s coat tighter around me.

Shit. Carter. He’s probably going to be looking for me at his place. Soon, if not already.

The door opens, and I turn, expecting Devon. But it’s Aadesh, and he’s looking around the porch with a puzzled expression. “Have you seen Jack?” he asks me.

“Who?”

“Tall kid, dark curly hair. He was supposed to take out the recycling and the trash, but…” He gestures out to the curb where an empty trash can waits and a few neatly stacked pizza boxes are collecting a light coating of ice.

“No,” I say, remembering the tidy towers of recycling just inside the door. “Haven’t seen him.”

“Huh.” He frowns. “Okay.”

Aadesh doesn’t seem alarmed, more confused than anything. But my stomach contracts with a twinge of worry. A missing student? I don’t like the sound of that.

“You think he headed to the library or something?” Despite the campus-wide warning, there are probably some who did venture out.

Aadesh shakes his head, expression clearing. “No, I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.” He grins. “A couple of weekends ago, we found him passed out in the basement closet. He set up his rig down there because he’s so convinced the wifi is that much faster.” He shakes his head. “As if we don’t have repeaters set up all over the house.”

The tension in my stomach eases. “Ah, okay.” That’s good, far more rational than what I was thinking. I don’t even know Jack. So it seems unlikely that the spawn who killed Lennie would randomly target him.

Get a grip, Jo.

Aadesh starts to head back inside, and I remember what I was thinking before I was distracted by all the “Jack is possibly missing but probably not” talk. Carter. Looking for me.

“Hey, Desh, can I borrow your phone for a second?” I ask.

“Uh, yeah, sure.” He pulls his phone from his back jeans pocket, unlocks it, and hands it over.

I type in Carter’s number, biting my lower lip, trying to think how to phrase this so he won’t freak out.

“So are you and Devon—” Aadesh begins, too casually.

“No,” I say quickly. “Not at all.” I pause. “Are you and Devon?” Because if Devon is lying to me about backing off his hold on them—

Aadesh shakes his head. “We’re just friends. But he’s one of those people you just click with, you know?” he muses, more to himself than me. I wonder if he hears the tiny bit of wistfulness in his voice.

But it seems as though Devon was telling the truth about reducing his influence on them.

I tap out to Carter: Hey, with a friend. I’ll catch up with you back at your place later. xJo

I immediately regret the “x” as soon as I hit send, but too late now.

“Thanks.” I hold Aadesh’s phone out to him, but before he can take it, Carter’s number flashes on the screen and the phone begins vibrating in my hand.

I’m sure it’s my imagination, but the buzzing feels more insistent than I would expect, as if it’s conveying Carter’s intensity.

Aadesh and I both look at the phone, like it’s a used tissue that neither one of us wants to address.

“Are you going to answer that?” Aadesh asks.

Fuuuuck. I take the phone back. “Hey.” I tuck my chin down, keeping my voice low.

“Where are you?” Carter’s voice is hushed, too. He must still be at Dr. Stephens’s office, given the murmur of conversation in the background. “I thought you were going to stay in my apartment.”

I move away from Aadesh. “I had a couple things I needed to do, bumped into a friend.”

“You went looking for him by yourself, didn’t you? The guy from Happy’s.” Carter doesn’t wait for me to answer. “Damnit, Jocasta. It’s dangerous. You don’t know him. He was one of the last people to talk to Lennie when she was alive.”

So were Daan and I. And then whoever got her to Branwick. I flinch at the thought.

“I’m okay,” I say gently. “I’m still on campus. I’ll be back to your place later, when—”

A shriek, like a toddler mid-meltdown, carries prominently through from Carter’s end. I frown. Dr. Stephens’s children are in high school. Who is over there?

Or, maybe the better question is … where is Carter? My stomach descends into free fall. Does the new girl have a child?

“Jocasta, please.” Carter’s voice is taut with tension. “Please just tell me where you are. I’ll come to get you.”

Irritation flicks to life in me. Yes, he’s two years older, a grad student, and something of a former authority figure in my life while also my covert closet hookup, but he is not the boss of me. “Carter, I’m not your responsibility,” I point out. “I appreciate your help this morning. I do. But we’re just friends.” If that, I want to add, but I’m trying to end this conversation, not add rocket fuel to it.

“And I’m trying to be your friend by keeping you safe against your own worst judgment,” Carter says sharply. “You’re already in trouble with the police, and—”

I laugh but it’s more out of disbelief than actual amusement. My own worst judgment? At the moment, since that apparently terrible judgment includes listening to him, yeah, I agree.

This conversation is so over.

I hang up and hand the phone back over to Aadesh. “If it rings again—”

“Oh, trust me, I’m not getting in the middle of whatever that was,” Aadesh says quickly.

“Thanks, Desh.”

He gives me a salute and, with one last frowning look around the porch, heads back inside.

Leaving me to steam on my own about Carter. I pace the length of the wooden porch again, this time my fury keeping me warm.

What the actual fuck? I realize he has no idea what’s really going on, and yes, okay from his normal human perspective, what I’m doing probably does seem a little, well, crazy. But can’t he just believe in me, believe that I’m doing what I have to do?

No. Because he doesn’t really know you. And he never can.

Devon returns a few seconds later, shrugging into a heavy black coat with white flecks embedded in what looks like cashmere. He’s changed clothes, back into jeans and a sweater, this one a deep green. His white leather low-tops look equally expensive and new.

He’s holding a short stack of square pizza slices, wrapped in a brown paper towel, which he holds out to me.

I don’t take it, eyeing him and the pizza with suspicion.

Devon raises an eyebrow. “It’s just food, Jo,” he says patiently. “No strings.”

Everything comes with strings, especially when it comes to spawn, Old Ones, my father …

But my stomach gives an embarrassing growl then, making the decision for me.

Devon’s mouth quirks in amusement, revealing dimples on either side, and I take the pizza from him. “Thank you,” I force myself to say.

“You’re welcome,” he says easily. As if it really meant nothing.

Devon produces a sleek key fob from his coat pocket. “This way.” He jogs down the front steps and around the side of the house. I follow him, eating as I go, to a small parking area, where several cars wait, covered in ice. Most of them are the usual college student conveyances, but backed into one of the spots is a shiny silver Audi so new that even the rubber tires still gleam. The face of it is aggressive, like the grill is snarling at me.

Finishing the last of the pizza, I roll my eyes. This car is ridiculous for many reasons, at least one of which is that we’re in Massachusetts in the middle of a winter storm. We’ll be lucky if we don’t end up in a ditch around the first corner on the icy roads.

“It’s on loan,” Devon says.

“Does the owner know?” I ask, before I can stop myself.

He stops, looking over his shoulder at me, his expression serious. “I meant what I said. I don’t hurt people, but I’m comfortable with who I am and what I have to do to survive. And yes, there are benefits.”

I wince. That feels a little … pointed. I’m comfortable, and you’re not. And to be fair, he is correct. If I could never feed on disappointment, rejection, or death again, I would. But it’s not quite the same, generating lust in someone and, well, killing them. Though I suppose that’s from my perspective.

“As for the owner, he has a dozen others like this on his lot.” Devon continues forward, hitting the fob to unlock the doors as I walk to the other side of the car. “And he was more than happy to arrange an extended test drive for me.”

Sighing, I scrub my hands as best I can on the greasy paper towel before touching the passenger side door. The scent of new leather hits me solidly in the face when I open it. It is, I’ll admit, very pretty. All black leather and chrome detail. I’m a little more used to the Camry, Civic, or even Jeep Cherokee genres. Except for Lennie. She was always the exception.

Lennie. That’s who I need to focus on right now. Not Devon, not my father. I slam my door shut, but it doesn’t give a very satisfying bang. All that expensive noise-canceling whatever, probably.

“All right. Where are we headed?” Devon closes his door and presses a button, bringing the engine to life with a hum first and then a louder grumble.

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to push away all the noise in my head. “I’ve been thinking,” I say. “And I have two very different but equally terrible ideas.”

“Fantastic.” Devon’s mouth twitches with amusement. “Let’s hear them.” He pulls his seat belt into place, and I do the same.

“Well, if the War spawn is here to challenge me because of this whole Death announcement, then I want to give them the opportunity to easily find me.” Before they kill someone else I care about or before a horde of spawn with similar intentions descend upon campus, apparently. One problem at a time, if possible.

He gives me an arch look. “And let me guess, this option involves making sure you’re highly visible by, say, driving or wandering the campus until they find you?”

“Basically,” I say with a grimace.

“You’re right. That is a terrible idea,” he says. “What’s behind door number two?”

I hesitate. “This one is a little riskier and more dependent on you.”

“I’m listening,” he says, just as casually as before, but I don’t miss the sudden tension in his shoulders, in direct contrast to his tone.

“This morning, when I was talking to the police—”

“Well, that’s never good,” he murmurs.

“—the detective said Lennie might have been coming to see me, that she called me a bunch of times.”

“And?” he prompts, adjusting the seat warmers.

“And I don’t have her phone, obviously. But I thought if I could get a look at it…”

“You want to break into the police station,” Devon says; not disapproving, more thoughtful. “Steal her phone.”

“I don’t want to steal anything.” I grimace. “I just want to convince them to let me see it.” And not to play back the security camera recordings, ever. If I can figure out where she was last night—obviously not at home where Daan left her—then maybe I can figure out who she ran across.

“You could do that yourself,” Devon says, his tone even.

He’s correct. Well, not the convincing part. I could pull enough life from everyone in the police station to leave them all unconscious, and then walk right in.

The part of me that is my father perks up with interest at the thought: Yes, let’s do that. We will be hungry again soon.

“I could,” I acknowledge reluctantly. “But there are cameras everywhere inside the police station.”

“And?”

“I’m pretty sure a dozen or more people falling unconscious at once is going to look pretty suspicious,” I point out.

Unless, of course, I just kill them all. Be full, sated. Strengthened for whatever is coming next.

No. No! “You know what, never mind. I don’t even know if there’s anything useful on her phone anyway.” Frankly, even if I found a mysterious call or text or address I didn’t recognize, it’s not like I’d know what to do with it. But more than that, I feel weird about asking Devon to do something I won’t. It’s not fair. “We’ll just go with terrible idea number one.”

“No, I’ll do it,” Devon says a moment later, signaling to turn out onto the road.

I frown at him. “Are you sure? You don’t have to—”

“What will you do if you find the War spawn?” he asks instead.

I don’t want to answer that question. I don’t want to be the person who has a ready answer. But they murdered Lennie to get to me, and no matter how resistant I am to the idea of the Old Ones’ methods and manners, there’s only one response for that. “I’m going to kill them,” I say.

As quickly, as painlessly as possible. But yeah, I’m going to feed and take from them what they took from Lennie. It’s the only revenge, the only justice, she’ll ever get. And that probably makes me a hypocrite, not treating all life as valuable, but I don’t care.

Not since I saw her broken and vulnerable body lying there on the ground.

Devon doesn’t respond for a moment, and then he just nods. “All right.”

“And you’re just okay with that? Me telling you that I’m going to kill someone?” Anger bubbles up inside me, and I’m not even sure why. Maybe because we just had that whole conversation about not hurting people, about not getting involved in the spawn battles and Old Ones’ manipulations, and here I am, jumping in with both feet. He, of all people, should recognize the hypocrisy and object, if he truly believes what he said. I’m angry at me, for God’s sake.

“Yes,” Devon says simply, turning onto the street and guiding us past the Oats’ house and the old cemetery to the intersection that will lead to the newer portion of campus.

“This is not who I am, not who I want to be. I stayed out of this bullshit for a reason.” Despite the heat blasting out of the vents and warming my seat, goosebumps rise on my arms, and I rub them through my coat sleeves impatiently.

“Sometimes it’s not about what you want to do but what you’re willing to do when it’s necessary,” he says.

“That sounds like a justification for just about any—” I stop. That sensation chasing its way up my arms is now moving down my back, like my skin wants to pull free from my bones. Not a normal chill, then.

Magic. Someone is using a lot of magic nearby. Just like last night.

My breath catches, and I look over to Devon. “Is that you?”

But I already know the answer. He’s sitting straighter at the wheel, his gaze sweeping the view through the windshield. Looking for someone.

“No,” he says, distracted. “I wouldn’t do that without—” His eyes go wide, and he slams on the brakes.

With a gasp, I grab for the interior handle, bracing myself for the slide, but the car clings to the road and, after a second we come to a shuddering halt.

I search the road, expecting someone to be standing in the intersection or gesturing at us, getting ready to try to drag us out of the car. Preferably someone who might be a War spawn. But the T-junction is as empty as before.

“What is going on? Why—”

Devon points at something through the windshield. Not in the street, but across it.

It takes me a moment to follow his direction, to understand. I look past the road, the ice-covered blades of grass in the front lawn of the Delta Pi Gamma sorority, up to the porch and then farther up still, to the open window on the second story of the bungalow, where white curtains billow outward like flags of surrender.

To the blond girl dressed in leggings and a purple Beecher tee staring sightlessly ahead as she walks out, barefoot, onto the peaked roof overhang.

Not a spawn of any variety, as far as I can tell. But a student.

Her feet slip a little on the wet shingles, but her arms don’t windmill for balance and she doesn’t slow down. She doesn’t even seem to notice.

“Jesus,” I breathe. “She’s not going to—”

Devon yanks at his seat belt, scrambles out of the car.

I follow suit, shoving my door open. Right as I get out of the car, the girl reaches the edge of the roof and stops abruptly. Her toes curl over the edge of the slanted roofline.

Oh thank God. I barely have time to process the sense of relief, the release in my chest that allows me to inhale.

Then she pitches forward.
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“No, no, no, no!” I’m shouting at the girl, as if there is any convincing to still be done.

Her fall takes barely a second, maybe two. She just … collapses forward, like a tree cut at the base. It isn’t a jump, nothing so active as that. Just face-first toward the ground.

She hits the frozen ground with an audible thump, as I race toward her, slipping and sliding across the asphalt, a step or two behind Devon.

It’s only the second story. People can survive second story falls, right?

Devon reaches her first and stops short. I have to sidestep, almost twisting an ankle, to avoid slamming into his back.

“What are you doing?” I demand.

But following his gaze, I see what he sees. People may survive short falls on a regular basis, but this girl will not be one of them.

She missed the grass, assuming she was aiming for it. Or anything. Instead she is sprawled face down on the concrete sidewalk leading up to the sorority house. She didn’t try to brace herself or tuck into the fall or even turn her head to one side. And the damage is so much the worse for it.

Bright red blood is pooling under her head, which looks oddly … lumpy. As if her forehead and scalp have been pushed backward. And that prickly, tingly sensation of magic against my skin is even stronger, this close to her. It feels like standing next to a torrent of water, where you can feel the power of it surging, even if it’s not touching you.

“Someone…” I whisper, unable to force the words past the horror clogging my throat.

“Yes,” Devon says.

One of us did this. One of us is feeding off her. Sanguine spawn, for her blood. One of Life’s offspring, using her energy to renew the ground, even though it’s winter. Or an Oneiros feeding off her dream, blending a nightmare with reality until she dies from it. There’s a reason humans have recurring dreams about falling.

But odds are, it’s the War spawn I’ve been searching for. This would certainly count as violent.

And with that recognition, the moment of horror shifts to a wildfire of grim, relentless fury, like one of those blazes started by a simple firework.

“Where?” I demand, through gritted teeth, even as I turn, searching for an unfamiliar figure, a challenger reveling in the chaos and suffering they’ve caused.

But there’s no one on the street, no one lingering by the cemetery or hanging out on a porch next door.

“I don’t know,” Devon says tightly, shifting to look as well. “I didn’t see—”

“Oh my God, it’s Izzy!” The scream comes from inside the sorority house, followed by the loud thumping of feet and more loud exclamations.

“What happened?”

“She’s outside?”

The sisters are on it; Devon and I should definitely not stick around for the aftermath. There’s nothing we can do to help.

But then the girl on the ground, Izzy, I guess, moans, a soft, guttural sound mixed with a whimper. She’s still alive.

Fuck.

There’s certainly nothing Devon can do, but me …

No! It’s something you’ve never even tried before, something you’ve never even witnessed. Who knows, maybe Death was just bullshitting you from the beginning?

This could end very badly, Jocasta.

That voice for that last bit sounds exactly like my mother, which, for better or worse, pushes me into a split-second decision.

Stepping toward the girl, I shrug out of Carter’s coat. “See if you can figure out where it’s coming from,” I say to Devon. “If you do, don’t go anywhere near them. Just come back and tell me.”

“What are you doing?” Devon stares at me.

Something stupid.

“Just go, hurry!” I tell him.

He hesitates, then nods, turning away and heading back for the street.

Three Delta Pi Gamma sisters burst out onto the porch. “Stay back! Call 911 and bring blankets,” I say, injecting authority into my voice, as if I know what I’m doing. “Lots of blankets. We can’t move her.”

And I really don’t want anyone touching her besides me.

Two of the girls immediately return inside. The other yanks her phone from her leggings pocket and starts tapping in numbers.

Bracing myself, I lean forward and drape Carter’s coat over Izzy’s prone form. The tingling intensifies immediately with my closer proximity, and my hands go numb, as if I’ve shoved them into an ice bath.

When I kneel next to her, the concrete digging into my skin, the numbness spreads, but I ignore it.

I’ve never tried to shove life back into someone before. I don’t know where to start. I don’t even know if I can do it. I’m not Death. Also, there’s probably a huge difference between saving a fetus and a full-grown individual bleeding and broken on the ground.

But maybe I can at least try to break up the feed. Give her a chance to survive, a chance Lennie never had.

“P … please,” Izzy whispers.

“Just stay calm. I’m going to try to help.” I rest my hand on her shoulder, and it’s like biting on a metal plug that’s still partially in the wall socket.

I clench my teeth against the sensation, refusing the instinct to jerk away.

Closing my eyes, I focus until I can sense the flickering of life within her, a dim flame, a candle devouring the last of its wick. It takes effort to ignore my instinct to pull at it. Instead, I try to push energy toward it.

It’s awkward and fumbling, like when I broke my arm in third grade. I probably healed within the first couple weeks, but my mother had me keep the cast on for the full six. I had to learn to write with my left hand. Everything about it screamed WRONG, just like this.

Distantly, I’m aware of the two sorority sisters returning with blankets, the third talking to an emergency operator on the phone, but I can’t pay attention to them right now.

The flickering of Izzy’s life brightens momentarily, and I’m relieved.

But then … something changes, shifts like a switch flicking on or a door opening, and suddenly, there’s a magical pull yanking on me instead.

It’s almost like a force coming up from the ground, trying to consume me through Izzy.

Panic jolts me out of my concentration, and I can no longer sense the remaining life in Izzy, let alone attempt to feed it.

The numbness spreads to encompass my whole body, only with a dark gnawing center to it. A black hole of need that I cannot escape.

I can’t feel the cold on my face and hands anymore. The hard press of the concrete against my knees is gone.

I’m caught. Pulled into the feed I was trying to stop.

Shit, shit!

I try to take a deep breath and regain my balance. I can break free of this, I can.

But every time I claw for the surface, for control, that opposing hunger pulls harder. I’ve never felt anything like it.

Is this what it’s like, when I take someone’s life?

My vision shrinks to the smallest pinhole of Izzy’s blond hair, and I can feel myself slipping away, sliding right out of my body, and—

My view judders and shakes abruptly, Izzy spins and whirls away, replaced by grass and then Devon’s worried face above me.

“Are you okay?” he asks, his chest heaving against mine. “Jo?”

I can’t hear him over the ringing in my ears, but his words are clear from watching his mouth. I’m disoriented, confused how he’s above me and under me at the same time.

His cheeks are flushed with exertion, but his face is pale beneath that, his eyes wide to the whites with fear.

Drawing in a gasping breath, I start coughing and the world swirls around me, bright fireworks exploding behind my eyes with every jagged exhale.

Devon grips my shoulder, helping me sit up. We’re three, maybe four feet away from Izzy, and on the ground, his coat all rumpled and tangled, my body on top of his. It’s only then that I realize what must have happened.

“You … tackled me?” I ask hoarsely, between coughing jags.

“I couldn’t get you to hear me. You wouldn’t let go.” His full mouth pinches. He looks worried.

“Not me,” I croak. “Did you find them? Spawn.” The incredibly powerful spawn that almost just murdered me.

My throat is killing me, as if I’ve been in a chokehold. I have no moisture left in my mouth, in my gritty eyes. Even my bones feel lighter, more brittle.

Devon hesitates, then shakes his head. “I took a quick look, but I didn’t see anyone. I couldn’t track it, either. It’s as if it came out of nowhere, localized to this one place.”

That is not possible. Feeding from a limited distance, sure. But without any trace of it? No. No spawn can do that. Not even my father can do that.

This is wrong, all wrong. And I don’t know why. Branwick Hall and Lennie, I can kind of understand. But Delta Pi Gamma and a girl I’ve never even met before? They have nothing in common except … me.

My proximity to both. Fuck. Fuck! Is that what it is?

“Can you get up? I think it’s best we move on.” Devon jerks his head in the direction of the sorority house.

I follow the motion to see that the three girls from before are now huddled around Izzy on the ground, her body piled high with blankets. Two more sisters are now on the porch and two others are standing in the yard. The few who aren’t fixated on Izzy are whispering and staring at me.

Oh. Fantastic. I can only imagine what it must have looked like from their perspective—me zoning out while gripping the hell out of their dying friend, so much so that a stranger has to tackle me.

One of the sisters kneeling by Izzy holds Carter’s coat out to me, but pinched between her fingertips as if she thinks whatever I have is contagious. And now that I’m not distracted I recognize her—auburn hair, freckles, perpetually annoyed expression. Megan. No, Regan. Regan Something. From English 200 my sophomore year.

Sirens cry in the distance, getting louder by the second. I don’t know how long it will take Detective Morales to get a whiff of what happened here and figure out that I was involved, however tangentially, but I would rather not be here when she does. “Yeah.”

Devon clamps a hand under my arm, holding me up as he gets to his feet. Then he pulls me up with him.

Dizziness swirls over me in sparkly dust, nearly blacking out my vision again. It clears mostly once I’m upright, leaving me feeling weak, used.

Regan steps a little closer to toss the coat at me, which I miss. But it doesn’t matter. Because the second she broaches that roughly three-foot circle of space around me, my hunger roars to life. As strong and fierce as when it first awakened in me, full-force, when I was twelve.

Eat. Take. Feed.

Gritting my teeth, I step back. It doesn’t help. Nothing is going to help but getting out of here.

But what’s becoming increasingly clear today is there’s no place for me to go.
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I stare at my reflection in the water-spotted bathroom mirror. Under the harsh fluorescent bulbs, my skin is too pale, pallid, even. The few freckles across the bridge of my nose look more like gray spots.

The water pouring out of the tap is hot enough to send tendrils of steam upward, but the yellow bar of soap—removed from its clear plastic wrapper—is cheap and crumbly. Impossible to lather.

I do my best.

Of all the places in and around Beecher that I might have considered a refuge—the basement at P. Edgars where no one ever goes because of the relentless spider colony and the shelves of semi-creepy artifacts dug up from the original Beecher village, the Around the Clock diner, Weir Hall (the sciences building), Chessa’s parents’ house—the Just Fuck It wouldn’t even make the list. Under normal circumstances.

But after Devon drove around campus and town for the better part of an hour, I gave up. There just aren’t that many places that I knew could meet the—admittedly complicated—qualifications.

Somewhere without a bunch of innocent bystanders as potential victims, isolated enough that the spawn wouldn’t have a place to hide while attacking, but not so isolated that I couldn’t be easily found.

Here, there are no houses or residence halls nearby. The old KFC restaurant next door is boarded up, which means that its parking lot and the Nantucket’s empty swimming pool provide lots of open space to see someone lurking or approaching.

Not to mention, the funk of depression hangs heavy over this place. Even as we were checking in—Devon paying with a credit card that definitely did not have his name on it—a man came in with an overstuffed duffel bag, trailing dress-shirt sleeves and an air of resignation.

I was able to pull from him enough to take the edge off my hunger, for now. But it is rumbling beneath the surface, sending up spiky demands for more.

Food. Now. Food now!

I may have to walk past the other rooms, see if I can source more. Especially if I have to take on someone that powerful again.

A needlelike pain stabs behind my left eye, and I lift a dripping hand to press against it. I’ve never felt anything like that pressure and intensity, when I tried to interfere and save that girl, Izzy. It was like I was being turned inside out, scraped clean. An ice cream container torn open at the seams to suck out every last bit of goodness.

The stabbing sensation fades slightly, and I lower my shaking hand back to the water to continue scrubbing. Between my fingers and under my nails.

There’s no blood. Never was. Not this time. I touched Izzy’s shoulder, that was all. But my hands still feel dirty.

Because it’s my fault. Even though I don’t know her, I’m still responsible for what happened to her. I brought this to campus—or rather, my father did, with his announcement. And thanks to my decision to stay out of the Old Ones’ world, I have no idea how to handle it.

The soap breaks apart in my hands, chunks of it falling into the sink.

“Fuck,” I hiss. I toss the remnants of the bar into the shell-shaped sink to join the rest and turn off the water.

Scrubbing my reddened hands on my jeans, I force myself to walk away from the sink and back into the main room.

Devon is propped up against the headboard of one of the queen beds, the contents of several Walmart bags spread around him on the ugly peacock-blue bedspread. Again, I suspect these purchases were courtesy of a “borrowed” credit card, though I wasn’t there to see it.

I stayed in the car. I could too easily picture a scene in which Devon and I are wandering the aisles and humans start dropping left and right around us, bleeding, choking, dying, from some unseen force.

Instead, I focused on pulling emotional “sips” from shoppers passing by—hints of depression, despair, or failure—in the parking lot to keep myself going.

Devon returned to the car with protein-heavy snacks, water bottles, a bunch of new clothes in various sizes, a first aid kit, a disposable phone for me, and a small sketch pad and pencils.

It’s the sketch pad, propped up on his raised knee, that he’s currently frowning over, tapping a pencil against the underside of his chin.

The phone, three different types of snacks, and a pile of neatly folded clothes are laid out for me on the other bed. The tags have already been removed from the clothes, ready for me to wear. The impossible plastic packaging around the phone has been torn open, but the phone remains still nestled inside.

He’s helping me. Making things easier for me. The realization brings an unexpected pulse of warmth and gratitude.

But the wave of suspicion that follows is immediate and fierce. He just wants you to let your guard down, to trust him, a cynical voice in my head says. And maybe win some bonus thoughtfulness points while he’s at it.

I might be inclined to agree with that assessment, except Devon’s paying absolutely no attention to me, not waiting for praise or recognition. He’s thoroughly absorbed in his sketch, hand moving swiftly over the page.

Jesus, Jo, he knows you’ve had a rough day. Maybe he’s just trying to be kind. Ever heard of it?

Rolling my eyes at myself, I tear open a box of peanut butter granola bars and pull one out, ignoring the phone.

I want to call the hospital, see if Izzy made it. If the EMTs were able to get her out of there in time. I want to call Chessa, just because. The need to reestablish my connection to my normal life pulses in me, growing more intense by the minute. It’s as if I need that tether to keep from floating away into this … insanity.

But right now, Chessa thinks I’m with Carter. Safe and sound and screwing up my life with more unrequited love and longing looks. I don’t want to have to explain why that’s not the case and where I actually am. Not to mention who I’m with.

I study Devon, the concentration in his expression, the dimple that has appeared next to his pursed lips.

“What are you drawing?” I ask, through a mouthful of granola. Attractive, Jo.

I don’t care about being attractive to him.

Uh-huh.

Devon looks up, startled, then uncomfortable. “It’s just how I make sense of things,” he says, color rising in his cheeks. He starts to close the black plastic cover of the sketch pad.

“Can I see?” I ask, more intrigued by this glimpse of vulnerability than the drawing itself.

Reluctantly, he pulls the cover back open and holds the pad out to me. I dust my hands off on my sweats before taking the sketchbook and settling on the edge of the bed.

On the white page, the south end of Beecher’s campus is rendered in tiny but precise detail. The ivy on Hayes and P. Edgars, Branwick’s gabled roof, the columns on Theta Iota, the lines demarcating the sidewalk out in front of Delta Pi Gamma. The Foreign Language House down the street looks as squat and dumpy as it does in real life.

He’s even got crows perched in the trees over the old cemetery.

It’s like his brain took a picture and this is the output, one of those instant cameras, only with pencil and paper.

“Holy shit,” I say before I can stop myself.

He flushes and reaches out to take the pad away from me.

I hold it out of reach. “No, it’s perfect.” Beautiful. Artistic, but not in the way that artists play with lines and shadow or bending reality, more like a ship in a bottle. Life in perfect miniature.

“You just … in the car you mentioned that it seemed like the spawn was following you. I thought it would be good to see it, laid out in one place.” He’s marked the side garden of Branwick and the front yard of the Delta Pi Gamma with tiny red stars, like splashes of blood. Which is not inaccurate.

“Maybe they’ll close your campus now, send everyone home,” he says.

I shake my head. “I don’t think so. We’ve had deaths on campus before. And they’ve never done that.” Though murder is a new one for Beecher, if you don’t count the stories about a serial killer fifty-some years ago that are more legend than anything. So maybe? I don’t know.

Something about that …

I frown, trying to grasp a thought slipping through the back of my mind, but it squirms past me before I can pin it down.

“It’s interesting that both events happened so close together on one end of campus,” Devon points out, gesturing to the page with his pencil.

“Where I’ve been,” I say flatly.

“Yes, but you’ve been to other places that haven’t been affected.” He gestures for me to turn the page.

On the next page, he has a detailed timeline of yesterday and today written out in neat squared-off letters. Including my Friday classes, my work schedule at Hayes, and the time I arrived at Happy’s.

I raise my eyebrows. “You were spying on me?”

“I was researching,” he corrects with no hint of shame.

He leans closer to me, and I can feel the heat of him against my back. The constant low-level hum of attraction buzzes louder in me. Like my cells are clamoring to touch his.

“My point is that you were in various places on Friday and Saturday, including the bar, your work, and where your friend lives.” He taps his pencil on each location in turn. “And nothing happened in those locations.”

“Yet,” I add grimly.

I flip to the next page, even as Devon reaches up to stop me. “Wait—” he begins.

It’s a quick sketch, barely more than an outline But I can pick out the curve of a heart-shaped face, a shy smile, and wavy hair covering one side of her face, as though she’s not sure she wants to be seen. Love emanates from the sketch, from her looking up at the artist. At Devon.

But grief, too, somehow, is etched in every sweep of the pencil.

“Who is this?” I ask softly.

Devon’s hands flex as if he’s working hard not to reach out and take the book away from me. Then he takes a deep breath, seeming to come to a decision about something. “That is…” He pauses. “That was Amelia.”

Oh, shit. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

“She was my first love,” he continues.

This can’t be good.

“And my first kill,” he finishes.

Yeah. That’s what I was afraid of. I squeeze my eyes shut, sorrow swelling in my chest for the shy girl in the sketch. And for Devon too, clearly still mourning her loss. He seemed so adamant about how he fed and not hurting people … this has to be why.

I open my eyes and shift slightly on the bed to face him. “Devon, you don’t have to talk about this.” I hold out the sketchbook.

But he pushes it back toward me. “No. I need to. You need to understand what—” He cuts himself off, shaking his head. “You have a right to know.” He runs a hand through his hair, the messy curls tangling around his fingers.

But his gaze is fixed on a distant corner of the room, as if he can’t look at me while speaking.

“We were fifteen. She sat in front of me in three of my classes. Alphabetical order by last name.” His mouth curves in a small smile.

I blink, surprised. That sounds so … normal for someone who’s been going on about being raised in the world of the Old Ones.

“We talked every day. About school, homework, astronomy, space. She wanted to be an astrobiologist. She was convinced that there was life somewhere else and she wanted to prove it, even if it was like a bug or a bacteria or something. She was … interesting.”

It’s not your fault. But I know he won’t believe it any more than I would. I settle for resting my hand briefly on his shoulder.

“I wanted her, of course I wanted her. I was in love with her. And she was in love with me.” He clears his throat. “I thought. I didn’t know then how powerful I could be without trying, without meaning to. I knew I needed to feed, that I could influence humans, but I didn’t realize that I could create a cycle with one, making us dependent on one another.”

He blinks rapidly, green eyes bright with unshed tears. “It was, uh, years before I understood. We were seniors, and it became clear something was wrong. She, she was confused all the time, disoriented. She would forget to go to class, to get up in the morning. She lost interest in everything except spending time with me.”

Didn’t you know? Couldn’t you tell? The questions are on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow them back. Because I know from terrible experience that it’s easy to think you’ve got it under control, to not realize that your grip is slipping. People faint, throw up all the time. It’s the heat or bad turkey sandwiches, not me.

But as your power grows, so does your need for control. And sometimes, the power gets there ahead of you. I … did not have many friends in middle school or even the first couple of years of high school, while I was still working it out.

As Missy Banks once told me in middle school, “I don’t know, it’s just I feel like shit every time I’m around you.”

Hard to get sleepover invites and homecoming dates when that’s your rep.

“I tried to pull back, repeatedly. I found other people to meet my needs, even though it upset her.” Devon’s throat works audibly. “I fucked up. I took this bright, beautiful girl, and I destroyed her.” He scrubs his hands against his jeans as if wiping away a substance that just will not come clean.

“When I realized that pulling back wasn’t helping, I cut Amelia off completely. I broke up with her, I thought … I thought I was freeing her. That she would eventually recover.” He draws in a deep breath. “Instead, she tied weights around her ankles and wrists and then jumped into her parents’ pool in the middle of November.”

I suck in a sharp breath. “Oh my God.”

“She slipped under the pool cover.” His voice is flat, dull. “We didn’t find her for three days.” He reaches up and pulls a slender gold necklace out from under the collar of his T-shirt. The name “Amelia” is written in delicate swirling script. “She was still wearing this, my gift to her.”

I flinch. Instinctively, I reach out and grasp his other hand, holding tight.

His gaze catches on our hands and then moves up to my face. “So, when you’re asking why I’m here, why any of this matters to me, this is why.”

Shame heats my face. Of course it matters. Even if it’s just finding someone who can understand what you’ve been through. But I suspect that’s not what’s going on here.

“Because when my parents found out about Amelia, what I’d done, they told me they were proud of me.” He bites off each word, with a ferocious grin that is more of a baring of teeth. “They couldn’t wait to tell the Elders.”

“The … elders,” I repeat slowly.

“My parents were … are members of Aphrodite’s Family. Are you familiar with it?”

“That’s real?” I ask before I can stop myself.

Aphrodite’s Family has been called many things. A fringe religious sect. A cult. A commune.

To me, they sound more like a weird militia-type organization, like doomsday preppers mixed with free love hippies. They have a base camp, a compound, somewhere in the woodsy part of western Michigan, not far off the lake.

I’ve only ever heard of them thanks to my relentless Google searches on all things possibly Old Ones in my earlier years. It led me to some seriously sketchy websites. The one that talked about Aphrodite’s Family also had a whole section about how the moon was actually a giant spaceship and one day the aliens would emerge. So, yeah.

“Aphrodite’s Family are focused on creating a dominant force among the Old Ones, an army of Love,” Devon says, as if he’s reading from a pamphlet. “A revolution without violence. Our heritage is the key to subjugating all humans and creating a new world order with Lust as the preeminent culture.”

Well, that would be the doomsday part, I guess. “I don’t know, is that even … possible?” Lust is one of the most prolific procreators among the Old Ones, but to have the level of power to take on War or Sanguine spawn …

“The Elders track down other Lust spawn with their own data-monitoring programs and recruit them. They have mandatory breeding programs, based on a specific set of metrics, to create maximum potency in the offspring.”

I gape at Devon, horrified. “Ew.”

“I’m a product of that program. My mother came from the UK, my father was born in the Michigan family camp. They are both very powerful second-generation spawn. But nothing like me.” He smiles bitterly. “I am, don’t you know, the way of the future.”

Suddenly, the pieces that he’s given me drop into place. “Your parents … they didn’t tell you what was happening with Amelia or how to stop it because they wanted to see what you could do,” I breathe.

At least my father had been very upfront about what he wanted and expected; he never shied away from urging me to take life as frequently as I desired or needed. I knew where I stood with him, even if I didn’t like it. Or so I thought until recently, anyway.

“The Elders have big plans for me,” he says flatly. “Targeting specific influential humans. Bending them to ‘our will.’”

“So you ran.” That is why he’s here.

“Many, many times,” he says. “But it doesn’t matter. They always find a way to bring me back. By threatening or hurting people I care about or random innocents. Amelia’s little sister, once. She was nine.” He tucks Amelia’s necklace back under his shirt.

My hands tighten into fists. Fuck them, fuck those elder guys.

Devon shrugs tightly. “And they’ll continue to do so.” He pauses, his green eyes snapping to mine. “Until or unless I’m affiliated with someone they’ll hesitate to confront.”

Someone like the new Death.

He doesn’t say the words. He doesn’t have to.

My heart drops like a stone. Oh no. No, no, no.

I shake my head. “Devon … I can’t. I’ve already told you. I’m not going to accept this succession plan or whatever you want to call it. As soon as I can, I’m going to get my father to—”

“I know,” Devon says softly. “You were very clear.”

Guilt floods my chest. “There’s got to be someone else who would be able to help, who would even be better at it,” I try. “I don’t know the rules for the Old Ones or how it all even works.”

“Someone else who, just as the rumors suggested, refuses to take lives? Someone else who doesn’t want the enormous power being offered to her and therefore will likely not abuse it?” he asks. He looks away from me and stands up. “I’m sure you’re right. A veritable line of people like that, right out the door.”

“I didn’t ask for this!” I snap, stung by his words. “I’m just trying to live my life, keep my head above water.”

“I shouldn’t need to remind you that that’s all of us,” he says. “Including Addie, Amelia’s sister. Her parents. The poor woman who did nothing more than offer me a ride from the train station the last time the Elders caught up with me. You want to protect humans? Start by considering how many more might die if you refuse to take what your father is offering. You have the power to make a difference, if you’ll just accept it.” His voice is even, as if we’re talking about something as banal as a dinner option from a menu, but I can hear the pleading just beneath the surface.

Fuck.

Before I can respond, he edges around me and off the bed, heading for the door. “You should feed to regain your strength.”

I open my mouth to protest.

“Not because you want to, but because you need to,” he says, preempting my objection. “And if you’re not going to do that, you should at least rest.” He opens the door. “I’ll take first watch.”

The door closes behind him with a final click that sounds a little like quiet condemnation.

Or maybe that’s just my conscience.
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I can’t sleep. After eating as much food as I can stomach, which does nothing to touch the hunger, I toss and turn on sheets that smell of equal parts bleach and mildew.

I keep catching myself right as I drift off, alert to any unusual sound, which—at the Just Fuck It, with its wafer-thin walls and ice machine that seems to be loudly grinding up bones—is every thirty seconds or so.

When I do manage to doze off, my dreams are filled with replays of Izzy’s jump and that suffocating pressure from outside the sorority house. In every case, I can’t stop her plummet but sometimes Devon isn’t there to save me.

That power, so intense that I couldn’t even run from it. I’m supposed to do something about that?

Other times, I see faces—Chessa, Daan, Carter, the ones I’m putting at risk with all of this—and I don’t know how to keep them safe, beyond staying away.

And then there’s everything that Devon told me. These elders, faceless beings in my mind, who seem too determined to use and control.

Poor Amelia, waiting and weighted at the bottom of her parents’ pool for someone to find her.

I’m never going to sleep again.

So, it’s a shock when a hand shakes me awake.

Breath explodes out of me and I scramble backward, clunking my head against the headboard, hard.

“Someone’s outside, Jo,” a voice says to my left.

It takes me a second to identify it, to remember where I am. Devon. The motel.

“You didn’t get me for my shift,” I say, my head muzzy with sleep or lack thereof. The room is dark now, despite the fact that the lights and television were on when my eyes were last open.

“Someone’s outside,” he repeats, sounding tense. The air around him smells crisp and cold, as if he’s just come back inside. His profile is a shadow over me, gray predawn light peeking through a crack in the curtains. “I don’t know … they’re just standing there in the parking lot. Staring at our room.”

Adrenaline floods my system, and suddenly I’m awake.

I sit up. “Is it anyone you recognize?” In other words, someone from that merciless little cult chasing after him?

Devon shakes his head. “I’ve never seen either of them before. It’s a woman and a kid, maybe sixteen or seventeen.”

Her. A bad feeling starts to coalesce in my gut.

“Did you see what she’s wearing?” I ask. “Is it a dark blue trench coat kind of a thing?”

Now that my eyes have adjusted to the dim light, I can see him staring at me. “Yes, I believe so. How did you—”

“And the kid? Hoodie, baggy jeans, and black and white Vans?” I press.

Devon hesitates. “I couldn’t see his shoes, but that otherwise sounds accurate.”

That cannot be a coincidence. I saw that woman at the police station, then outside the Theta Iota house with that same kid in the checkered shoes. And now here.

“Is it just them?” I ask.

“As far as I could tell.” Devon looks uneasy with giving even that much confirmation.

It could be her. She could be the one who coerced Izzy into jumping. Or, maybe it was the two of them together. That might explain how the power was so overwhelming. When I saw them at Theta Iota, they were maybe ten feet from the Delta Pi Gamma’s yard. I didn’t see either of them during the actual event, but then again, I wasn’t looking and it wouldn’t have taken much to hide from Devon, who was distracted by what was happening to me and had obviously never noticed them before.

The idea of willingly confronting the source of the power that enveloped me so entirely makes my heart flip around in my chest, like a dog straining on its leash.

But if they hurt Izzy, then they likely also murdered Lennie, and that is not going to slide.

“Stay here,” I tell Devon, as I slide off the bed and stuff my feet into my shoes.

“They’re like us?” he asks.

“Yeah, I think so.” Standing around at five thirty in the morning in a motel parking lot alone, staring at a room, is a weird thing for anyone to do, but it makes more sense for a pair of spawn than regular old humans. “If it’s who I’m thinking of, I’ve seen them before. She was outside the police station and they both were across the street from the Oats.”

He processes that information. “The spawn you’ve been looking for,” he says, and it’s not a question. “What are you going to do?”

End this. Try not to die in the process. That doesn’t sound particularly confident, so I keep it to myself.

I shrug into my coat—Carter’s coat—and for a second, regret claws at me so hard I can barely breathe. Carter will never know what happened to me. Not really. Maybe that’s for the best. But I’m almost positive he’ll blame himself.

I can’t do anything to change that, though. Not now.

I edge toward the window and peer through the opening in the curtains.

The paved lot is snow-swept and dim, except for the pool of light from the one functioning street lamp near the shell of the fenced-off pool.

The woman waits, hands tucked inside her pockets, hair loose around her shoulders. Just like when I saw her before. Only this time she isn’t pretending to be lost or checking her phone.

Next to her, the kid is rocking back on his heels, impatience radiating off him. His hood is down this time, revealing a closely shorn head. But the remaining hair sticks up in tufts at various intervals, either a bad cut or a sign of his frustration—it’s impossible to know which.

Flurries of snow scuttle along the ground and in the air, whipped by the wind, but not near them. The flakes hit an invisible wall around them and vanish. It’s as if they’re enclosed in a transparent bubble.

Someone’s repelling the moisture.

Shit. One of them is Sanguine. Technically, Sanguine’s spawn are drawn to water, subsist on water, control water, in all forms. Rivers, creeks, oceans, drainpipes, whatever. However, at some point, they decided the walking water bags that are human beings were much more convenient. It’s where the vampire legends come from. It’s not the blood they’re interested in, so much as the water.

However, more critical than any of that, at this moment, is that a Sanguine spawn might still hold a grudge against me. Specifically.

“This is probably going to get messy,” I warn Devon as I start for the door.

“I’m coming with you,” he says, following me.

I glare at him over my shoulder. “No.”

“Stop me, then,” he says with a raised eyebrow.

I grit my teeth but say nothing. I should feed on him, draw his life force down, just to show him. But I can’t risk taking too much—he is still mortal—and … it goes against everything I believe in.

Even when your own life is at stake?

Apparently. Annoying, but true.

“Fine. Just … stay back.” I don’t wait to see if he agrees because, frankly, there’s nothing I can do about it if he doesn’t.

Yanking open the door, I step outside. Which is the exact moment my stomach chooses to rumble impatiently. Way to announce your own vulnerability.

I push my hand against it to stop the noise. Devon was right. I should have sought out more opportunities to feed last night, in my own way. It’s like walking into a battle with a gun and no bullets.

I’m going to have to start listening to him more. Assuming I survive this.

Neither spawn moves, not even as I step out from under the motel’s overhang into the parking lot.

The ground at their feet is dry, all the snow and ice evaporated, and now that I’m closer, I can feel the faint shiver of magic crawling up my skin.

Then the kid lurches forward, determination written plainly across his face.

Dread building in me, I brace myself, waiting for that blast of power to wrap itself around me, to drag me down and hold me in its suffocating embrace.

But the woman’s hand snaps forward, latching onto the back of his sweatshirt and jerking him to an abrupt halt.

“Maggie,” he protests as she drags him backward into the bubble.

“Shut up,” she says through clenched teeth. “Do it right, I told you.”

I stare at them both. What is going on?

The woman—Maggie—returns her attention to me. Then she drops her gaze to the ground and moves to a kneeling position, carefully balancing on heels that have no business in weather like this.

The kid does the same, but he moves with more ease and a bit more teenage “this is so stupid” attitude.

Really confused now, I start toward them again.

But when Maggie pulls her bare hand from her pocket, I stop.

Slowly, she reaches forward, holding her hand out, palm facing the slick asphalt.

As I watch, the moisture in my path to her vanishes, evaporating like snowflakes on warm skin but even faster. Her power moves around me, like a breeze ruffling my hair. But it doesn’t touch me, doesn’t pull from me. I don’t even feel thirsty. At least, no more than usual.

It’s nothing like the black hole experience of that other power.

Maggie clearly is Sanguine spawn, at least. The kid is still an unknown.

“It’s possible they’re here to secure an alliance,” Devon points out quietly behind me.

They both remain in that awkward kneeling position, gazes averted.

Possible, yes, but I don’t like the timing or the coincidence of them following me around campus.

Only one way to find out.

“What do you want?” I ask, keeping the ten feet of distance between us. Not that that will help. It just makes me feel better.

Maggie looks up, startled. “Oh. Uh. Am I doing this wrong?” Her uncertain face turns to Devon, a step behind me, then back to me, seeking reassurance. Fear holds her body taut, like her muscles and ligaments have been replaced with steel wire.

“Told you,” Devon murmurs.

I sigh. “Don’t kneel. That’s … that’s weird. I’m not … look, please get up.”

“See?” the boy hisses at Maggie, but she ignores him.

She rises unsteadily, tottering slightly on those sky-high heels. She flicks her overly long black bangs out of her eyes and that’s when I realize why she looks so familiar. Not just because I’ve seen her around campus.

“Holy shit, you’re that meteorologist, the one with the movie quotes,” I say. She’s famous for incorporating movie quotes into her forecasts. “Take your umbrella today, but leave the cannoli.” Or, “On Wednesdays, we might wear pink, but don’t forget that sunscreen. We don’t want any sunburns when that high reaches in the upper nineties.”

She takes quote suggestions from her followers on social media and posts the results. She’s also got a crazy accurate track record for weather predictions … which makes a lot of sense now. When you have that kind of connection to water, it’s probably not hard to guess what it’s going to do.

She beams at me. “Maggie Chen-Wright, WMBB, Boston,” she says, before remembering that she’s scared of me and dropping her gaze again.

“My friend, she loves…” I pause and clear my throat. “She loved your videos. She kept submitting made-up suggestions, close but not quite right, hoping to trip you up. But you never fell for it.”

“IMDb is a girl’s best friend,” Maggie says, her gaze flitting between Devon and me as if this conversation is not quite what she expected, and she’s not sure whether to relax.

And honestly, I have no idea how to proceed here either.

“Look, I don’t want to get involved in grudge matches or empire building, okay?” Maggie says suddenly. “I just want to live my life.”

“Okay,” I say slowly.

“I have a fiancé,” she says. “He’s nice. I have a very public career. A life.” She lifts her shoulders in frustration. “One I want to keep as far from this bullshit as possible.” She pauses, glancing at me. “I mean, you know.”

I frown. What does that—

“I take where I can without hurting anyone.” She grimaces. “Levi, my fiancé, had this running water feature put into our new house. He thinks I find the water sound soothing, even though it actually makes me feel like I need to pee, but it works. It’s gross, people taste better. But it does the trick.”

At least she’s honest, I guess?

“I did not choose my mother.” She hesitates. “My other mother.”

She’s like me, then. First-generation spawn.

“And I’m tired of the threats, the constant need for vigilance. I don’t want to be recruited into someone’s army or forced into defending myself and my little bit of territory so some rando can climb the ranks.” She rolls her eyes with an exasperated noise.

“So, you’re here,” I say, just trying to follow her train of thought.

She bobs her head. “When I heard the announcement about a new Death and the rumors that she didn’t kill people left and right because she’s trying to live a normal life, I wanted to check it out.”

“Trying” is very much the operative word lately.

“I want an alliance. If I’m allied with you, the others will leave me alone. And you don’t want what they want, so everyone wins,” Maggie says.

It sounds so simple when she puts it that way.

“And I’m not alone,” Maggie adds quickly. “There are others who want the same thing.” She waves a hand in a vague gesture back toward campus. “I just volunteered to be the one to … open discussions.”

The kid clears his throat loudly. “We volunteered.”

Maggie rolls her eyes with a sigh. “This is Shane. He’s … persistent.” Her mouth purses in exasperation. “The others were more than happy to let me handle it.”

Shane juts his chin out in greeting. “What’s up?” Then he steps forward into the space between us, hand extended.

“Wait, don’t—” Maggie starts.

The moment I touch Shane’s hand, an electrical charge zips from his palm to mine with an audible crack and pop of light.

I suck in a breath, jerking my arm back to shake out the burning sensation in my fingers.

“Damnit, Shane, I told you, people don’t think that’s funny!” Maggie snaps. Then she turns to me with a slightly panicked expression. “I’m so sorry, he didn’t mean anything by it.”

“What?” Shane demands. “It’s just a joke.” He grins. “Like one of those hand buzzer things.”

“You need to work on your timing, Shane, or you’ll be just a corpse,” Devon says, stepping up next to me. His tone is mild, but the cold threat tucked within is more than enough warning.

The grin falls off Shane’s face, and he ducks his head with a mumbled “Sorry.”

“His sire is Taranis,” Maggie says.

It takes me a second to place the name, longer than it should have, given what Shane just did. Taranis is associated with lightning in the myths. Feeds on electricity. Hundreds of years ago, it was just the human-generated kind (probably another source of vampire stories) but now with the advent of modern technology, Taranis—and his spawn—can probably feed on just about anything.

“Shane is still developing his abilities but he’s … strong.” Maggie draws in a deep breath. “His mother is worried about him being recruited. He needs an alliance, too.”

Now all the pieces are fitting together. “That’s why you were following me,” I say. “To confirm I wasn’t power hungry and randomly draining the life out of people.” Exactly as Devon had. Jesus, I might as well rent a fucking billboard.

“Yes! When I saw you try to save that girl, I knew you were different. But then I lost you when all the ambulances and the police showed up. It took me a while to track you down. Basically by revisiting all the places I’d seen you before, but obviously, you wouldn’t go to the police station again.” She laughs and it sounds almost giddy. Now that she’s found me and I haven’t lashed out at them, the relief floodgates have opened. In the form of lots of words at rapid speed.

“Listen,” I begin. “I’ll tell you what I told Devon, I’m not going to—”

“And even though Branwick reopened last night, I didn’t think you’d go there,” Maggie continues, seeming not to have heard me. “Not with the explosion so nearby.”

My head is spinning; I can’t keep up. Branwick is open again? Since when? But then the rest of her sentence sinks in. “Explosion? What explosion?” I demand, an icy chill of foreboding slicing through my middle.

Maggie pauses, her hesitance returning. “Well, yes. Last night around midnight.”

Devon and I were here by that point. Too far to hear sirens or an explosion on campus.

“The university is saying it was a gas leak because it tore up the street a little. But I mean, clearly that’s not right. Especially because the kids who died at that house, the administration is saying that was because of carbon monoxide poisoning. I think they’re probably just trying to cover their asses because they don’t know what’s really going on—”

Shit, shit! I close the distance to stand directly in front of her. “What house, Maggie?”

She swallows audibly. “Uh, I don’t know. It’s down there by the sororities and fraternities. It’s brown, I think.”

A horrible calm numbness washes over me. It’s fine. Daan and Chessa are fine. They’re at Chessa’s parents’ house, probably still asleep or working very hard to ignore the smell of coffee brewing downstairs. Chessa’s dad is an early riser.

There’s no way they went back to campus last night. They’d only just left for Chessa’s parents’ house in town. They wouldn’t have done that. It would make no sense.

I turn on legs that feel stilted and wrong, as if my knees are bending the wrong direction, and hobble back toward the motel room.

“What’s wrong? Did I say something that upset her?” Maggie asks.

Dimly, I’m aware of Devon’s reassuring murmur to her behind me.

But my focus is zeroed in on the door we left partially open, then the bed with the tousled covers, and the flat black rectangle of a phone that’s charging on the nightstand.

My hands are shaking so hard, it’s hard for me to disentangle the phone from the cord and tap one of the contact numbers I saved—but did not call—last night.

When I finally manage it, the call rings twice before someone picks up.

“Hello?” a male voice asks.

I pull the phone away from my ear, double checking that I’ve hit the right contact. But it says Chessa’s name right there on the screen. “I’m sorry, I’m trying to reach—”

“Jocasta?” The voice now sounds utterly recognizable around the familiar syllables of my full name.

“Carter?” I ask, confused. “How did I … I didn’t call—”

“It’s Chessa’s phone,” Carter says. “She can’t have it with her in the ICU.”
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I can’t breathe.

Carter keeps talking but his voice washes out into a dull buzz, like a call on speakerphone from the other side of a restaurant.

I catch a few words, names, here and there. “Chessa … Daan … carbon monoxide … gas main leak … calling it a localized explosion … Foreign Language House.”

Devon reenters the room and finds me crouched between the bed and the far wall.

I don’t know what he sees in my face, but it’s enough to convince him to reach over and pry the phone out of my hand.

With the phone to his ear, he asks a few questions, answers a few times. The only time he hesitates is when his gaze catches on mine. Then he turns away and answers whatever Carter is asking about.

I want to demand the phone back, shout at him that this is none of his business.

But I feel so small, shrunken down in myself, like I’m viewing all of this, including myself, at an enormous distance. Daan. Chessa.

And then Devon’s pulling on my hand and leading me out to the parking lot and the car.

Maggie and Shane are gone. I don’t know where they are, what Devon said to them. I don’t care right now.

Devon puts the windows down as he starts to drive, letting the cold air circulate until I can feel it biting at my cheeks, pulling me back to the surface of myself.

“I need you to tell me again what happened,” I say, voice hoarse, as if I’ve been screaming.

Devon gives me a sideways evaluating look. His hand is still locked with mine, and our intertwined fingers rest on the center console. I stare at our joined hands. I’m not sure if I reached for him or if he just took my hand again once we were inside.

I don’t remember the last time someone held my hand for an extended period of time. Or the last time I allowed it. It always felt too risky. Continuous close contact can make feeding more tempting, and if my control slips, it might be an accident, but an accident I would never forgive myself for.

The tattoos on my hands aren’t just a warning for others, but reminders for me as well. I am death, I am poison.

But right now, the warm grasp of Devon’s hand is reassuring, a stable tether in the midst of a hurricane-level chaos. And, if I’m honest, so is the knowledge that he is well aware of who I am and what I’m capable of but still chooses to offer that connection. My own mother hasn’t hugged me or touched me, except by accident, in eight years.

“Tell me,” I insist when Devon still hesitates.

“According to your friend Carter, Chessa and Daan went back to campus late last night. Some of Daan’s residents at the house where he lived were upset about what happened at the sorority earlier. He wanted to be there for them.”

My eyes sting. Of course he did. He pretends to grump about them, but he cares about his residents. Even the ever-annoying Emile.

“Chessa came back to campus with him. She was at Branwick when … it happened. She’s fine,” Devon says quickly.

“But Daan…” I prompt.

Devon draws in a breath, carefully making a turn at a red light. “He’s still alive.”

In the ICU. Those particular letters are burned into my brain.

“He and one other. They’re … being treated.”

As if the human doctors have any hope of being able to fix this. What exactly is the cure for being devoured from the inside out?

I can picture the scene in the ICU all too clearly. Daan’s blank eyes open and staring up at the ceiling, tubes and wires snaking around his body, making sure his heart is still beating, his lungs continuing to pump air.

But there may not be enough Daan left in there to ever be Daan again.

Someone got greedy and couldn’t finish their meal. That’s what this is. Eight students live in the Foreign Language House. Assuming they were all home, six are dead.

“Chessa called Carter, trying to reach you,” Devon finishes. “He met her at the hospital and was keeping her company when you called Chessa’s phone.”

Guilt creases my insides in a white-hot sizzling line. I should have been there. I could have stopped this.

You sure about that? The memory of that suffocating pressure returns, making my breath catch in my chest.

If nothing else, I could have at least distracted the spawn. I’m the actual target, after all.

“Stop,” Devon says, squeezing my hand. “I can hear you thinking over there. You made the choices you did to protect them.”

Anger swells in me like an overfilled balloon. I snatch my hand back from him. “Except it didn’t fucking work. Instead of leading the spawn away, I just left them, everyone, defenseless!” I shout at him, even though I know it’s not Devon I’m furious with.

He doesn’t respond, just lets me yell, which only makes me angrier.

“This is exactly why I cannot be who you want me to be,” I say, turning in my seat to face him. “Do you get that now? This is not who I am. I have no idea what I’m doing! I cannot be Death, new or otherwise.”

“So you’ve said,” he responds evenly.

“What does that mean?”

“It means no one expects you to be perfect,” he begins.

“I do! In this situation, I expect me to be perfect,” I hiss at him. Tears well up in my eyes, and I swipe at them furiously. Not now!

“Then you’re lacking context,” he says without hesitation. “Consider what anyone else in your situation might have done. Fled? Ignored the human deaths to create a stronghold within the confines of the university and stabilize your new grasp on authority? Or destroyed the entire town to out your enemy?”

Any and all of those have been, I’m aware, strategies in the past, some of them even from my own father. Generally in the middle of a larger power struggle between the Old Ones themselves. Which, I suppose, is what this is. Indirectly.

“None of those are viable options,” I mutter.

“Viability is in the eye of the beholder,” Devon reminds me gently. “You, instead, removed yourself from the situation hoping to protect innocent lives and, in the process, risked your own.”

I open my mouth to argue.

“And no, it didn’t work,” he agrees. “But you made the choice that was about them, the people you care about, the humans in this town, not about you. That’s all anyone can ask. All you can ask of yourself.”

I hate how much I want to believe him, to let myself off the hook. But I don’t deserve it. I’m already failing. How much harder would I fail if I accepted my fate as my father’s heir, with even more people counting on me?

I shudder.

“No one wants you to be anything more than you already are,” Devon says. He takes his gaze from the road, his brow furrowing at the sight of my stupid tears. He reaches up and brushes his thumb over my cheek, wiping some of them away. And the warmth of his touch soothes something in me.

Lust power again. Except I’m really not so sure that it is, this time. I’m beginning to trust him.

Before I contemplate all the ways in which that is a terrible idea, we’re turning into the hospital parking lot.

Beecher Memorial Hospital is a small facility, only a few stories tall. But wealthy Beecher alums and parents of current students have made their influence known here as well. Heavy wooden benches and modern sculptures in shiny metal blobs and jagged edges line the exterior, as if it’s a museum instead of a healthcare facility. Its bright white structure with clean modern lines screams, “Trust us. We have money and resources!”

The main entrance is quiet, with only a minivan in the turnaround and a few people lingering under the overhang, near the revolving doors. They’re on their phones or smoking or sitting on a bench staring despondently down at their empty hands.

Shit.

Devon swings toward an empty visitor parking spot in the first row. He’s turned the car off, unbuckled his seat belt, and opened his door before he realizes I haven’t moved.

“Jo?” he asks, frowning at me.

The boiling cauldron of despair and self-loathing in my chest has morphed into a paralyzing wave of fear and self-loathing.

I don’t know if I can do it. If I can walk in there and see my friend, my Daan, lying so still and empty on the bed. See Chessa watching me with hostility, blaming me for not being there. Carter shaking his head in disapproval.

Fuck. I cross my arms over my chest, squeezing tight.

To his credit, Devon doesn’t ask me if I’m all right. A stupid question to ask in most every situation it’s usually asked in.

Instead he sits quietly in the driver’s seat, waiting while I wrestle with my feelings.

I can’t stay out here. I won’t hide. Even if Chessa and Carter are angry with me, they have the right to be, even if only for the stuff they know about. They have the right to be angry about so much more. And Daan … I owe Daan so much more than just a visit.

You will not be a coward about this, not this time.

“All right.” Steeling myself, I unbuckle my seat belt with one hand and open the door with the other, not allowing a moment for second-guessing or for the fear to dig in deeper.

It’s finally stopped sleeting and snowing, but the air is so cold it hurts to inhale. Every breath emerges as a cloud of thick white steam that looks solid.

It’s going to be okay, I’m going to find a way to fix this.

Apparently, I’ve chosen lying to myself as a coping mechanism. Whatever gets the job done for now, I guess.

Waves of despair and depression emanate from the building, growing stronger as we get closer. I grit my teeth against them, even as my hunger throbs in me.

I can’t risk it. Even taking what’s offered, these mini-emotional deaths, I might accidentally kill someone if they’re too close to death. I mean, depression or despair when facing the end of one’s life is a logical reaction. And I don’t want to tip someone over the edge, stealing from them what little time they have left.

This is why I hate hospitals. Even when they’re not currently housing people I care about. I am the fucking Grim Reaper, and I don’t want to be.

Determined to keep my control and get inside as quickly as possible, I straighten my shoulders, heading for the revolving doors, with Devon just a step behind me.

But as soon as I cross into the vehicle turnaround, a man steps out from behind one of the pillars supporting the overhang into my path.

I step to the side automatically to avoid a collision, muttering a pointed, “Excuse me.”

He steps with me, though, continuing to block my way as he flicks his cigarette to the ground.

Annoyed, I actually bother to look at him this time, expecting it to be someone I know, trying to get my attention. But he’s a stranger to me. In his mid or late twenties, he’s short but powerfully built. Light brown skin with sharply angled cheekbones. His thin leather jacket stretches painfully across his overly muscular shoulders and chest, revealing the plain white T-shirt beneath. He looks like a gym bro, but I don’t know many of those who smoke.

“You are not at all what I expected,” he says to me, with a grin that reveals a charming gap between his front teeth.

“Do I know you?” I ask, as I try one more time to step around him.

“Jo,” Devon murmurs behind me in warning.

Gym Bro shifts with me to keep his position in front of me. “I thought you would be, I don’t know, mysterious or spooky or something.” He holds his hands up and waggles his fingers for effect. “Dressed in black, with a bunch of piercings and shit. Maybe one of those dog collars with the spikes.” He gestures to his thick neck, as if indicating where the collar would go.

I freeze. He’s one of us. But friend or foe?

“I think you’re mistaking me for a Halloween costume,” I say flatly. “What do you want?”

He chuckles, ignoring my question. “But I mean, look at you. You’re the basic white girl, college edition, right out of the catalog. All you’re missing is the giant water bottle and a Starbucks pastry bag.” He looks delighted with himself and his assessment.

Chessa and Carter are upstairs, somewhere, waiting, and Daan is lying in a hospital bed because of me. I do not have time for this.

Spawn or not, I’m done with him. I move into his personal space. “What the fuck do you—”

It’s like hitting a wall. Sheer terror wraps itself around me, like plastic wrap around my face. I can’t breathe, can’t move. My heart rattles in my chest, and a scream lodges itself in my throat.

Gym Bro leans in closer, whispering in my ear. “I definitely thought you would be more powerful.”

It’s hard to get my brain to cooperate when adrenaline is flooding my system, and my amygdala is screaming at me to RUN.

Fear. He’s obviously Fear spawn. There aren’t many because, cynicism would suggest, Fear can’t get near enough women to actually generate offspring. They run away. As they should.

“I don’t usually bother with small towns like this. Just not enough going on. Even at the hospitals.” The Fear spawn beams at me. “The sweet spot is a larger city, especially with one of those cancer treatment facilities.” He licks his lips. “Just like fast food, baby. Reliable. Always plenty to make and take there.”

Asshole. A rivulet of disgust pokes its way through his control, like a finger breaking through that plastic wrap, allowing oxygen in.

“But today, here?” He gestures to the hospital and then outward, as if to indicate all of Beecher. “I don’t know what you all are up to, but this is a veritable feast!” He claps his hands together with a loud sound that makes my already-trembling body jump.

Dizziness swirls in my head, and I can feel the pull of him feeding on me, devouring my fear, even as he provokes more.

What if Carter hates me? What if Chessa rejects me? What if Daan dies? What if, what if, what if? I can’t shut my thoughts off long enough to focus on the small break I made.

“You are delicious with fear, like a cream-filled center.” He brushes his lips across my cheek, and I shudder in disgust.

His gaze switches to Devon, just past my shoulder. “And you, Lust boy, you are an interesting case. All hard outer shell until ‘crunch.’” He snaps his teeth.

“Then it all comes oozing out. You’re afraid for her.” He tips his head toward me. “Afraid of what she will do … or what she won’t. Afraid she’ll abandon you and leave you all alone, just like everyone else in your life.”

I find myself flinching on Devon’s behalf.

“Glad to have captured your interest,” Devon manages faintly.

Turning his attention back to me, the Fear spawn nods thoughtfully, tapping his chin in faux consideration. “You know maybe I’ve been wrong this whole time about places like this. Maybe after I’m done devouring you, I’ll just set myself up right here. Be king of this little town. Might be nice.” He flashes that gap-toothed grin again, only now it is no longer charming, but threatening beneath its veneer of harmlessness. Like a bunny with rabies or something.

“Everyone will come here to see me, the one who defeated Death’s successor and claimed her territory,” he says in an airy tone, that sounds almost like he’s joking but I don’t think he is. “Fear conquers death, bitch!” He holds his fists up in triumph. “It sounds like something that should be on a plaque somewhere. Maybe that’ll be my first task for my little townspeople.”

It doesn’t take much to imagine Beecher under his influence, not with Danvers right next door. Fear causes humans to retreat, to hide, to protect themselves. But it also turns them against each other. Killing, stealing, hurting one another.

My friends. My makeshift family. My home.

I might not have claimed it, but Beecher belongs to me.

Fury ignites in me, a bright spark that burns at the fear binding me.

He throws his head back and laughs. “Don’t you know, anger is fear turned outward?”

What absolute psychobabble bullshit. And I should know. Anger is anger, perhaps generated by fear, but it is its own emotion. One that is not within his control.

I steady that tiny flame, feeding it carefully. I am done with the bullshit. With this rando showing up here and threatening me.

His grip on me breaks, and I don’t hesitate. I snap my hand up, attention focused on the glow of life in him, and pull.

His mouth drops open in a brief moment of surprise, then panic lights his face.

I tighten my mental grasp on the sunny flow of his life, so bright now with his recent feed from us. He gasps as it pours toward me, like warm caramel running off the spoon.

I can make this fast. End it right now by ripping his life away. It’ll look like a heart attack or a stroke, just as my father taught me. It raises fewer questions, especially when you’re feeding on humans who have family that might wonder why someone has aged sixty years in the minute and a half before they died.

But for this spawn, for one of us, I’ve got a better idea.

He blanches, color draining from his face, first with surprise, and then literally, as his skin turns papery and aged. His short dark hair goes white in patches and then falls out.

His life swirls through me, and it’s a heady sensation. Not just the feeling of being sated, on the way to full, but the satisfaction of taking what I need from him. It feels like I’ve been hobbling around my whole life with a broken leg, managing but with difficulty, but now, now I’m healed and I can run.

Distant voices in my head whisper, then shout in warning: Jo. Jo! Jocasta, you need to stop! You’re going to kill him!

Reluctantly, I release my grip on the tattered remains of his energy.

The Fear spawn sags toward the ground, his clothes now loose and billowing around his small frame.

“Help, someone. Come help this elderly man,” I call without much enthusiasm. Still, one of the other hospital visitors looks up, bleary-eyed, from his phone and then hurries into the lobby through the revolving door.

I drag the Fear spawn over to the nearest bench by his now fragile-feeling arm. Devon, after a moment, grasps his other arm to help him sit.

When I stand over the spawn’s slumped body, he blinks up at me, eyes gone milky and white with cataracts. That cocky attitude has vanished like his hairline. He raises his hands in surrender, and they shake with both age and terror.

A gritty joy fills me at the sight.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“JT,” he says in a raspy, quavering voice.

“Right, so here’s the thing. I’m not going to kill you, JT. Though, let’s be clear, I absolutely could.” I bare my teeth at him in a grin, mainly because I can’t stop myself. I’m drifting on a ridiculous high. “Because you’re going to go tell everyone else that this is what happens when you come to Beecher and try to go up against me. Do you understand?”

A phalanx of nurses and orderlies bustle outside with a gurney, and I step back to let them through.

They immediately start peppering him with questions:

“What happened?”

“Did you fall?”

“What’s your name, sir?”

But JT’s gaze remains fixed on me. “I understand,” he says in that same trembling tone. “I will, I promise. I promise!”

That’s right. Because Death conquers all, bitch.
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I make it into the hospital lobby before the nausea catches up to me. Vomit scorches up the back of my throat, and I run for the bathroom.

I slam into a stall door with my elbow and drop to the floor, my knees skidding on the white tile. The little food I’ve eaten comes right back up into the toilet, as reality comes screeching into focus.

Oh my God. What did I do?

Almost killed someone. That’s what I did. And not by accident, not out of ignorance this time.

Ate him up, like an apple on a stick! My nonhuman aspect is seemingly delighted by this turn of events. And at being full once more.

I shudder, bracing myself for another wave of sickness. My stomach lurches but holds steady.

I can’t decide if that makes me feel better or worse. I am sick with guilt but only part of me seems to register it.

After a moment, I force myself up on shaky legs and flush the toilet. I can’t just sit in here on the floor; someone will come in sooner or later. And Chessa and Carter are still waiting upstairs, with Daan.

At the sink, I scrub my hands and splash cool water on my face, trying to ignore the new healthy glow in my cheeks. Damnit.

When I pull open the door and step out, Devon straightens from where he’s leaning against the wall nearby. “You okay?” he asks, holding out an unopened pack of mint gum between his fingers.

“Where did you get that?” I frown. He’s always one step ahead, looking out for me, and it’s both unnerving and flattering.

“Gift shop.” He tips his head in the opposite direction down the hall.

“Thanks,” I mutter, taking it from him. My mouth tastes like I’ve been licking toilets instead of just hovering over one.

“You did what needed to be done,” Devon says calmly, his green-eyed gaze meeting mine. “You know that. You know what would have happened if you hadn’t.” Even now his face is too pale, showing signs of our ordeal.

He’s right, of course, which sucks. JT, the Fear spawn, would have killed or incapacitated us and then wreaked havoc on Beecher because he could, high on his supposed triumph against me. “I don’t have to like it,” I snap.

Devon shrugs, leading the way back to the visitor desk. “But you don’t have to hate yourself for it, either. It’s who you are.”

“You need to make up your mind,” I tell him, folding my arms across my chest. “One minute you and Maggie are like, we want you because you’re not like the others, not killing people for power, and then the next you’re cheering me on.”

In my frustration, the words come out a little too loud, and the silver-haired volunteer at the desk gives me a suspicious look, like she’s three seconds from pushing some kind of silent alarm.

Shit. “Gaming,” I say quickly. “He’s just a sore loser, that’s all. I took all of his sheep.”

Devon makes a sound that might be a strangled laugh.

The woman’s expression eases slightly, but she doesn’t take her eyes off me.

“It’s not the same thing, Jo,” Devon says to me quietly. “You know that as well.” Then he smiles at the volunteer, charm on full. “Hello. Yes, terribly sore loser, that’s me. We’re here to see a friend.”

It takes a bit of Devon-specific sweet-talking to get us in because I don’t have an ID with me. But after the volunteer takes my picture and issues us both sticker name tags with our images printed on them, we’re on our way to the ICU waiting room.

In the elevator, my heart starts pounding too hard. The fear I felt under JT’s influence was real, at least some of it. And it stemmed from this upcoming moment. Being confronted by the real-life effects of my friendship upon my friends.

I back up until the elevator wall presses against me, offering support. And then, before I can stop myself, I reach for Devon’s hand.

After a millisecond of hesitation, his warm fingers wrap around mine, and the relief is instant. I immediately feel less alone.

Why do I keep reaching for him? It’s like having discovered this open doorway, I can’t stop rushing through it.

I should pull away, shake off the comfort his touch brings. It’s just another weakness that can be exploited. And Devon wants something from me, no question. He’s been very upfront about it.

But I don’t. Maybe because he has been honest about wanting me to take on this role as Death. Or maybe because with Devon, I don’t have to maintain that constant level of awareness that comes with touching someone who’s human. He is more than capable of letting me know if I’m accidentally taking from him, and of fighting back.

Or maybe because he is, simply, someone who actually understands what it is to live between both of these worlds and never fit in with either of them.

There are times when, even though I love Chessa and Daan—and oh God, possibly Carter—I feel like I’m trapped on the other side of an invisible wall from them. I can talk, laugh, and interact with them, and sometimes even temporarily forget that the wall is there. But inevitably I always smack into it at one point or another, face-first.

Whether it’s because I always have to be aware of my hunger and take steps to carefully sate it, or because they’re already working to build a future away from Beecher while I’m working out how to stay, or because my little family is incredibly fucked up. I mean, lots of dads teach their daughters life skills; most of them are not accompanying them to their first murders. And most mothers aren’t afraid of their daughters.

The wall is there, dividing me from my fully human friends.

With Devon, there is no wall. Or if there is, we’re both on the same side of it.

“It’s going to be all right, Jo,” Devon says as we both face forward, staring at the floors lighting up on the horizontal indicator.

“You don’t know that,” I say, but all the heat is gone from my voice.

“You’re right, I don’t,” he acknowledges. He glances toward me, offering a small smile. “I guess I’m just telling you what I would have liked to hear.”

When his family cheered on the death of the girl he loved. My heart aches for him. “I’m sorry about being shitty before.”

He shifts toward me. “You’re entitled. It’s a shitty hand you’ve been dealt, and I’m sorry to be the one bringing it to your attention.”

“I’m not,” I say, letting him hear the honesty in my voice. “At least you understand what you’re asking.”

“Doesn’t make it easier,” he says softly.

I scan his face. Now that I know what I’m looking for, I can see past the handsome features and the quick smile to the pain and exhaustion underneath. The constant struggle under the burden he’s been carrying, and the tiniest flicker of hope that I will be able to change that.

“And I’m sorry about what happened to Amelia,” I blurt. For someone to love you like that, with utter commitment and willingness to sacrifice? I envy her, just a little.

Devon’s hand tightens on mine reflexively. I’m poking my finger around a still-open wound.

“I don’t think I said it before, but I should have,” I continue.

His gaze fixes on me, as if to commit my features to memory. “You may not be what JT was expecting, but you are exactly what I hoped for,” he says simply. No flirtation, no attempt to sway, just the words. “Thank you.”

Heat rises in my cheeks, and I don’t know how to respond. Except part of me wants to pull him closer, to press right against him as if to trap our mutual pain between us, muting it or even eliminating it with our closeness.

Or perhaps to soothe ourselves in the shared ache, one no one else can understand.

For a second, just a moment, I wonder what it would be like to be with him. To touch without having to be careful, to speak without having to watch every word, to be myself. Whoever that is.

But even just thinking about it makes me feel more naked and vulnerable than I ever have before. Even when I was actually naked and vulnerable.

Devon knows me in a way that no one else in Beecher does, no one else anywhere, really. Which means whatever happens between us, if anything, would matter more somehow.

I guess that same wall that divides me from Chessa, Daan, and Carter also helps me feel safe.

The corner of Devon’s mouth quirks up in a sad smile, and we both retreat at the same time.

“Bad idea,” he says.

“Definitely,” I agree. Then the tension breaks. Mostly. And I tell myself any small, lingering pang of regret is simply from the knowledge that I’ll never have this kind of openness with Carter. Or anything with Carter.

The elevator slows and then chimes, signaling our arrival on the designated floor.

I take a deep breath, straighten my shoulders, and release Devon’s hand. I need to do this. Moment of weakness over.



The ICU waiting room is a wide-open space, filled with matching upholstered chairs and faux-leather love seats in a vaguely geometric design. The wall to our right as we stop off the elevator is a full bank of windows, revealing the gorgeous pink and orange clouds of sunrise.

The room is sparsely populated. One woman is sleeping on a love seat, her body curled into a tight C-shape, with her jacket over her head to block the light. Another man is snoring with his head tipped against the back of his chair, a clump of tissues still clutched in his hands.

The sense of despair is strong in here, wave upon wave of it, and it takes me a second to adjust. To ignore it.

At least feeding on the Fear spawn gave me that benefit—I’m full enough for now.

I spot Chessa and Carter in the farthest corner, away from the windows, sitting in chairs opposite each other, both of them leaning forward, as if engaged in a battle of wills or chess or something. Double doors set in the wall behind them lead to the ICU. They are as close as they can be to Daan without being in his room.

Chessa notices me first, and she pops up to her feet. She pushes her glasses up her nose repeatedly—her telltale sign that she is pissed—as she wends her way through the maze of furniture toward me. Carter follows but at a slower pace.

I steel myself as Chessa approaches, fury written in every line of her face.

“Where the hell were you?” she demands in a loud whisper, folding her arms across herself. “You said you would stay with Carter!”

Then, before I can even respond, she bursts into tears.

“Shit.” My hands flap helplessly at my sides for a second because I’m not sure what to do between the conflicting signals of anger and sadness. Then I finally take a chance and reach out to hug her. Gingerly. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I … had some stuff to do and I—”

Chessa jerks back from me, eyes red and overflowing through her visibly smudged and blurry glasses. “Excuse me? You had stuff to do?”

Great job, Jo. “I was just trying to find out what happened with Lennie and I—”

“Did you ever think that I would be worried about you, too?” Chessa asks. “You’re the one who was talking about murder yesterday. Lennie’s dead, Daan is…” Her throat works convulsively. “And you promised, you promised you would stay in touch—”

She holds her hand up and then stalks off in the opposite direction, disappearing down a hallway on the other side of the lounge.

“Chessa!” I stare after her. I’ve seen her upset before. But Chessa upset is Chessa yelling, crying, then dropping into “solve everything” mode. Assess the problem logically, create a plan of attack, and execute. She’s practical, almost clinical. Her fury burns hot but clean.

I’ve never seen her walk away before, as if it’s all too much.

“Just give her a second. It’s been a rough night,” Carter says, his hands stuffed into his jeans pockets.

Misplaced irritation flares in me, and I want to push back at him. Who is he to tell me what Chessa, my friend, needs? Last I checked, she didn’t even like him.

Except … he’s the one who answered her call, the one who came to the hospital to sit with her when she couldn’t get me.

Carter looks worn out, his normally perfect hair ruffled from where he’s been running his hands through it. His crumpled button-down shirt is not the same one as yesterday, this one a solid blue, but it looks like it came straight out of the laundry basket, creases and all.

“Hi,” I manage.

His lips quirk upward. “Hi.” He reaches out and flips up the collar on the peacoat I’m wearing, his peacoat. “Nice coat.”

“Thanks.” I grimace. “I didn’t mean to—”

He pulls his hands from his pockets and tugs me into him in one swift motion. “Jesus, Jocasta. You scared the shit out of me.” His voice is muffled against the top of my head. His larger body quakes slightly against mine, giving truth to his words.

Stunned, I automatically wrap my arms around him. The heat of him sinks into me, even through all of our layers, and I feel warm and safe for the first time in hours. “It’s okay, I’m okay.” My cheek rests against his chest, and the steady thrum of his heart is the soothing lullaby I’ve been missing.

But I’m also struggling to readjust my understanding of reality to encompass this moment.

What is this world, where Carter is hugging me in public? Where we might be seen? And it’s not one of those awkward, back patting, no-lower-body-contact hugs that you see between colleagues or distant family members.

His arms are tight around me, his head bent over mine. I’m enveloped by him, wrapped in his clean laundry scent mixed with pine and citrus. My hands are clutching at the back of his shirt. This is all I’ve ever wanted.

But also, there is no mistaking this body language, should anyone be trying to read it. Short of making out on the quad, I can’t imagine a more scandalous scenario, one that Carter would have previously rejected, keeping a careful, polite distance.

His hand slides up my back and under my hair, his thumb resting under my jaw lightly. It sends a delighted shiver through me.

“All this crazy stuff is happening,” he murmurs against my hair. “And I had no idea where you were, or who—” he stops and straightens up abruptly, his attention caught by something behind me.

More likely someone.

Damnit. I squeeze my eyes shut for a second, then open them and step back, out of his embrace.

“Carter Lowden, this is Devon.” I turn to include Devon in my vague introductory hand gesture. It dawns on me then that I have absolutely no idea what Devon’s last name is, assuming he has one that isn’t like Child of Aphrodite or something else strange, assigned by the cult.

Carter’s eyes narrow, and he pulls me closer to his side protectively.

“It’s okay,” I say. “He had nothing to do with what happened to Lennie.”

“Yeah?” Carter asks, sounding less than convinced.

“And he’s, um, a friend.”

Devon glances from me to Carter and then back again, a slow smile spreading across his face.

“A good friend,” Devon says, with an audacious wink at me, his flirty guy mask firmly back in place.

Well, fuck. My face goes hot. Of course Devon can pick up on the vibes between Carter and me, but it would be lovely if he could be a little less obvious about it. Or amused by it.

Devon holds out a hand for Carter to shake, which Carter does, reluctantly.

“Devon has been, uh, helping me,” I add brightly. God, why does everything I say sound like we’ve been holed up in a cheap motel doing drugs and unspeakable things to each other? Only the cheap motel part of that is true.

“Helping you with what?” Carter asks. His tone is light, but his brow is furrowed in a frown.

I’m making this worse by the second.

“Just comparing notes,” Devon answers without hesitation. “Seeing if we can piece together what happened on Friday night.” But the amusement has vanished from Devon’s expression. Instead, he’s got his head tipped to one side, eyeing Carter with a hardened edge of curiosity.

Carter is staring back at him with much the same expression.

I roll my eyes. Oh, come on. Are they really doing this now?

I clear my throat. “Carter, can you tell me what happened to Daan?” I ask, since Chessa hasn’t yet returned from the bathroom or wherever she went to get away from me.

Fresh hurt slices through me, like a forgotten paper cut in a bath of hand sanitizer. I need to fix things with her, but I’m not sure how, not without lying even more.

“I don’t know everything,” Carter says after a moment, relenting in his staring contest with Devon to turn his attention back to me. “I think the authorities are still investigating. But supposedly, a gas main exploded last night, tore up the street between the Foreign Language House and Greek Row. While the fire department was there checking things out, they found Daan and one of his residents outside on the ground. They’d collapsed.” He hesitated. “Everyone else inside was dead. They think that Daan and the other kid, Emile, I think, survived because they were still awake.”

“Carbon monoxide,” Devon says, not bothering to hide his skepticism.

Visibly irritated, Carter jerks his head in a nod. “That’s the theory, but as I said, they’re still investigating.”

I make a frustrated noise. None of this is right. I get the gas main explosion and the carbon monoxide leak stories—they’re just stories. Humans trying to put the pieces together in a way that makes sense to them. They don’t have the full picture so they’re trying to work with what they’ve got. Just like they did when they made up tales about vampires seeking blood and gods who demanded a sacrifice.

All it tells me, though, is that it likely isn’t a War spawn or even Sanguine. No blood, no violence.

But what does that mean? Lennie’s death and the attack on Izzy at Delta Pi Gamma definitely included both of those elements. So does that mean more than one spawn is involved?

I picture Devon’s campus sketch in my mind, with the now torn up road and added splashes of red near the Foreign Language House. Again, on Old Campus. Again, right where I’d been. Hours earlier.

This is clearly more of the same.

But if this was meant to be an attack on someone I care about, to scare me or motivate me to surrender, how is Daan one of the only survivors? Obviously, I don’t want anyone on campus dead, but to come so close and not follow through? I’m not understanding the strategy here.

Also, why keep hiding? Why not just come at me directly, like JT did?

Maybe several spawn are colluding. But why? Power isn’t an issue, obviously. Whoever is doing this is plenty strong enough. So it’s not like these sneak attacks are necessary.

Sharp-edged panic swells in me. Make it make sense!

“I met that detective,” Carter adds, startling me out of my thoughts.

“Morales?” As if there would be another one.

He nods. “She came by not long after I got here. I guess she heard about the explosion and came to check on the survivors. She seemed extremely interested in where you were. I guess someone saw you at that sorority house when…” He pauses. “A girl jumped from the roof yesterday. She … she didn’t survive.”

Izzy. Fuck, fuck, fuck! I was so hoping …

Lennie, Izzy, Daan’s residents, Daan himself. Who will be next?

A weight settles on my chest. It now seems more inevitable than ever that there will be a “next.” This isn’t going to stop unless I stop it.

But I don’t know how.

A wave of helplessness washes over me. I’ve done everything I know to do. All the other spawn found me without issue, even if they didn’t approach right away. Why is this one different? Even Devon doesn’t seem to understand what’s happening. And in the time it takes us to figure it out, more people are going to die.

Aadesh at Theta Iota, my friend Carly who has classes in the old art building on Old Campus, random students who happen by at the wrong time … Carter. Chessa.

The pressure in my chest increases until it feels like a fist is clenching around my heart, digging its nails in. Fuck my father for doing this. For doing this and then not even bothering to contact me or show up.

I step away from Carter, shaking my head. “I need to go back to campus,” I say, more to myself than anyone else. I can’t stand around here and wait. I have to do something.

Plus, the fact that the incidents are all limited to Old Campus, that has to mean something. Right? Maybe if I look at everything again, visit all the locations on Devon’s sketch, I’ll see something I missed before.

Assuming I don’t get arrested by Morales the second I set foot there.

Right.

“Aren’t you going to see Daan first?” Chessa asks.

I turn, startled. I hadn’t even seen her return. She’s waiting at the far edge of the lounge, arms still folded tightly across her middle. Her eyes, red and swollen, are narrowed in suspicion.

“I feel like that’s the least you could do before disappearing again to ‘do stuff,’” she says. “He would visit you. Hell, he would probably stay until the nurses kicked him out.”

My throat tightens. “Of course,” I say hoarsely. “Of course I’m going to see him.”

She nods, but it’s clear she doesn’t believe me.

The worst part is, she’s right—I don’t want to see Daan like this. I just want to take action, fix everything, and get back to normal. I guess Chessa and I aren’t that different in that regard.

But I don’t know if there’s a “normal” to get back to anymore. And I owe Daan this, if nothing else.

I pull my phone from my pocket and set it on the nearest table, obeying the rules posted on the wall. Then I head for the double doors in the corner, my stomach leaden with dread.

It’s time to face up to the consequences of my decisions.
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It’s louder than I expected in the ICU.

Hushed voices, yes, and murmurs from television sets, but it’s the overwhelming cacophony of beeps and alarms that makes my skin crawl. Several short alerts in quick succession from one room, then another long beep from somewhere down the hall, interspersed with the robotic and regulated “shhhh-shhhh” noise of ventilators.

After I check in at another desk, the nurses direct me to Daan’s room.

I move cautiously down the hall, aware of every squeak of my shoe and slightly loud breath, feeling like an oversized beast set loose in an eggshell factory.

The despair and despondency is stronger here, suffocating waves of it, like someone waving a tray of fresh baked cookies right under my nose. Even being full doesn’t stop me from wanting it.

Worse, though, is the sensation of life. Not firmly ensconced in bodies as I normally encounter it, but rather loosely tethered and, in some cases, barely hanging on to its person. It feels as though a sneeze or the wrong thought from me would jar it loose and send it my direction.

Shit, shit. I keep my eyes focused on the bright white tile floor, glancing up only to check room numbers.

Finally, I find Daan’s. The green curtain around his bed is partially drawn, so I hesitate on the threshold. But after a moment, it’s clear he’s the only one in the room, so I go in.

His feet are tall pointed mounds beneath a light blanket, which seems perfectly normal and exactly as I’ve seen so many times before, arriving at his room freshman year to get him for calc class only to find him still asleep.

But as soon as I round the edge of the curtain, all semblance of normalcy vanishes.

Next to the raised bedside rails, his hands lie limp, an IV taped to the back of one. His head is locked in a gray plastic brace, his long hair crumpled and caught inside. A plastic mask and tube combination covers his mouth and nose. The machines at his bedside add their notes to the beep-beeping and ventilator percussion sounds.

He looks so horribly still, and pale, as if someone has sucked nearly every drop of vitality from him.

The glow of life from him is so faint, it looks more like a reflection from some random shiny object in the room.

Fuck. My knees wobble and then give. Instinctively, I catch myself on the plastic footboard of the bed, jostling Daan in the process.

I suck in a breath sharply and jerk my hands away, though he does not react, nor does his light dim any further. Thankfully.

Carefully, I make my way around the edge of the bed, without touching anything, to sit in the visitor’s chair.

Daan’s chest rises and falls mechanically, too abruptly to be natural. He is not breathing on his own, may not ever breathe on his own again.

Hot tears sting my eyes. How did this happen? Two days ago, he was thinking about romancing a brother-sister combo, and now he’s in a hospital bed that he might not ever leave. His parents, his older brothers, they’re going to lose the baby of the family, the self-proclaimed favorite.

The Old Ones destroy everything.

Except … it’s not just the Old Ones in this case. I failed Daan. I hid my true self, and he and Lennie and others have paid for that.

“I fucked up, Daan, and I’m so, so sorry.” I start to reach for his hand and then stop myself. I can’t take the chance. Tears spill down my cheeks, and I swipe at them with the back of my knuckles. “Just hold on, okay? I’m going to do everything I can to fix this, I promise,” I whisper.

Except … even if I can somehow make these attacks and all of this succession bullshit stop, how does that fix anything? It certainly won’t bring Lennie or anyone else back. It won’t even stop this same thing from happening again in the future.

Slumping in my chair, I stretch my hands out in front of me, looking at the words inked there. They’ve never been more accurate.

I am toxic.

I’ve been telling myself I’m doing everything I can. But that’s a lie.

I’ve been making decisions like my life here will continue at some point, like I’ll be able to go back to just being “normal college student Jocasta Trelane, fully human.”

In the process, I’ve made it impossible for the people I care about to make decisions they need to make to save themselves. Because they don’t have all the information.

And here we are. Fighting, dying, dead.

My distorted reflection in the shiny metal bars of the bedside rail stares back at me, eyes flesh-colored holes with lashes.

It’s selfish of me. Wrong. Putting my own needs ahead of everyone else’s when doing so hurts or kills them, just because I’m scared.

Maybe I am more of my father’s daughter than I realized.

That thought stiffens my spine, bringing me upright in my chair.

I can’t be him. I won’t be him, not like that.

Which means I can’t keep going this way. It’s time to try the one thing I’ve been avoiding: telling the truth.

At this point, what can it hurt?

I grimace. It’s the end of my life here—my fantasy of a normal life—so actually, I suspect it’ll hurt quite a lot. But hopefully only in a way that doesn’t require medical attention.

Or a casket.

Gathering my courage, I stand. “I’ll bring you coffee and Froot Loops next time,” I tell Daan, my voice thick with tears and regret. “And you better wake up soon because Dove and her brother aren’t going to wait forever for that double date. Okay?”



I find Carter and Devon standing pretty much where I left them in the waiting room. Only now they’re facing off, with Carter vibrating with an angry tension while Devon looks on, eyebrow raised with that smug arrogance. An expression that, to be fair, does kind of make you want to punch him.

Chessa has moved closer to join them. Sort of. She’s staring out the windows with her back to me, ignoring them and seemingly everything around her.

A picture of this moment would present like an album cover for the world’s most dysfunctional band.

But then again, it’s possible that I’m just trying to distract myself by focusing on anything but what I’m about to do.

“Hey,” I say, as the ICU doors close behind me.

The three of them turn toward me as one, and the force of their full attention makes me stumble, catching the edge of my shoe on the carpet.

“Is there any change?” Chessa asks, edging closer. She has one arm wrapped around her waist still, as if for comfort, and the other arm is propped on it, bent at the elbow so she can continue chewing her thumbnail. One of her nervous tics.

It makes my heart fill with a heavy sense of ineffable sadness. I know her, and I won’t. Not after this.

“Not that I could tell,” I say. “He’s still … asleep.”

She nods curtly. “I’m going back in to sit with him. I’ll wait there for my dad to come back and pick me up.”

The mention of Chessa’s dad only firms my resolve to speak up. He’s just one more innocent bystander who may get sucked into this mess if they don’t leave town immediately. Which is what I’m going to advise.

After I tell Chessa and Carter … the other thing.

She starts to move past me. It’s so tempting to let her go. But I can’t.

“Wait,” I say.

She stops but keeps her gaze firmly fixed forward. “What?”

“Your grandmother. She’s still in her house in Milwaukee?” I ask. There’d been talk about moving her into a facility after her last “heart scare,” but Chessa’s noted stubbornness is apparently nothing compared to her grandmother’s.

Chessa gives me an odd look. “Yes,” she says slowly. “Why?”

That should work. Or at least make them safer.

I look to Carter. My heart sinks. I have no idea where his family lives. “And you’ve got somewhere else to go?”

He frowns at me. “I’m not going anywhere. Even if the university decides to go remote for classes, I still need to work.”

“Beecher is going remote?” I ask, feeling the first bit of hope I’ve felt in a while. That would help so much. At least in terms of lowering potential body count.

“If you’re going to carry on a full-blown conversation in the middle of an intensive care waiting room, either speak up so we can all hear you or go somewhere else,” the woman on the couch with the jacket over her face says loudly, without getting up.

Right. I wince. “Let’s get out of here for a minute,” I say to Chessa and the others in a quieter voice. “I need to talk to you. Alone.”

We eventually end up in a small room on the far end of the ICU floor. A chapel/meditation room. The walls are painted a soothing blue, and the early morning sunlight pouring through the stained glass windows creates geometric color blocks on the gray carpeted floor.

An altar of shiny polished wood holds a place of honor at the front of the room, with a few rows of folding chairs spread out before it. The wall behind the altar is appropriately blank for a nondenominational chapel, no cross or crucified Jesus. But it looks strangely empty to me.

My mother took me to church every Sunday until I was fourteen, hoping to save me. From myself, from my father’s influence, I don’t know. But if she actually believed in what she was attempting to indoctrinate me with, she would have understood that her religion held that God created everything, including me.

The back half of the room, closer to the doorway, is more casual. Overstuffed chairs in a neutral fabric, tissue boxes on every end table between the chairs, and plants overflowing their pots, carefully and thoughtfully interspersed. A water feature burbles over polished stones in the corner.

Good enough.

“What is this about?” Chessa demands from behind me. When I turn, she’s at the threshold to the room, refusing to go any farther.

“Yeah, Jo. What are you doing?” Devon asks as he squeezes past Chessa. His question sounds more like a warning, though. He knows, or suspects, what I’m about to do.

I sigh.

Carter, at my side, leans closer to whisper in my ear. “You realize he’s not even a Beecher student?” His forehead is furrowed in concern.

He’s being protective, worried for me. Or, possibly even a little jealous. It sets off a swirl of emotions in me: joy, relief, but most prominently sadness. It won’t matter what he feels now after I’m finished.

“I know,” I say softly, touching his arm. “It’s okay.”

I pick an overstuffed chair at random and sit on the edge of the cushion. “Okay, look. I don’t exactly know where to start because I’ve never talked about this before.”

“Then maybe that means you shouldn’t,” Devon says, moving to perch on the arm of my chair.

I ignore him.

Carter takes the chair next to mine, shooting a hostile look at Devon, who mimes catching it like a kiss and blows it back to him.

These two. I wonder what they were talking about while I was gone.

Chessa remains firmly lodged in the doorway. “So, talk, then. I want to get back to Daan.”

I’m not human.

Everything bad on campus that’s happening is because of me.

So you know all the stories about gods and vampires and mythical creatures, well, a lot of that is actually based in reality, just not in the way you’re thinking …

This is a lot harder than I thought.

“My family is complicated,” I begin after a moment. “My father … has a lot of enemies. And now some of them are coming after me, I think.”

“You said your father was dead,” Chessa says, straightening up, and I can see the storm clouds brewing in her expression.

“My bio dad, my mother’s husband, died before I was born, yeah,” I say quickly. “But I…” In for a penny. “… I have two. Technically.”

Next to me, Devon exhales sharply and scrubs his hands over his face. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Jo.”

“Like a polycule?” Chessa asks, edging closer.

I stifle a horrified laugh. Just the thought of my mother and Death in that way … “Kind of?” I say. It’s as far as I’m willing to go right now.

She nods reluctantly, accepting the answer.

“My father is powerful, and he’s in a very competitive … business.” I choose my words carefully. I know at a certain point my metaphor will break down and I’ll have to abandon it, and with it, Chessa and Carter’s willingness to listen with an open mind. “Without my knowledge or acceptance, he’s named me as his successor. Which pissed a lot of people off.”

“What, is your dad a mobster or something?” Chessa scoffs. “Girl, please. You’re from the suburbs.”

That shouldn’t irritate me, but it does. “Well, he’s not running moonshine in the back of a Ford coupe, but something like that, yeah.”

“I said mobster, not time traveler,” she points out, rolling her eyes. But she comes into the room and sits down for the first time.

“So, some of these enemies of my father have decided to make a point about his strength and mine by attacking Beecher,” I say.

“By killing Lennie,” Carter says, speaking up for the first time, his face solemn.

“I think so, yeah,” I say, both relieved that he’s believing me and squeamish because I already know where this is going to go.

“You need to go to the police,” Chessa says, standing up and starting to pace. “You have to tell them.”

“She can’t,” Carter says. “They already suspect her—”

“So, get a good lawyer.” She stops pacing and bends down in front of my chair to be at eye level with me. “Jocasta, I’m serious, you can’t just let these people get away with—”

“It’s not just Lennie,” I say.

“What do you mean?” Chessa asks.

“Oh, hey, this is going to be fun,” Devon murmurs. He gets up and moves to stand by the water feature, leaning against the wall, as if hoping to move out of the range of fire.

“The attack on Daan. The sorority girl, Izzy, who jumped. It’s all connected,” I say, swallowing hard.

“I don’t understand,” Carter says after a moment. “What are you saying?”

Chessa shakes her head, the last of her anger evaporating under empathy. “Jo, no.” She pats my hand. “With Daan … it was carbon monoxide or something to do with the gas leak. And that girl jumped. There were witnesses. The school just hasn’t said anything because they don’t want all that talk about Beecher’s suicide rate again. It’s bad publicity, like the old rumors about the serial killer.” She shrugs. “I mean, you know. That’s what Dr. Kelleher’s always freaking out about at your job, right? Getting money from alumni?”

She looks over at Carter for support.

He clears his throat. “It’s true. One of the defining factors for a university confronting a potential scandal is always how it will play in the press and therefore affect donations. They hire and fire and expel based on that reasoning, no matter what the truth might be.” His gaze holds mine for a few seconds too long, and I know then that we’re not just talking about recent events on campus.

Oh. My heart aches suddenly. He means us. He means me.

I want to stop right here. Just freeze this moment in time. Chessa’s not mad at me. Carter is admitting that it’s not his lack of feelings holding us back.

If I could just have more time, stay in this in-between space a little longer—

“Code Blue, Code Blue, Room 317.” The woman’s voice over the intercom is calm but clear.

Everyone tenses. But that’s not Daan’s room number. This time.

There is no staying in this moment, freezing time. Every second is precious and they are just slipping away.

“I’m sure you’re right, Chess,” I say. I’ve read studies in class that indicate that people are more receptive to listening after you’ve conceded that they have a point. “But it’s more complicated than that.”

She makes an exasperated noise. “Jo, you keep saying that, but it doesn’t have to be. If you just—”

“I’m not human. Not fully,” I say. “My other father is what’s referred to as an Old One. They’re … entities that have been around forever. They have powers. Magic.”

My words come out rushed, climbing on top of each other, and it feels like the equivalent of lighting a match on a big pile of dynamite and then running away to wait for the explosion. All the while praying you’ll gain safe distance.

Chessa’s mouth falls open, and I’m afraid to look over at Carter.

“I’m sorry?” she asks, pulling back from me. She shakes her head as if she’s misheard me. “What did you … what?”

I take a deep breath. “I did not intend to keep it a secret—I mean, everyone keeps it a secret. It’s kind of a life or death thing—”

At this, Devon makes a tsking sound.

“But I didn’t intend to keep it a secret from you,” I continue, ignoring him. “It’s just part of who I am.”

I risk a glance over at Carter. His expression has gone cold and distant.

Fuck. Does he think I’m lying or insane?

He should know, professionally, that I’m not insane. Psychotic episodes rarely come out of nowhere. But then again, the stress of the last couple of days, coupled with my age, could mean I’m experiencing the onset for the first time. Lots of mental illnesses present for the first time in their early twenties.

“Okay, I don’t know what this is,” Chessa says, pushing up to her feet. “I don’t know if you’re cracking up or if you think this is some kind of game, but—”

“It’s not a game, and I’m not crazy,” I insist. “These people are coming after me because my father has named me the new Death.”

She stares at me for a long second, then worry overwrites the irritation and anger in her expression. “Jo. You’re freaking me out here.” She looks to Carter. “Do we need to call someone?” she asks, in a lower voice, as if I can’t hear her. “Get her evaluated?”

Frustration pushes me to stand, forcing Chessa to step back. “Look, Francesca, just watch the plant, okay?”

She stares at me—mouth tight at my use of her full name—until I gesture toward the potted spider plant on the table across from me, its spiky leaves trailing over the polished wood.

It takes me a second to remember, to adjust. Pulling life from anything other than humans is tricky—it’s like trying to consume a smell. And I haven’t done this in years, not since I was first trying to find alternatives to killing people.

At thirteen, I was like a reverse Snow White, birds dropping out of the sky, squirrels falling off branches, grass and trees dying as I passed by. It was awful, super traumatizing, and hella indiscreet. Not to mention completely ineffective. I stopped after a few days and haven’t done it since.

Closing my eyes, I find the thin green flicker within the plant. I extend my hand in that direction and pull.

Chessa sucks in an audible breath, and I open my eyes. The poor spider plant is dead, wilted and shriveled, as if someone left it in the vicinity of a blast furnace.

Rubbing my forehead against the impending headache, I wave a hand at the plant. “There. Proof.”

“It’s a trick. Some kind of sleight of hand or something,” Chessa insists.

“Why?” I ask, incredulous. “Why would I make this up? What motive would I have to trick you?” Never mind that no one was anywhere within three feet of the plant.

But she’s not listening to me. “And you, what’s your role in all of this?” she demands, turning on Devon. “Are you the one filling her head with this bullshit?”

He straightens up from the wall, giving me a reproachful look. “It’s not that difficult to grasp,” he says to Chessa. “She feeds on death. I feed on lust. We both consume your energy, to one degree or another. End of story.”

I nearly choke. Oh my God, okay. Direct is one thing, but this is “arrow to the heart” territory.

He steps toward her, and I feel the brush of his magic against my skin. Chessa’s shoulders go slack, her body language shifting to something more languid. She tosses her braids over her shoulder and tips her head toward him in a flirty manner. “I almost believe you,” she says, with a high-pitched giggle, one that bears no resemblance to her throaty guffaws. “You’re that good.”

“Stop,” I say to Devon sharply. “Enough.”

“She wanted proof,” he says with a shrug. But he closes his open hand at his side and the sensation of magic cuts off.

Chessa sways on her feet—like we’re on a bus that abruptly stopped—before recovering her balance. “You. You were the one in the bar the other night,” she says faintly, rubbing her palms repeatedly against her leggings as if trying to wipe off some terrible sticky substance. “You … you did that?”

“I did. It’s how we feed. How we survive,” he says flatly.

I’m afraid to look over at Carter, to witness his reaction. But even from the corner of my eye I can see him, frozen in place in his chair, elbows braced on his knees, shoulders stiff.

“Carter…” I begin. “I know this is not what you were expecting.” A tortured half laugh escapes me. “I mean, how could anyone expect this? But—”

His gaze shoots up to meet mine, and the fury in those cold, cold blue eyes forces me back a step.

I flinch. It’s nothing less than I deserve, but I can feel the gossamer thin ties between us snapping, one by one.

Chessa turns toward me unsteadily. “You feed on us?”

Thank you so much, Devon. “It’s not as straightforward as that,” I say, not wanting to get into the whole “feasting on your depression and rejection” aspect of it. “I tried not to. Except for Lennie because it never seemed to affect her and I didn’t want to—”

Carter is on his feet and halfway to the doors before I even register what’s happening.

“Wait. Please. Just…” Fuck, fuck! “Please, leave town,” I call after him. “Being … close to me has put you in danger and I can’t protect you!” But he’s gone before I’m even halfway through that last sentence, and I have no way of knowing if he heard me or understood.

Shit. I take a breath against the stabbing pain in my chest. So I guess that’s it.

“Lennie,” Chessa says, wrapping her arms across herself defensively. “And Daan. The kids in his house. Was that you?” Her throat works as if she’s trying to contain a scream.

“No, of course not!” I say. “I told you. My father has enemies, enemies that, I guess, are now mine. I’m doing my best to stop it, them. But I can’t figure out—”

“Why?” she asks.

It’s my turn to be confused. “What do you mean, why?”

“Why are you trying to stop it? So you can keep skulking about, pretending to care about us, when we’re really just sheep in your pen?” Her voice rises to a shout on the last words.

“No! No,” I repeat in a quieter voice. “You’re not … that’s not how it is.” Though is she completely wrong? If I could go back to everything the way it was before, I would. Until this moment, that’s what I’ve been aiming for. But now …

Chessa seems unmoved, and frankly, I don’t blame her.

“I didn’t even have to say anything,” I point out. “I’m trying to protect you. I want you to leave town so you can be safe until I—”

“Safe after you put us in danger in the first place?” She shakes her head, the motion jerky and tight. “Remind me to send you a thank-you note.”

I push back against the rising tide of anger in me. “You’re right, and I can’t do anything about that now,” I say levelly. “But if you leave—”

“I can’t leave!” she snaps. “A weekend is one thing. But leaving town? Indefinitely? My scholarship is dependent on my grades and attendance, remember?”

I do, yes.

“And unless you know something I don’t about sick days, my parents can’t exactly call in ‘trapped in a supernatural nightmare of epic proportions’ for work,” she continues.

“I don’t think it’ll take that long,” I hedge. Which is some pretty spectacular self-delusion, given that everything I’ve tried so far has failed. Then again, failing utterly and dying would probably end this fairly quickly, albeit not in the direction I want.

“Fuck you, Jo,” Chessa says. She spins on her heels and stalks out, fists clenched at her sides.

Head sagging, I drop back into my chair. I sense more than see Devon approaching. “You want to yell at me too?” I ask.

“Nope. Just remind you that you’ve just broken the one inviolable precept of the Old Ones by telling your friends the truth,” he says.

“I didn’t have a choice,” I argue, looking up at him.

He sighs. All traces of humor have vanished from his face. “But when one of the Old Ones shows up here to punish you for it, how many more humans are going to die? How many of us who’ve taken your side?”

I don’t want to have a side to take! I don’t want any of this! I keep the words in, but just barely.

Because it doesn’t matter what I want. It’s what is.

Shit. I squeeze my eyes shut tightly. “I told you, this is why I can’t do this. I can’t be the new Death.”

“And yet, you’re the only one we have,” Devon says.






20


Sunday mornings at Beecher are usually pretty laid back. A handful of khaki-clad guys and women in dressy coats making their way to the gray stone chapel at the center of campus or huddling under its gothic archway at the front with cups of hot chocolate.

A few obsessively driven music majors hauling oversized instrument cases at a fast clip to the Meredith Center for the Arts to get their desired rehearsal room before anyone else arrives.

Grumbling and still half-asleep grad students grabbing a coffee and a bagel with cream cheese from the student union cafeteria before making their way to their offices to grade papers and labs, while squeezing in their own work.

So the first sign of trouble is the traffic jam on our way back from the hospital. Devon and I are caught in a backup at the east campus entrance, starting at the turn lane and spilling out onto Old Highway 114.

That never happens, except at the beginning of the year on freshman move-in day.

“What is going on?” I ask, sitting forward, the seat belt tugging at my neck.

“You want me to go around, try another way?” Devon asks, hand over the turn signal.

I pause. “No, I want to see what’s going on.” Wrong, wrong, wrong. The phrase is thrumming through me, over and over again, like a second heartbeat.

We inch forward, and the source of the traffic congestion becomes obvious when we reach the front of the line. A silver Mercedes blocks part of the turn lane, angled sharply. Directly in front of it is an SUV with its side caved in and an entire dorm room’s worth of stuff scattered on the asphalt—shampoo bottles oozing white glossy puddles, a laptop lying dented in a sea of safety glass, clothing still on white plastic hangers in twisted heaps, and a random assortment of shoes, including mismatched Birkenstocks and one proud pink Croc.

Devon edges around the damaged vehicles—the hood of the Mercedes is crumpled in folds, like a cartoon car—until we can join the stream of cars heading deeper into campus.

Hazard lights flash everywhere, and flatbed moving carts are abandoned in clumps of icy snow while students drag wheelie-suitcases and boxes out of the dorms.

This is worse than freshman move-in day.

Most of the drivers have given up trying to get closer to the dorms and are now parked on the edge of Beecher Drive, waiting.

As we edge forward slowly, I spot a familiar face, long dark hair in a braided ponytail swinging between her shoulders. One of Chessa’s intramural soccer teammates is walking in the grass along the line of cars, an overloaded backpack over one shoulder while she carries an oversized fluffy reading pillow in front of her.

“Hang on, slow down,” I tell Devon.

I fumble for the button to put the window down.

“Kenzie,” I shout.

But she doesn’t hear me thanks to the blast of a horn, directly behind us.

When I lean around to look, a balding guy in the car following throws his hands up in aggravation, his mouth moving rapidly in words I can’t hear.

I give him the universal signal for “one minute!”—or maybe that’s a different finger—and try again. “Kenzie!”

This time, her head jerks up and she looks around until she spots me. She pauses, uncertainty written on her face. Then she approaches, cutting between bumpers of parked but running cars. “What do you want?” she calls.

“What is going on?” I ask.

“Where have you been, Trelane? People are dying all over campus,” she says, adjusting her load, trying to keep her backrest from slipping to the ground, its neon pink fur clenched between her fingers. “Thought you would have known about that.”

I try to ignore the emphasis that implies I’m somehow involved or connected. Clearly that rumor is still spreading. “Besides the Foreign Language House?” I ask. “And the Deltas?”

Kenzie arches her eyebrows. “Isn’t that enough?”

“Yes, obviously.” I glare at her. I’ve never liked her smugness. “I just didn’t know if there was anything new.”

She hikes her backpack higher on her shoulder with a sigh. “They’re saying that that explosion last night was actually an earthquake, maybe part of a sinkhole by Greek Row. A bunch of kids are missing, I guess. People are freaking out, parents are pissed.”

“Who is ‘they’?” I ask, skeptical. Beecher is like the worst small town; there’s always a mysterious “they” who knows and shares everything except their identity and their sources.

“I don’t know.” Kenzie shrugs impatiently. “Everyone. Dr. No made Old Campus evacuate to Wibberley, but he won’t commit to going remote. So a bunch of us decided to leave anyway. Can’t have classes if there’s no one to go to them.” She gives me a grim look. “I’m not risking my life because of that asshole.”

Dr. Nokomis, known not affectionately as Dr. No both for the villain status and his predisposition for that response, is the university president. I’m betting he’s more worried about bad press and the parents. Can’t charge insane amounts of tuition when parents are afraid to send their kids here.

But if he’s willing to move students out of their housing, then there must be something to the sinkhole/earthquake rumors. I need to see for myself.

“I gotta go. My mom and my sister are waiting.” Kenzie turns and cuts her way through the cars back to the sodden and icy grass.

“Any of that sound right to you?” I ask Devon once the window is back up and we’re rolling forward again.

“None of this sounds right,” he says. “I don’t understand any of this.” He sounds bewildered. “The strategy, the motives…” He shakes his head.

“Exactly!” I throw my hands up. “What spawn would do this? Waste time and energy this way?” Rather than, you know, just killing me.

“But it definitely sounds like it’s getting worse,” he adds. “What do you want to do?”

For lack of any other idea, my original plan was to start from the very beginning, at Branwick. I wasn’t paying any attention when I left my room yesterday morning, focused only on getting to Lennie.

Maybe there was something I missed. No idea what, but checking was at least more effective than curling up in a corner in defeat. Which was my next best option.

Plus, it would give me the benefit of changing into clothes I actually owned and seeing what, if anything, the police had left behind. I was hoping for my phone, or at the very least my laptop. I wanted to see my missed-call log for myself.

But now, it seems like a better idea to go where the action is … or was, most recently. Something about that earthquake or sinkhole idea … it bothers me. Like a cold, unfamiliar fingertip tracing down my spine.

The ground. It came from the ground. I shiver reflexively.

“When you pulled me away from that girl, Izzy…” I begin, then I shake my head. “Never mind.”

“What?” Devon asks, looking over at me. The lack of judgment in his expression pushes me to continue.

Still, I hesitate because it sounds utterly bizarre. “Did you feel the power? Did you feel…” I try to think how best to describe the sensation. “The pull. It wasn’t like being fed on from a distance. It felt more like being devoured from below. Like it was pulling me under, toward the ground.”

Devon shakes his head. “I didn’t, but I was focused on breaking the connection as fast as possible.” He executes a quick move to cut around a double-parked car before an oncoming car blocks our path. “I told you, though, this whole place has an odd feel to it. I thought maybe it was your claim, but—”

“I haven’t, I didn’t,” I say quickly. A part of the ritual and rites of the Old Ones that I saw no need to participate in. Not to mention, I didn’t want to draw that kind of attention to myself from anyone who happened to be keeping tabs on that kind of thing. My goal was to be just Jocasta Trelane. Normal human, nothing else.

“Right,” he says. “So then, what is it? Something to do with the campus itself?”

“It can’t be Beecher. It can’t. I’ve been here for three years, and nothing like this has happened before,” I say, more to myself than to Devon. “If there was something inherently … magic-related about this location, I would have seen it or felt it before now.” Wouldn’t I?

Plus, magic doesn’t really work like that. Some places are dead zones, where all the life or energy has been drawn out or where echoes of powerful magic remain, but that’s because someone did that.

People—or whatever you want to call the Old Ones and those of us who are spawn—wield magic, not places. As far as I know, anyway.

I’d blame my carefully cultivated ignorance of the Old Ones for this, but Devon doesn’t seem to understand what’s going on, either, and he was raised in the community.

Devon reaches the four-way stop at the intersection near the chapel, and he glances over at me for direction.

“Let’s just get as close as we can to Old Campus,” I say. “See what we can see.”



Even cutting through parking lots and taking odd turns down indirect side streets, it takes us a full fifteen minutes to make it from one side of campus to the other.

When we finally reach Old Campus, just past Branwick Hall, we can’t get very far. Right at the start of Greek Row, a barricade of orange and white sawhorses with flashing lights block the road, with several construction signs indicating “ROAD CLOSED” and “DANGER AHEAD.” A dozen or so students are still scrambling to get out of nearby houses, lugging suitcases and backpacks awkwardly down steps and into waiting vehicles or up the sidewalk toward the athletic center.

Behind the barricade, several police officers pace back and forth, talking to each other and into their radios. A fire truck is parked on the opposite end of the street, at some distance from the disruption. Sirens aren’t running but the lights are still flashing and a team of firefighters in full protective gear are inspecting something around the edges of the broken asphalt.

The road is raised in jagged uneven chunks around the perimeter of a large hole, like something has tunneled beneath, leaving space for the whole thing to collapse in on itself.

“Whoa,” Devon says.

“Yeah.” I want to shout, “This isn’t right!” but we already know that and it’s starting to feel downright repetitive.

But more intriguing than the damage itself is the obvious directionality of the disturbance. It ends in front of the Foreign Language House porch, the frozen yard and sidewalk all churned up.

Following the destruction in the opposite direction with my gaze, I find it leads very clearly back to one place and one place only: the old gated cemetery.

The destruction is lesser there, as if whatever it was had to build up a head of steam first. But even from here, I can see that the ground beneath the various monuments and gravestones within has shifted, and that the markers in turn have moved. Not sunken in or toppled, just … tilted. Or lifted up. It’s as if the earth under them shuddered, like a dog’s skin rippling at the feel of fleas jumping and skittering in its fur.

More ominously, the number of crows has doubled to an even dozen, their shiny black-feathered bodies sitting silently on the wrought iron fence and perched in the tree that now seems to be leaning forward slightly. It’s … eerie.

And that toothache feel of magic is stronger. But again, not like someone is actively using magic—more like the sense of it in the air, an echo. Which means powerful shit.

What the fuck. The cemetery has literally been there for centuries. I’ve passed it weekly, if not more, for years. None of this makes sense. But clearly that’s the place to start.

Devon pulls to the curb and parks a couple of houses away from the barricade, then cuts the engine.

“What do you think?” Devon asks, tapping his thumbs against the steering wheel.

“The cemetery,” I say.

He nods in agreement.

“But the cops aren’t going to let us close enough to get in through the main gate,” I say. “Obviously.” And I don’t particularly love the idea of getting arrested—or “detained”—again. “But there’s another gate on the far side.” I’ve passed by it a thousand times on the way to Happy’s. “I don’t know if it’s locked or what, but we could try it. That might get us in without being quite so obvious.”

Devon and I get out and cross the street to the opposite side, closer to the cemetery, in silent agreement.

“You know the one thing you haven’t tried?” Devon says conversationally.

I’m pretty sure I’m not going to like this. “What’s that?

“Claim Beecher. Town, campus, whatever.” He shrugs as if it’s no big deal. “If it’s your territory, that might help dissuade some of the smaller challengers.”

Like Gym Bro, JT. I wince.

“And maybe it would help clear … whatever this is.” He gestures vaguely to our surroundings.

“You feel it too?”

He shudders. “Hard not to. It’s grown so much stronger since I first arrived.”

Which is weird because I never felt anything like that until after Lennie died, and I know he was here before that. But maybe I was immune to it, kind of like how you don’t smell your own perfume after a while?

“It’s a reasonable idea,” I admit reluctantly. I just hate that any suggestion he makes feels like a trick or a possible deception, especially when he’s looking over at me with those clear green eyes, all guileless and straightforward.

It makes me feel guilty, and then that makes me extra suspicious because I know how guilt can be used to manipulate.

On a related note, it is entirely possible I’m very screwed up.

“I don’t know how,” I say. Because I never wanted to know. Never wanted to be tempted, kind of like how my mom avoids chocolate by not buying it. If you don’t have it in the house, it’s easier not to eat it.

This also explains my tendency to hoard Oreos and dark chocolate in any form. Generational Disordered Eating for the win. But whatever.

“As I understand it, it’s sort of the opposite of feeding, you just push instead of pull, and as territory is understood as the literal earth…” He mimes placing his hand on the ground.

My last attempt at pushing magic into Izzy had not gone particularly well, so I’m not super eager to try it again, even with just dirt. Plus, claiming Beecher as territory is more than just putting my stake in the ground, metaphorically speaking. For a while—months, years?—I won’t even be able to leave. Not to go home to Chicago, not to go to a concert in another city. I’ll be stuck here, within the borders of my territory, defending it.

But even beyond that, it’s a permanent tie. It’s a signal that I’m committing to this life, even if I am not committing to being the new Death.

Except … haven’t I already done that? I just blew up my life as normal human Jocasta Trelane by telling Chessa and Carter the truth.

I guess some dim, dumb part of me is hoping it can all be undone. That they’ll learn to accept me as I am and we’ll all go back to, I don’t know, Friday nights at Happy’s.

A ridiculous thought, given that the Friday nights at Happy’s started at my instigation so I could feed on Lennie and others with ease.

“I’ll think about it,” I say to Devon, as we round the corner by the Theta Iota house.

He’s quiet for a moment, then he says, “That’s a conflict-avoidant way of saying no.”

I trip over the edge of an uneven sidewalk square, gaping at him. “Who is the psychology major here?”

“I’ve been studying up.” He grins, and it tugs at me. Not in the magical way, but in the “cute guy is paying attention” way.

He took the time to research something important to me.

A pleasant warmth spreads through my chest. Okay, no, this is not a complication I need right now. But it’s … nice. To have a normal moment in the middle of this shit-tastrophe.

Actually, to be honest, it’s better than normal. Most guys—human and otherwise—are far more interested in explaining their majors, plans, or sports in excruciating detail than in even hearing about mine. And Devon learning more, voluntarily and on his own, without me present to witness the effort? Just … wow. Way better than normal.

“And when did you have time to acquire this academic prowess?” I tease.

He stops abruptly, and it takes me a second to realize he’s no longer with me.

I turn to face him, confused. “What’s wrong?”

“I always make time for what’s important to me,” he says with a seriousness that makes my pulse jump again.

You, you are important to me. That’s the implication, and I’m stunned by how much I want it to be true. The sudden swell of yearning takes me aback.

But Devon’s gaze holds mine, without hesitation or fear, and it sends a bolt of heat through me. He closes the small distance between us, the lapels of his open coat brushing against my chest.

We already decided this was a bad idea, didn’t we? With everything going on. With my own unresolved feelings with Carter. Though now, after Carter walked out on my confession, I guess that’s pretty much resolved on his end, if not exactly on mine.

So, bad idea or not—definitely bad, Jo—I let the moment unfurl, selfishly wanting to be wanted, after the sting of rejection.

Devon’s focus drops to my mouth, and I bite my lip reflexively.

He traces my cheekbone with his thumb, as if he’s touching something infinitely precious, unquestionably fragile. Then he curls his fingers beneath my jaw, tipping it up.

My breath catches audibly, and the corners of his mouth turn up in a smile, one I’ve never seen from him before. Not smirky or smug. Soft, uncertain, if anything.

He leans in, and my eyes close reflexively. His lips brush over mine, once, twice, and it’s almost a playful gesture. But when his tongue dips in to taste my mouth, I can’t stop a moan from escaping.

These light, gentle kisses radiate through my whole body, sparking a conflagration that I can’t control. A shudder runs through me.

More. I clutch at the front of his jacket and try to pull him closer, the soft fabric biting into my skin with the fierceness of my grip.

But with a final nuzzle against my cheek, Devon steps back.

I stumble forward after him, blinking hazily. Wait. What is happening?

“We should keep going,” he says.

Yes, yes, we should. I reach out for him.

With a glint of amusement in his eyes and something that looks like melancholy, Devon shakes his head and then jerks his chin toward the cemetery.

Fuck. Right. Work to do.

Aaannd keep in mind, he’s likely still in love with his poor dead girlfriend.

I grimace. Nice, Jo.

Devon starts walking again, and I follow after a beat, hurrying to catch up.

“Um,” I begin. Good, strong start, Jo. “Should we, uh, talk about … that?” Why am I out of breath? Gasping for air. It’s like I’m talking to my first crush again, Braedon Nichols, in sixth grade.

Devon glances sideways at me, through his lashes. “Do you want to talk about it?”

My face flushes hot even in the cold air.

“I don’t know, I just want to be sure—” I stop, my attention is caught by faint motion on the ground. Near the base of a tree in the front yard of the Oats’ house. The movement is odd … unsettling, even at a distance. Something about it just screams WRONG!

Dread pooling in my stomach, I tip my head to one side, squinting to try to make sense of what I’m seeing. “What is that?” I ask, pointing.

Devon follows my gesture. “I have no idea,” he says after a moment, not sounding happy about it.

At first glance, it appears to be just a thin drift of snow, accumulated against the rough bark of the trunk. But the contours and texture are all wrong, and so are the wispy movements.

Part of it is blowing gently with the wind. Not individual snowflakes swirling in a mini-cyclone, as you might see with an actual drift. No, this is more cohesive than that, like a long strip of nearly see-through fabric, the end of which is tattered and torn into five uneven segments rippling in the breeze.

Or …

My brain puts together the pieces belatedly. It’s a hand waving.
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I jerk to a stop, breath catching in my throat.

Then, pushing down instinctual panic and the urge to run in the opposite direction, I force myself forward, toward the tree and the strange material beneath it.

The bit that’s moving in the breeze is most definitely arm-and hand-shaped. In fact, on the forearm portion, I can see the faint outline of ink. A tattoo. It’s not distinct enough for me to read it, though.

“It looks like skin,” Devon says with disgust. “A shed skin.”

He’s right; it looks as though someone shook loose the outer layers of their skin. Now that I’m closer, I can pick out the shape of a leg and a foot in the heap, even the intricate whorls of an ear.

Clothes lie nearby, an ice-encrusted sweatshirt and a pair of jeans. Boots, one flipped sideways and the other still upright. Under normal circumstances, I would assume they’d been tossed out of a moving car as a prank or forgotten on a vehicle roof and fallen off. But in this moment, the abandoned clothes only add to my growing sense of dread.

I edge around the base of the tree, trying to wrap my head around what I’m seeing. The skin is grayish, flaking, and light—light enough to be carried on a breeze until it wrapped itself around a tree, like a discarded shopping bag. Within the husk, small bright white fragments remain, reflecting the weak sunlight.

It takes me a moment—and a flashback to high school anatomy—to recognize one of those small pieces as the rounded portion of a ball joint.

Bones. The bright white bits are bone.

I clap a hand over my mouth, fight against the urge to vomit.

What is this? From what I can see, the skin is whole. Not torn. Oh, and also, normal humans don’t shed their skin. Not like this. And they sure as hell don’t disintegrate their own bones.

Is this part of whatever spawn has been killing people?

The bloop-bloop of a siren at the far end of the street reminds me we’re on a timeline. Once all the other students clear out of here, someone will notice us.

I bend down and gingerly extend a finger to touch the … thing. It feels like dried out skin, just a little thicker than what you might remove after a bad sunburn.

When I yank my hand back, with the intention of scrubbing my hand on my legging, the husk crumbles instantly, scattering the bits of bone across the frozen ground.

Shit.

I pick out one of the bone fragments—it’s a duller white than the snow so it stands out in contrast. But it, too, disintegrates as soon as I pinch it between my fingers, leaving only a chalky residue.

As if all the nutrients, all the life has been drained right out of it. Like a kid sucking the air out of a water bottle until it twists up and crumples in on itself.

Not possible. This is not possible. Chills skitter across my skin. This looks a lot like Death. But Death on steroids or something. My father never bothered with the physical body, just tore life from humans when needed or when he felt like it.

This is different. But not different enough that it could be War or Sanguine or any of the other Old Ones or their spawn.

But I am the only child of Death.

And Death is not here.

“Jo,” Devon says, cutting into my thoughts. “I think that’s another one over there.” He points across the street to where another vaguely human-shaped husk flaps against the cemetery’s wrought iron fence. A pile of bright blue fabric lies in a heap next to it.

“Yeah,” I manage.

If students are missing, as Kenzie said, I have a very bad feeling about where they might be.

Dizziness swarms me, a thousand buzzing bees waiting to sting. I don’t know how Death plans to transfer power to me. Maybe he already has, without my knowledge. It’s possible; I have no idea what that would look like or feel like. And my control, never perfect to begin with, might not have been able to handle that sudden influx. What if this is the result?

That you’re killing people, eating them like a giant sucking marrow from teeny-tiny bones in some kind of twisted fairy tale come to life?

I can’t breathe. My lungs are locked in the shallow grave of my chest, and they can’t expand enough to bring in the oxygen I need.

It’s a panic attack, another one.

I kneel on the ground, letting the ice-encrusted grass burn through the thin layer of fabric covering my knees. The seeping cold is an immediate—and uncomfortable—distraction.

Devon crouches down next to me, his hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

That I’m not must be clearly written on my face, because he reaches down and catches my cold hand in his. I brace for the surge of his power, like before, the warmth of lust swirling through me.

But this time, it’s just his hand in mine, a steadying warm comfort.

A reminder of what it means to be accepted for who I am. That I can be powerful and incredibly vulnerable and a mess at the same time. I might be a monster to my friends, but I’m also still me.

“It’s okay,” Devon says. “You’re okay.”

He says it over and over again, patiently waiting.

After a moment, the tightness in my chest eases, and I can pull in the needed air.

He nods encouragement at me, and I want to cry.

No. Not allowed.

“Let’s keep going.” I stand. I need to see what’s happening in the cemetery, if that’s the source—

“Dev!” A voice calls after us.

We turn in unison to see Aadesh hurrying down the stairs of the Theta Iota porch toward us. “Aadesh, what are you still doing here?” Devon asks.

I shift to one side, blocking Aadesh’s view of where the husk was, though there’s nothing left to see, really.

Aadesh reaches us, out of breath in his hurry. “We can’t find Jack. I’m hanging posters.” He holds up a stack of pages in his hand and a roll of clear tape in the other. “Jack’s mom is freaking out. He was supposed to call home for his sister’s birthday last night, but he didn’t. His phone is going straight to voicemail, and no one has seen him since he left to take the trash out yesterday afternoon.”

I remember that. Desh asked me yesterday if I’d seen him. With a sinking heart, I realized we had two more pieces of the puzzle that might go together.

“Did, uh, did Jack have a tattoo by any chance? On his arm…” I pause, trying to figure out which side of the arm we saw on the husk. “Between his wrist and his elbow?” I say finally. That would work either way, I guess.

Aadesh frowns at me. “Yeah. It’s our crest. So you did see him?”

Fuck. I shake my head. “No.” It’s not exactly a lie. I haven’t seen Jack. Just what’s left of him.

“Oh.” Aadesh’s forehead crumples in confusion. “Okay?”

“We’re in the middle of something, but if you give me a few minutes, I can help,” Devon says, shooting me a questioning glance.

“No, it’s okay, you can go now,” I say.

“Jo, no,” Devon says.

“I’ll be fine. Right across the street.”

Aadesh looks back and forth between the two of us, as if watching a sporting event for which no one has explained the rules.

“The cemetery? Why?” he asks finally. “I’m pretty sure it’s off limits because of the sinkhole.” He nods toward the cluster of emergency vehicles and personnel.

“Research project,” I say at the same time Devon says, “Photography final.”

I offer Aadesh a casual shrug. “Need some photos for my final research project before I leave campus.”

I’m not leaving, but I don’t want to offer any incentive or example for anyone else to stay.

“Oh, okay,” Aadesh says uncertainly. I’m hoping he doesn’t question exactly what kind of research project I might be doing in a graveyard for a psychology class. “But aren’t we supposed to stay away from—”

“Come on,” Devon says, crossing the grass and taking the tape from Aadesh. “Let’s get these hung up so you can go home.” He claps Aadesh on the back, and I see the tension release from Aadesh’s body, replaced by a relaxed looseness that speaks to comfort and ease.

Aadesh beams at Devon. “Thanks, bro. I appreciate it. You’re such a great guy. Has anyone told you that?”

“You know, I think I’ve heard that a time or two,” Devon says, leading Aadesh away.



The secondary cemetery gate on the far side is closed but not locked. It opens with a shrill metal-on-metal squeal. I grimace and check to see if anyone is looking in my direction. But everyone in the street is still focusing on whatever is going on behind the barricade.

The cemetery in the middle of Old Campus is a bit of a Beecher oddity. The church that once stood here was the focus of life in Beecher in the 1600s. It’s been gone for ages, but the accompanying land passed from one owner to another until Beecher—at the time Beecher Women’s Teaching College—bought it. The only condition was that the graves had to stay. So Beecher University grew up around the graveyard, like skin growing over an embedded pencil tip from where that kid Dylan stabbed you in second grade.

The newest graves are on this side. An alum who became a huge donor in the 1950s—I should know his name. Dr. Kelleher is always going on about finding “this generation’s blah blah” in reference to him. The first university president is buried here, too. And his dog. The most recent—and last—is from the seventies, and it isn’t a grave at all but some kind of memorial in the form of a giant empty mausoleum. More an art piece for lives lost too soon than anything else.

Because that’s when the city sort of lost its shit about the university running its own unsanctioned and unregulated graveyard in the middle of a bunch of college kids, living, eating, and drinking the water. Eventually, the university built new buildings on the other end of campus, shifting away from the graveyard.

All of which makes this odd little cemetery the perfect place to be ground zero for whatever is going on, especially if it’s somehow related to Death. Or me.

I skirt around the newer graves on this side. They seem mostly untouched, the ground maybe a little more raised up in places, like a blanket under which a sleeping body has shifted position.

I shudder at the mental image, heading directly to the older section where the original settlers were once buried. Here, the sandstone grave markers are thin and sharp at the edges, worn by weather and time. Several of them are now on the ground, in pieces, and the earth has been torn open in deep runnels that reach right out into the road, where the asphalt is lifted up.

Nothing here looks like someone crawled out of a grave—most of those stories about being buried alive or vampires rising from the dead came from the Old Ones or their spawn. If injured severely enough, it takes time to heal and recover, especially for spawn but even for the Old Ones. Unfortunately, if the good townsfolk are a little too quick to bury you, well, that’s what you get for almost dying in the old days, I guess.

But while the grass is torn and the earth rumpled like a bedsheet after a weekend bender, there’s nothing person-sized.

Also, four hundred plus years would be a long time for recovery.

“All right. I’m here,” I say. “What do you want?”

“I can feel you.” I turn slowly in a circle. “If you want me, I’m standing right here.” My hands tighten into fists, the tension rising in me. “Stop being such a coward and going after human kids who have no way to fight back.”

Above my head, the crows resettle themselves with a dramatic and surprisingly loud flutter of wings, startling me.

But nothing else moves, and there is no other response.

Frustration burns in my chest. “Let’s go, asshole,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’m tired of this.” My throat aches with the need to shout at my invisible foe. But I can’t risk drawing the attention of the authorities in the street.

This time, that twinge of magic flexes, growing stronger for just a second, in response. But it fades to that same background baseline just as quickly as it started. So quickly that I wonder if I imagined it.

But no. Instead, I’m pretty sure I’m being taunted. Like a bully on a playground giving you a little shove as he passes by to remind you of your place.

Fine. They want to play? Let’s play.

I flip the edges of Carter’s coat out of the way and drop to my haunches in the narrow open area between the old graves and the new section of the cemetery. Taking a deep breath to squelch my remaining misgivings, I close my eyes and focus on the borrowed warmth and life inside me—my power. I imagine it swirling around in that same sunny yellow vibrancy that I pictured all those years ago, when my father first taught me how to feed. How to kill.

I reach my hand out, locking my fingers into the frozen blades of grass, my knuckles pressing into the ground.

Then I push. Just like I tried to push life into Izzy. I visualize the yellow light flowing from me, a direct line down my arm and into the ground.

Beecher is mine. This territory is mine. Beecher is mine. This territory is mine.

Oddly, after all my fears and hesitation, claiming the territory and repeating those words silently to myself, feels right. Like this is what I’m supposed to be doing.

A sensation of movement starts up within me, and it is accompanied by the cool absence of the departing power, which makes me shiver.

It’s working!

The thought barely has time to flash through my mind before the flow stops, abruptly, sending power rippling back toward me.

It rebounds into me with sizzling force, knocking me over and snapping the connection.

I land on my back on the ground, hard, knocking the air out of my lungs. My arm, from my shoulder to my fingertips, is numb and tingling. It’s a version of what I would imagine grabbing an electric fence would feel like.

“What do you want from me, motherfucker?” I shout when I can breathe again, no longer caring who can hear me. I kick my heels against the ground, as if it’s to blame and this is the only retaliation I can manage. Which is closer to the truth than I’d like.

“None of this looks particularly magical,” a voice says dryly. “Or effective.”

I freeze. I know that voice. I’ve heard it in my ear, in breathy words against my throat, in whispers licked into my belly. Because while the man is a tightly wound control freak, get him into a closet and he goes down like he wants to live there.

And about an hour ago, I thought I would never hear it directed at me again.

I sit up.

“Carter?”
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Carter is leaning against the wrought iron fence near the main gate, hands wrapped around two of the black metal supports, just below the sharp-edged finials on top. He’s still in the rumpled shirt and jeans he was wearing at the hospital, but now he has a battered leather jacket over the top. And in typical Carter fashion, he doesn’t look entirely happy to be here—jaw tight, mouth set in a firm but lush line.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, scrambling to my feet and trying to ignore the embarrassment scorching my cheeks. I have no idea how much of that little temper tantrum he witnessed, but any of it would be too much. “How did you know where to find me?”

A corner of his mouth turns up in a small smile. “It’s always easy to find you, Jocasta. You’re always where you’re not supposed to be. Generally in the middle of trouble.” He tips his head toward the fire trucks and police cars in the street.

His words might have stung, but they were said with a sort of sad fondness that tugs at my heart instead.

Shit. I can’t decide whether that gives me hope or just adds to the sickening anxiety spiral.

I brush myself off and head toward him. “That doesn’t explain why you’re here,” I say, proud of how calm I sound. I’m fine if you’re here to further reject me and the absolutely world-shattering news I gave you earlier. Totally cool. Cool, cool, cool.

Carter takes a breath, then hesitates. “I need to talk to you.”

Well. Never in the history of the world, either the human version or the Old Ones, has that ever been followed by good news.

“Okay,” I begin uncertainly. “You want to give me a hint about—”

“Hey! What are you two doing? You’re not supposed to be in there!” one of the firefighters shouts.

Everyone standing by the giant hole in the road across from the cemetery turns to stare at us. Carter holds up a hand. “Sorry. We’re leaving,” he calls back.

“We are?” I ask.

“Yes.” He opens the main gate, which pivots much more smoothly than the side gate I used, to let me out.

“I can’t leave,” I say, as we cross the street away from the cemetery, toward the front lawn of Theta Iota house. “Not right now, not until I figure this out.” I wave my hand in a vague gesture at the cemetery and the torn-up road. “Something is here. I think.” Though, if that’s true, what’s the delay? Why not just come out and kill me? It’s incredibly frustrating.

Carter opens his mouth, reluctance writ large on his face. “Right. I understand. I just think it would be better if—” His gaze shifts to a point behind me, and his expression morphs along with it, resuming that distant unreadable look I’m familiar with.

He used to look at me that way in class, skimming right past me, his face set in stone. Like he didn’t know who I was or care to know. Back then, I hoped it was his method for hiding strong emotions. These days, I don’t know anymore.

When I glance back, I find Devon approaching rapidly, features grim. Aadesh is trailing after him, a smaller pile of flyers in hand. “Jo, I found three more of those skin things on the other side,” Devon says quietly, jerking his thumb over his shoulder at the street on the opposite side of the cemetery. A residential street, not university owned or affiliated.

Just people, families, children.

So, not only on campus then. And possibly spreading.

“Okay,” I say. Except … what am I supposed to do now? I have no idea.

“I tried to claim Beecher,” I tell Devon before he can suggest it again. “It didn’t work. So either I did it wrong or something is messed up here, possibly connected to everything else.”

He nods, but his eyes are fixed on Carter. “I doubt you did it wrong,” Devon says to me. “I don’t think there is a wrong. Just intention and power. So your hypothesis that all the anomalies are connected seems more likely. What is he doing here?”

The topic change catches me off guard, so it takes me a second to make the leap. “Carter? He came because he wanted to talk to me…” I turn sideways to include them both in the conversation.

“I just wanted to let you know that I’m here. If I can help,” Carter says to me, but his tone is flat and his gaze never strays from Devon.

“Excellent. Welcome, brother.” Devon’s faint accent is stronger, icier. “I always say it’s better to take action than, I don’t know, watch from the sidelines.”

That feels oddly specific.

“I’m just concerned about Jocasta. I want to make sure someone is looking out for her instead of his own agenda,” Carter says.

It’s as if I don’t exist, standing between the two of them while they shoot laser-beam eyes at each other over my head.

What is this?

“Okay, enough.” I hold my hands up to stop them. “I don’t know what you two are doing, but it’s weird and gross. I can take care of myself, thank you, and we can use all the help we can get. Got it?”

Devon, at least, has the sense to look a little ashamed, dropping his gaze. Carter remains impassive, but the tension in his frame seems less.

Thank God.

Aadesh reaches us then, breathless. “Jo, hey. Did you tell her about the notes on the doors?” he asks Devon. Then he clocks Carter in what would, under other circumstances, be a hilarious double take. “Oh. Carter. Uh, hi?” Aadesh sounds confused to find his former TA here. Which, same.

Carter nods at him in a formal manner, one that gives “teacher trying not to be annoyed” vibes. “Aadesh.”

“What notes?” I ask.

“People have been leaving notes on their doors, telling household members who aren’t home where they’re going. That’s what the emergency alert advised,” Aadesh says quickly. “Most of them are taking shelter at the public library on that side.” Aadesh gestures toward the houses in the residential area. “On our side, they’re heading to Wibberley. But Devon thinks…” He pauses, glancing at Devon with uncertainty.

“I think that the notes might indicate someone from that house is missing,” Devon says smoothly. “If they can’t be found to evacuate with the others.”

Or if there’s a fucking husk nearby.

“It might be worth noting which buildings seem to be missing an occupant or two,” Devon continues. “To give us a range.”

And a rough body count.

Aadesh frowns. “A range?”

“For the university or the cops,” I say, hoping that will be enough to satisfy him.

“Oh.” Aadesh nods, but his brows are still drawn together in confusion. “But why would they—”

“In fact,” I cut in, “why don’t you give us the rest of your posters for Jack and we’ll hang them? You can head home.”

He pulls his bundle of pages closer to his chest with an uneasy smile. “I don’t know, I feel like this is my responsibility, and my flight doesn’t even leave for another—”

Carter reaches out and plucks the flyers from Aadesh’s hands.

“Done,” I say brightly.



After we talk Aadesh into actually leaving—with a little push from Devon in the end—and explain to Carter what to look for, Carter, Devon, and I set out to try to find the boundaries of the phenomenon.

It takes a little over an hour and a half to walk the area surrounding the cemetery, expanding outward in a block-by-block spiral. And when the three of us meet up again in front of the Theta Iota house, we’ve got a rough estimate of twelve to fifteen people possibly missing, based on the notes. We’ve found eleven husks between the three of us. Devon pulls his sketchpad from his back pocket and marks them on the campus drawing, which he’s going to have to expand.

The farthest one out is two blocks to the east. But it may have blown there. Maybe. And of course we can’t go behind the barricade, so we’re missing that block.

So the numbers are probably, most definitely, higher than even our best estimate.

“I’m about to find a shovel and start digging up graves,” I say flatly, staring at the cemetery across the street.

But the cemetery takes up an entire block, side to side and front to back. Short of a backhoe or a lot of luck, it would take weeks. Weeks we don’t have because I’m pretty sure this, whatever it is, is getting stronger.

This does make me reconsider Devon’s suggestion that the magic might be connected to Beecher itself, rather than a spawn that’s (still, unbelievably) hiding. But I don’t understand how I could have lived here this long without noticing it before.

Unless … it’s because something else has changed. Not me, not Beecher, but some other, unknown factor that I’m not aware of.

All I can say for sure is that I never felt magic on campus, not even a hint of it, until yesterday morning, when I found Lennie’s body.

“I doubt they would look favorably on that,” Carter says in response to my shovel idea, nodding at the two police officers who were left to guard the barricade after everyone else departed. They look bored and cold. Probably not a good combination.

I’m tempted to shout at both of them, “Wake up, don’t you see you’re in danger? Everyone’s in danger!”

But it would do no good. They wouldn’t believe me. I’m lucky—uncharacteristically so—that Carter is here and not looking at me like I’m one White Claw short of a six-pack.

Humans are attached to their myths and stories—most of the time, they prefer them. And they get really angry and scared when something comes along that doesn’t fit within the standard narrative.

And the existence of magic—magic that’s killing people—definitely qualifies.

Just a little pull from both of them, and they wouldn’t notice a damn thing. They’d wake up a year or two closer to death, but …

No. I shake my head. No!

Exhausted, I scrub my freezing hands over my face and stomp my feet to get the blood circulating into my toes. My nose is so cold I can’t even tell if it’s running anymore. It’s a stupid thing to worry about, but I would rather not walk around with streams of snot pouring over my upper lip in plain view of my former hookup.

Bigger fish, Jo.

Yeah, but at the moment, my brain is spinning its wheels, a truck with bald tires sucked into the mud, unable to free itself. I just keep retreading the same thoughts, trying to find some new angle or possible action.

Probably better off taking a break. Get warm, try again.

But an iron band of stubbornness inside me refuses to consider the idea of leaving until we have something. Plus I’m not even sure where we would go. Aadesh locked up the Oats house when he left. Even the union won’t be open forever if the university ends up going remote for classes …

An idea flashes through my mind, so quick that I miss it. I pause, replaying my thoughts until my mental wheels catch on that bit of traction.

The union. The display. Electricity zips through my veins when the pieces connect. “Okay, if we assume that the cemetery is the source, what if we dig another way?” I huff hot air onto my tingling fingers.

“What do you mean?” Devon asks.

“The union has a huge display on the campus’s development. Historical and proposed. I had to help pull historical donor and alumni information for my job in alumni relations.” I try to shrug, but I’m too cold. It comes off more like a full-body twitch instead. “The committee requested all kinds of random historical documents from the university archives. Maybe we can find something on Old Campus or the cemetery.” Honestly, I’m out of better ideas.

“When did you last eat?” Carter takes my hands in his, warming them.

“I’m fine.” I pull away gently, fighting my own desire to maintain contact. I can’t forget that he sought me out because he needed to talk. I doubt that conversation is going away.

Devon eyes us but says nothing about it. Guilt pinches hard in me. “There’s one more thing I want to try if you’re game, Jo,” Devon says.

“She needs to eat and warm up,” Carter says.

“Maybe you should leave it up to her,” Devon argues.

Not this again. I sense we’re seconds away from laser-eyes again and I am rapidly losing patience. It’s weird—this is not like jealousy, who gets to sit next to me or whatever, but more about which version of me they know and want to see. Carter knows me as a student and plain old human, Jocasta Trelane. To Devon, I’m Death’s daughter and a whole bunch of hope and the prospect of change. Both cannot exist simultaneously.

“What’s your idea?” I ask Devon loudly over the top of them arguing.

“I want you to try to claim Beecher again—”

“But it didn’t work—” I begin.

“—with me,” he finishes. “I want you to pull from me and then try it again.”

I gape at him, mouth open, nerve endings stinging in the cold air.

“No,” I say, when I’ve recovered. “No fucking way.”

“Listen to me.” Devon steps closer, cutting between Carter and me. “If it’s about strength, then maybe you need to be at full power before—”

I step back, folding my arms across my chest. “I’m full. I just fed on that Fear spawn, remember?” Then I grimace, realizing how that must sound to Carter. “It was self-defense,” I say to him. Mostly.

“You’ve been living on the bare minimum for so long, love, I think your capacity may be diminished,” Devon says gently. As if he’s not calling me defective. “You might need more than you realize.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “That’s a hell of a risk to take for a ‘might.’”

“I’m not that selfless.” He gives me that charming, full-tooth smile. “For just a minute or two. Won’t cost me that much.”

“More than I’m willing to take,” I snap.

“You want to protect Beecher, the people here, right?” he asks. “This will help you do that. If Beecher is your territory, you’ll be more closely connected. You might be able to better pinpoint whoever is behind this. Force them out of hiding.”

“Might,” I repeat.

“She said no,” Carter says tersely.

“And as I believe I said, it’s up to her. Unless you have another idea or additional information to contribute to the conversation?” Devon beams at him, but there’s hardness behind the surface of that smile.

Carter’s jaw tightens, a muscle at the back jumping beneath his skin, but he stays silent.

“You really think that might make a difference?” I ask Devon.

“I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t,” Devon says.

I want to argue, but what he’s saying kind of makes sense. Not every spawn is strong enough to claim territory. I always assumed I would be—I’m first generation and my father is Death. But because I’ve worked hard to survive on as little as possible, my current version of “full” may not be enough.

“Thirty seconds,” I counter.

“A minute, at least,” Devon says back calmly, with no concern.

I don’t like it. I really don’t like it.

But … if claiming Beecher would help us figure out what the hell is going on or stop it, it might be worth the risk. Sort of.

I look to Carter. “If it looks like this is going wrong, if he’s too pale or”—I pause, grimacing—“aging before your eyes, I need you to interrupt. Throw something at me. Don’t touch him. Don’t touch me. You might get pulled in. Okay?”

In his place, I think I would have a thousand questions. Or I would have noped out of here the second we had to talk about husks. I mean, seriously. He was just some random guy who had the misfortune to sit next to me on a couch at a party one time. That’s how it all started.

But Carter just nods.

We wait until the police officers are on the far end of the barricaded area, with their backs to us, and then we hurry across the street to the cemetery once more.

Devon and I crouch down near the cemetery’s center, trying to keep out of sight. Carter, however, stands ramrod straight, as if daring someone to challenge his right to be there.

Taking Devon’s hand in mine, I draw in a deep breath and focus. I haven’t pulled life from others this frequently … ever. What frightens me most is that it seems to be getting easier and easier. Like how the thing you told yourself you’d never do gradually becomes part of your new normal if you just keep crossing that line.

“I’m scared I’m going to kill you,” I blurt.

“You won’t,” he says, smiling at me. He reaches out with his free hand and tucks my hair behind my ear, out of my way.

I wish I had his confidence. It took real effort to stop myself from draining the Fear spawn, and this, too, feels like a slippery slope. Not just feeding but killing. It’s what I was made for. I’ve found ways around it, sure, but when it comes to instinct, desire, that’s where I live. To take lives.

The life in Devon swirls brighter, stronger than any I’ve seen before. I have the distant thought that maybe that’s because Devon, himself, is stronger than anyone else I’ve ever fed on. But I don’t have time to chase the idea or ask before raw greed rises up in me.

We all have that avaricious side to us. The id proclaiming, “I want it, so I’m going to take it.” But society—and, hopefully, awareness of others as individuals in their own right—trains us not to act on our own need for immediate gratification. To consider others and laws regarding their rights before taking.

But this pure, unadulterated hunger that rises in response to Devon’s life joyously swimming in him is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It hits with no warning, no ramp up. Just sudden and absolute need, even though I would have sworn I was fine seconds ago.

Without even making the conscious effort to do so, I’m pulling from him, our joined hands forming a bridge between us, as I drink him in, one overwhelming and delicious gulp at a time. It is endless and singular at the same time, until an irritating buzz begins in my ears.

I jerk my head to one side, like a horse trying to flick off a fly, but the distracting sound continues.

Then I realize it’s talking. Devon is talking to me. “Enough, Jo. Enough.” His voice is tiny, very far away.

I can ignore it. I can just keep drinking in his life. He can’t stop me. The thing in me that is me and not me at the same time—the part of me that is my father—shivers in delight.

But with the delight comes a vague sense of horror at my reaction. And it’s only the tiny whisper of self-loathing that pulls me, the conscious me, back into the driver’s seat.

Opening my eyes, I lurch back from Devon, untangling my hand from his, where I’d evidently locked onto his fingers. Carter is a shadow standing over us.

“No,” I croak.

“It’s okay. Try it again,” Devon says.

I try to shake my head no, but spirals of dizziness curl around me. Is this why my father does this? Does it always feel this good?

I won’t be able to stop myself next time. I know it.

“No. The claim,” Devon says, redirecting me with a gesture toward the ground.

Oh. That. Right.

Warm and drunk with the life moving in me, I reach down and touch the cold earth beneath the icy spears of grass. It takes me a moment to find the words. “Beecher is mine. I claim Beecher as my territory. Beecher is mine. Beecher is my territory.”

Just as before, I’m awash in the sensation of movement, in the feeling of my recently acquired energy departing in a cool rush.

“More. Push,” Devon says, nodding encouragement.

But there’s nothing more to give, and I can feel the first ripples of that rejection—the pushback—starting.

“I don’t … it’s not…” I try to explain but my words come out slowly, slurred.

Devon touches me, and instantly I feel the connection between us resume—me pulling from him, feeding from him, and channeling it into the ground.

No, no, no!

The tiny ripples of pushback from the ground swell into tsunami-sized waves and slam into me.

It’s like running as fast as possible face-first into an invisible wall.

There’s no polite tingling or warning numbness this time. Just whole-body rejection—the sense of wrongness and then soaring through the air as I’m ripped away from the ground and Devon’s hand.

Then … nothing.
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Urgent voices cut in and out of the soothing darkness in which I’m floating. Pieces drift toward me, but I can’t seem to grasp them before they move past me.

“… told you it was a bad idea.”

“Just help me with…”

“… the door, I can’t get the…”

“They’re coming this way. Either you do something or…”

Eventually the voices fade out altogether, leaving me alone, and I lose track of everything, sinking back into the darkness.

Some unknown amount of time later, I open my sticky, gritty eyes.

I’m staring up at an unfamiliar ceiling. No ancient acoustical tiles with cutouts for the wood beams. So not my room in Branwick. But it’s too quiet to be the hospital, the surface beneath me too soft. A glimpse of overstuffed blue cushion triggers a vague memory, but I can’t place it.

I try to sit up, realizing a cool, damp washcloth is resting on my forehead only when it slips down over my eyes.

“Wait,” Carter says from somewhere behind me. “Just slow down.” A moment later, the washcloth vanishes and Carter is next to me, frowning down at me. “How is your head?” His gaze searches my face as he sits on the wooden coffee table opposite me. I’m on a massively oversized couch. “Any double vision?”

“No. I don’t know,” I answer. My body feels like one big jangled painful nerve stuffed in one of those battered and grimacing self-defense dummies on wheels that we used freshman year. I hurt. Everywhere.

But now, at least, I know where I am. Carter’s apartment. On the big cozy blue sofa. My shoes are off, and his coat is missing.

With a hand under my arm, Carter helps me sit up. A nauseating wave of dizziness rolls over me, and I clutch at his hand for support, too weak to care what it might signal.

“Here.” Carter holds a metal tumbler with a straw poking out the top to my mouth. “Water.”

I take it, giving myself a moment to get my bearings. My gaze falls on the neatly organized entertainment center to my left, beneath the large flatscreen on the wall. The shelves hold a variety of books and a few DVDs. Including my … our favorite sports movies. That makes my heart hurt, and I have to look away.

I turn my attention to the water and draw in a sip, coughing when it hits the back of my dry throat. “What happened?” I ask when I can breathe again. I take the tumbler from him to hold it myself. My hand shakes a little, and the metal straw jangles with the movement.

Carter eyes it for a long second, and I’m pretty sure he’s weighing whether to take it back and hold it for me. So I tighten my grip to steady it.

“Whatever you and Devon were trying didn’t work. You tried to tell him no, but he insisted.” Carter looks as though he’s about to grind his back teeth to bits. “Next thing I knew, you were screaming and…”

He glances away, his jaw working. “You flew backward until you hit the trunk of one of the pine trees.”

Ah. That explains the pain radiating from my back.

So Devon tried to help me claim Beecher, and rather than the additional strength working in our favor, the denial came through that much harder. If Beecher was an iPhone then we’d have just been locked out for the next nine hundred years.

“The police officers heard you screaming, so we had to get out of there,” Carter says. “He did … whatever he does to them, so they wouldn’t stop us, and I got my car to bring you back here.”

I hand Carter back the tumbler. “Where is Devon now?”

“He went to the union to check out the historical display you mentioned.” Carter sets the water down on the coffee table with a firm thunk, one that sounds more like a gavel strike. Judgment rendered. He is pissed at Devon, that’s for sure. So I wonder if Devon went or if Carter sent him.

“All right.” I scoot forward to the edge of the couch gingerly. “Where are my shoes?”

His blue eyes widen in disbelief, then narrow in anger. “Are you kidding me? Jocasta, that?” He points in the general direction of the cemetery. “That could have killed you. A few inches to the left or right and it might have snapped your neck.” He shakes his head, exhaling sharply. “I don’t care who or what you are, that’s fatal.”

So not just pissed at Devon, but me too. If he were capable of it, he would be sending out streams of smoke from his nose right now.

“Carter,” I begin. “I know this is an overwhelming situation and a lot of information to absorb. You’ve dealt with it really, really well.” Absurdly well, even. “But I don’t have a choice—”

“You do,” he says fiercely, leaning toward me. “You can just leave. Run. Make a new life somewhere else.”

“They’ll find me eventually,” I say, lifting my hands helplessly. “And I can’t leave everyone I care about here—”

“So you’ll force them to see you suffer instead?” he demands.

I wince. “Look, I get that none of this makes sense to you. It barely makes sense to me, honestly. But I have to—”

He stands abruptly. “I can’t do it. I can’t watch you go through this. I never signed up for this.” He turns away from me and the couch, staring out at the sliding glass door across the room.

My heart sinks, a cavernous opening taking hold in my chest.

“I never asked you to,” I say stiffly. I can’t stop myself. No matter how pathetic it sounds.

Carter turns to face me, heightened color in his cheeks. “No, you never would. Because you never wanted to admit to having feelings that might require commitment—”

Fury whooshes to life inside me, and I push to my feet, ignoring the swirl of dizziness. “You must be joking right now.” I jab a finger at him. “I’m not the one who ignored you for the better part of a semester unless there was a convenient closet or laundry room available.”

He grimaces. “That was a mistake. I’ve apologized for that. I didn’t know, and it seemed too good to be true.” His gaze flips to my face. “You seemed too good to be true.” He hesitates, then adds. “I was—and still am—afraid of screwing up your life.”

That might have softened me, once. Not anymore. “So you say,” I snap. “You never asked me out, never wanted to be seen in public. Pushed for us to be friends instead. To protect your career.”

He turns on me, and we are face to face, nose to, well, throat, the tension straining between us. “Do you do relationships, Jocasta?” He bites off the question. “Do you? Pretty sure you told me otherwise.”

Heat soars up through my neck and into my face at the memory of those early whispered conversations, punctuated by gasps and heated moans muffled by his hand over my mouth.

“I took what you seemed willing to offer,” he says. “While, yes, making sure we were both protected from the fallout.”

“Please,” I sneer. “Don’t do me any favors. I deserve somebody who wants me, all of me. Not just whatever is convenient.”

He rakes a hand through his hair. “You are the furthest thing from convenient, Jocasta. Believe me.”

“I don’t even know what I’m still doing here.” Hot tears flood my vision. I shove past him to get around the corner of his ridiculous couch. “Where are my shoes?”

“I am in love with you.”

I freeze, hand clutching the back of the sofa for support.

“And it is the best thing and worst thing that has ever happened to me.” He sounds as if he’s both sad and angry about it.

I might have been insulted, except I know exactly what he means. I turn around so I can see his face.

“Does the girl who gave you a hickey know that?” I ask, hating the wobble in my voice. The mark is gone from his jaw already, like it never existed, but I remember.

Carter advances on me. “I told you, it was a bruise. I have never lied to you.” He pauses, with a conflicted expression. “I’ve kept things from you. My feelings, among them.”

I’m not sure I have room to argue about him keeping secrets; I’ve certainly kept a big one from him.

“But I’m telling you the truth now. There’s no one but you,” he says, closing the distance between us until I can feel the heat radiating from his body.

I want to touch him, to run my hands across the smooth fabric of his shirt across his chest, drag my fingertips across the rough velvet of his worn jeans, where previous experience tells me he’ll be hard and waiting before I’ve even laid a hand on him.

But I refrain, just vulnerable enough in this moment to want him to move first.

Carter reaches out and cups my jaw, his thumb running over my bottom lip. My breath catches.

He leans in and brushes his mouth lightly across mine, then pulls back to check with me. His gaze is heated, but he waits until I nod.

Sinking his fingers into my hair, he pulls me tighter against him, and I clutch at his shirt, holding tight both for my own balance and against the idea of him pulling away again.

His tongue teases mine, tasting. It’s slow and gentle, restrained even. Nothing like before.

I raise up on my tiptoes to kiss him back, to deepen it beyond this almost chaste exchange, but with his hands in my hair, he keeps that bare distance between us, only closing it at his leisure.

Frustration builds in me, and it takes me a second to figure out what’s going on. The gentleness, the soft touches.

“Stop being so careful,” I say against his mouth, my voice raspy. “You’re not going to hurt me.” Certainly not any worse than I’ve already been hurt, and those aches and pains are already fading. For possibly the first time in my life, I’m grateful for the nonhuman portion of my heritage.

To prove my point, I lean forward and bite his lower lip. Just for a second. Enough to remind him of those earlier encounters. The desperate noises he pulled from me, the heat of his breath on my inner thighs as my knees weakened, that hot wet stripe of his tongue against my center.

He exhales sharply against my cheek and his hands drop to my hips, squeezing tight and yanking me against him.

That is more like it.

He thrusts against me, his erection solid and unforgiving, so close to where I need it. A needy whimper escapes me.

“You are infuriating, you know that,” he says in my ear. “I’m just trying to keep you safe.”

“I’m safe enough,” I say breathlessly. “I’d rather you fuck me, if that’s an option.”

His hands tighten on me involuntarily and when he leans back to search my face, his pupils are blown wide.

Yeah. My smile might be a little too self-satisfied at that moment. I suspect he will make me pay for it in a way that we’ll both enjoy.

Taking my hand, he leads me silently away from the living room, down the hall to the closed door of his bedroom.

The space is dominated by an oversized bed, king for sure. Possibly whatever is larger than that. And it’s not just a mattress on the floor, but an actual bed with a wooden frame. The polished headboard and footboard gleam in a curling scroll shape.

The whole thing barely fits in here. And what little space is left has been taken over by books. Psychology texts, random nonfiction titles on persistence, deep work, and the brain. A few novels scattered in the mix, including The Hobbit by Tolkien, The Stranger by Camus, and The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton.

Is there anything sexier than a guy who reads? If so, I haven’t found it.

Carter releases my hand to stroll toward the bed and prop himself up on the footboard, watching me.

I start to follow him, but he holds his hand up, stopping me in place.

“Your back. Let me see it.” He folds his arms across his chest, giving me a stern look.

I scowl at him. If he’s thinking that he’s going to decide that I’m too injured, he has another think coming.

My instinct is to argue, but then a better idea dawns.

Instead of turning my back and lifting my sweatshirt, I reach down and pull the whole thing off over my head.

While facing him.

I put my hand on my hip in challenge, the cool air skating across my bare breasts, nipples taut. Bras haven’t exactly been a priority in the last couple of days, when I’ve lost access to my entire wardrobe. Plus, with layers of coats, sweaters, sweatshirts, they weren’t really necessary.

And I’ve never been more grateful. I’ve felt Carter’s hands on me, his mouth, but I never realized how electrifying his attention on my skin would feel.

His gaze pours over me, like he wants to memorize every curve. Everything tightens under his focus, as if my body knows what’s coming, anticipating the hot suction of his mouth, the talented pinch of his fingers.

His throat works audibly. “Turn around,” he says, voice raw and hoarse.

“Come over here, and make me,” I offer. It’s always this way between us, the push and pull of control, of power. It’s just usually a little more contained, restrained by time and location.

Heat flares in his eyes. He gets up and closes the distance between us, but instead of touching me, turning me away from him, he steps around to view my back.

“Jocasta. You’re all scraped up,” he says, in reprimand.

I shiver. I don’t care.

“The bark pattern is imprinted in your bruise, but it’s fading already.” His voice holds a mix of awe and frustration. He traces a finger lightly down my spine, and I gasp at the feather-touch.

His hands slip around my middle before sliding up just under my breasts. The heat of his hands radiates into my ribs, and I want to squirm to move his touch where I need it to be. “Can you be quiet?” he asks. “My neighbors are very touchy about the noise.”

Fuck yes. How does he know exactly what to say? I nod fervently, frantically.

“Good girl,” he murmurs. He places an open-mouthed kiss on my shoulder, his hands rising to cup my breasts.

I swallow the moan caught in my throat. I promised to be quiet, and I know him—and our power struggles—well enough to know he will back off if I don’t, even if it punishes both of us.

He catches my nipples between the knuckles of his first and second fingers, closing the gap to pinch tightly, even as his thumbs stroke the side of my breasts. “So soft. I want to taste. Pull you into my mouth and hear you try not to scream for more.”

I push my hips back into him, rubbing against him, rigid beneath the fly of his jeans.

The tiny groan that escapes him is the only sign I’m getting to him. “That’s not helpful, Jocasta.”

“Or very helpful,” I point out, trying to match his calm and failing desperately.

“I thought you agreed you could be quiet,” he scolds gently. He lifts my arms up, placing my hands on my head. “Does this hurt your back?”

I shake my head.

“Good. Leave them there.” He ducks his head down at my right side, his hand lifting my breast to his questing mouth.

The fabric of his shirt teases my bare skin, and my eyes snap shut as he trails hot kisses along the side of my breast.

“I love the way you taste, the way you smell. It haunts me. Sometimes at night, I wake up and think your scent is on my pillow.”

“Laundry detergent?” I manage.

“Troublesome,” Carter counters. He licks across my nipple, and I moan. Then he pulls it into his mouth and sucks, his tongue working against my flesh. His fingers press my breast against his lips so he can take more in, and that sensation becomes the center of my universe.

He lifts his head, releasing my nipple with a pop. “Too much?” he asks.

“N … no.” My hands are twisting tight in my own hair, just for something to hang on to.

His hand dips easily beneath the waist of my leggings, sliding down to stroke between my legs. He grunts in satisfaction. “Wet already.” His fingers retreat slightly to pet my clit through the front panel of my panties.

I squirm in his grasp, trying to push forward for more friction.

But he holds me still, until his fingers work along the side and then beneath the fabric.

He trails his fingertips from my clit to my opening, teasing with a light touch.

“You feel that? So soft, so wet.” He sinks two fingers inside, and I gasp at the stretch. “I love feeling you open up. Getting ready for me.”

He pushes into me, in and out, for a few strokes. Then he slides his whole hand beneath my panties and centers his palm over me, so it rubs against my clit with every thrust of his fingers.

I push my hips back into his hand, and the rhythm takes over, until the first flutters move in me. I’m close.

I let go of my hair and reach back to grasp his shoulders, his shirt. “More.”

But he slows, pulling out, departing with a few slippery caresses.

“No, no,” I protest. I turn his arms, yanking ineffectively at the buttons on his shirt with shaking hands. He takes over for me, brushing my hands away when it’s clear I’m not making much progress.

But that just leaves me to tug at the button on his jeans. His breath catches and his hands go still on his shirt.

I slide my hand between the zipper and his erection, stroking the heat and hardness of him with one hand while I open the front of his jeans with the other.

Jaw tight, he thrusts hard into my hand, the head of him pushing through the opening in his black boxer briefs. His control is slipping.

With visible effort, he stops, extricating himself from my grasp.

“Turn. Hands,” he grits out. He guides me to the footboard, placing my hands on the smooth wood.

It feels good to surrender control for a moment, to let someone else tell me what to do. My head is always so full of what I should do, what I shouldn’t, am I doing the wrong thing, taking too much, not enough.

But now … now there’s nothing but silence in my head, and the relief is immense.

He tugs at the waistband of my leggings. Leggings may be sexy to wear, but they are not sexy to get into—or out of, as the case may be.

But Carter makes it hot, slowly peeling the fabric down my legs, kissing every inch of exposed skin, which only makes the empty ache in me pulse harder.

He helps me step out of them, guiding me one leg at a time. Leaving me standing there in drenched panties and nothing else.

When he stands, he taps the inside of my thigh, encouraging me to part my legs for him. And I do, knees trembling with need.

Fabric rustles behind me, and then the heat of his body presses against me and he kisses down my back, pulling my hips into him.

His cock slides between my legs, hot skin catching and stuttering on the damp fabric of my panties. “That works for you?”

“Yes, but just now please,” I beg.

A rough noise emerges from his throat. “I mean, it doesn’t hurt your back,” he says tightly.

“Yes, no, it doesn’t hurt,” I babble.

The warmth of him vanishes, and a second later, I hear the rattle and thump of a drawer opening and closing, followed by the crinkle of a condom wrapper.

Oh, thank God. I have a birth control implant in my arm, but I am not taking chances, not with my heritage.

Carter helps me step out of my panties. Then he steadies me with one hand on my back and slips his fingers inside me, taking moisture from me to spread on himself.

It is unbearably, torturously sexy.

Then, finally, finally, he reaches down, fingers spreading me open for his latex-wrapped cock.

The thick head presses into me, slow pressure that stings a little at this angle without more moisture, and yet I only crave more.

Dipping my head, I angle my hips upward, and breath escapes him in a sharp hiss.

I’ve had him in my hand, in my mouth before, but this is tighter, more intense. Every move pulls at both of us.

On my tiptoes, I push back against him, taking him deeper, and he groans. “You’re killing me.”

We both freeze for a second.

“Not like that,” he says gently, his hand reassuring on my hip. He leans forward to lay open-mouthed kisses on my back, carefully avoiding my spine. “I just mean you feel so good, and I just want to bury myself inside you.” He slips his hand around to caress my clit again until that spreading warmth returns.

After a few moments, everything in me loosens and relaxes again, opening up to him.

“That’s it. Such a good girl,” he murmurs. “Aren’t you, Jocasta? Letting me fuck you.”

He pushes in deeper, and I moan as he reaches his limit inside me.

He retreats and I make a protesting noise until he slams back into me. Thrusts are quick and punitive at first until my body adjusts and the soft wet noises take over, interspersed between gasps.

“Fuck yes.” He reaches over me and braces his hands next to mine on the footboard, his hips pistoning into me. “You feel me? Look at you taking my dick like you were made for it.” Carter has a bit of a dirty talk streak, it seems, and I love it.

He leans closer to my ear and whispers, “I’m going to make you come, then I’m going to fuck you so hard you’ll never forget me.”

I’m so, so close, I can feel the goosebumps spreading across my skin. But I need just a little more. “Please.” I grab one of his hands and press it against my clit.

“I’ve got you.” He traces his fingertip around the sensitive nub and then my opening, pulled tight around his cock.

An involuntary shudder racks my body, and my limbs tighten in release, flutters and spasms cascading through me. I can’t breathe for a second, lost in the dizzy rush of it.

He stops, waiting for the waves to slow. Then he kisses my shoulder blade. “You okay?” He’s still hard inside me.

“Yesss.” My answer is slurred and dragged out in pleasure.

“Good.” He releases the footboard and straightens up, gripping my hips harder and changing the depth of his penetration. He pounds into me—quick, hard strokes, small grunts punctuating his efforts, and to my surprise the friction stirs my blood again. I usually can’t get off from just penetration.

But something about the wildness of the sounds coming from his throat, the neediness inherent in his thrusts, gets to me. The ripples resurface, gripping him tightly inside of me, muscles milking him.

“Oh, shit, you’re…” he breaks off, unable to finish the thought.

He gives two quick final thrusts, and then I feel him shudder against and inside me.

His fingers grip so hard I know there will be bruises, and that doesn’t bother me in the least.
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Carter rests his head on my shoulder blade as we both catch our breath and wait for the final tremors to subside.

“All right?” he asks against my skin.

I’m not sure if he’s asking about me or the sex, but either way my answer is the same. “Hell yes.”

He carefully pulls out of me, leaving behind a sense of loss, emptiness.

I slide over and fall across the bed sideways, legs shaking. My back gives a mild protest but that’s all.

He disappears down the hall, presumably to the bathroom to dispose of the condom. Water runs, and when he returns a few seconds later, he has a glass of water and a folded wet washcloth.

He hands me the water, which I gulp down greedily, while he pulls his boxer briefs back on.

Then he tips his head toward me, holding up the cloth. “Can I?”

Oddly this, in some ways, feels more vulnerable than what we just did. But I raise my knees and part my legs, giving him access, as he kneels by the side of the bed.

He is gentle, and the cloth is warm and soothing.

“You’re so pink,” he marvels.

“Someone was very enthusiastic,” I remind him.

Leaning down he blows a breath across me, and I squirm at the sensitivity.

“I’m not sure if I can…”

“It’s okay, I just want to,” he murmurs against my belly.

The washcloth goes by the wayside as he trails open-mouthed kisses across my skin. His tongue flicks lightly, teasing, against my clit and my hips arch upward involuntarily. Heat that I didn’t think I was capable of in this moment pools between my thighs. A moan escapes me.

“That’s right,” he murmurs. “Such a good girl.”

He braces an arm across my abdomen, holding me open as his tongue delves inside.

I cry out, instinctively clutching at his hair. I’m not sure if I’m pulling him closer or holding him still. “Please,” I beg.

Carter shifts his attention, withdrawing from me to focus his tongue and lips on that sensitive bit of flesh until I’m writhing under him. It’s right on the edge of too much, and goosebumps flare to life up and down my arms. I’m close.

“I feel like this hasn’t been fair to you,” I gasp.

Carter gives low chuckle, and the vibration makes me shiver. “You have no idea what’s fair to me.” He closes his mouth over me and sucks.

I draw in a sharp breath, and soft waves shatter me once more.

Closing my eyes, I let it roll over me.

“We have time, you know,” I say to him a few moments later, when I’ve somewhat recovered.

I open my eyes but his gaze darts away from mine as he stands up. “Yeah,” he says.

“You don’t think so?” My heart sinks. Why does this suddenly feel like a goodbye?

The haze of lust fades further, bringing details into clearer view. I’m going to fuck you so hard you’ll never forget me. That’s what he said to me. Why would I forget him?

Carter wipes a hand across the back of his mouth. “You didn’t see what I saw. You were … so small, flying through the air from this invisible force.” He shakes his head, broad shoulders slumped.

I sit up sharply, ignoring the twinge in my back. “I am not giving up. I’m stronger than you think,” I say, offended.

“This isn’t about doubting you,” he says fiercely, sitting next to me and taking my hand in his. “Just … I wish I could talk you into leaving. I don’t like this.”

My reflexive hurt eases. Of course he doesn’t. I just dropped him into a whole other world.

“This is new to you, I get that.” I draw my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around my legs. “Unfortunately, this is the way it works. And I can’t leave.”

He reaches down and pulls his shirt from the floor, holding it to me. “Jocasta, you can do whatever—”

“I think it’s my father,” I say softly, and somehow, hearing the words out loud make it real in a way that it wasn’t before.

Carter’s hand, still holding the shirt, drops. “What?”

I bite my lip. “I don’t know. It’s just … a feeling. My father, Death, it feels like him. I don’t know why he would name me as his successor and then try to kill me. It doesn’t make sense. Nor would he bother with hiding himself. He likes the attention, the fear, too much.”

I glance up at Carter and his face has gone back to that blank mask that I suspect hides big emotions he doesn’t want to reveal. Someone, somewhere taught him that feeling is a weakness. I hate whoever that is.

“The Old Ones, they’re not big on subtle. They just don’t see the point of it,” I explain. “It’s like, I don’t know, trying to sneak up on a cow. Humans are just food to them. It’s only when you’ve got a bunch of them stampeding that there’s a danger.” I pause, remembering how my father taught me to feed. The Ferris wheel at Navy Pier is anything but discreet. But he made sure that we were distant enough that the deaths would not, could not, be associated with us. I sigh. “But then again, my father’s never been afraid to change things up.”

Fury breaks through the blankness, tightening Carter’s whole face. He stands, tossing me the shirt. I snatch it out of the air. “Let’s just go,” he says, moving around the footboard to find his jeans and pull them on. “My family is fucked up, too. They won’t miss me.”

I gape at him. “Carter, what are you—”

A thunderous thumping at the front door echoes through his apartment.

We both go still, heads turning in that direction.

“Devon?” I ask.

Carter shakes his head tightly.

He’s right; that’s someone who’s pissed.

Fabulous.

Without waiting for me, Carter pivots, stalking out of the bedroom.

“Carter, wait.” I scramble after him, searching for my underwear and then throwing his shirt over myself, swearing when my fingers catch on the twisted, inside-out sleeves. “We still don’t know how Lennie was lured to Branwick.” But he doesn’t stop, striding down the hall toward the door, like he plans to rip it off the hinges.

Still fumbling with buttons, I manage to reach the door at the same time he yanks it open without even bothering to check the peephole first. Damnit, Carter!

Instinctively I brace myself for whoever’s on the other side.

But to my surprise, it’s a familiar face—Chessa, glasses freshly cleaned, her phone in one hand along with a stack of ragged notes that appear to be written and ripped from various sources of paper, including a menu.

“Chessa,” I say with relief. “What are you doing here? Is everything okay—”

She glares at me. “Did you kill someone in Chicago?”

I blink at her, startled. “What?”

She charges into the apartment, past a bewildered Carter, holding her phone up, like Exhibit A. “Answer the question, please.”

Chessa in lawyer mode … that’s not good.

Her whirlwind entry reveals Devon leaning against the doorframe. He waves a hand in Chessa’s direction. “She was pacing in the lobby. Insisted on following me up here.” His glance takes in my outfit, or lack thereof. “Nice shirt.”

I wince. “About that…”

But he doesn’t seem angry, at least not at me. He straightens up, glaring at Carter, his mouth flattened into a thin line. “Couldn’t give her a chance to heal?”

“It wasn’t like that,” I protest.

But Devon ignores me, strolling into the apartment, leaving Carter to shut the door after him.

I look to Carter and he exhales sharply, shoving the door toward the frame.

“You made it very clear that you feed without fatal side effects,” Chessa says, turning on me as soon as the door is closed.

I hold my hands up in surrender. “All right, counselor.” I take a deep breath. “Yes. I have killed.”

The whole room goes quiet.

“Before I understood what was happening, when I was eight. My father took me out and taught me to feed. I thought it was a game. I didn’t understand that the man on the Ferris wheel was dying because of what I was doing.” I pause. “And his wife died as well when she accidentally fell out of the carriage trying to signal for help.”

Chessa scowls at me. “That’s not—”

“I know. You’re talking about when I was fourteen,” I say calmly.

Her eyes widen in surprise, presumably at my forthrightness. She glances at whatever she has pulled up on her phone. My name was kept out of the official reporting because I was a minor. But that didn’t stop blogs and podcasts from speculating. And it wouldn’t be that hard to figure it out, if you know me, where I went to high school—and yeah, that I can drain the life out of people.

“I’m not proud of it, but it happened.” I shrug but my shoulders are too tight to pull it off as casual. “My class took a field trip into Chicago to the Lyric Opera House. I was feeding on the sips of emotion, just like I’ve done here, only I didn’t realize I was in someone else’s territory. He was Sanguine.” I pause. “That means he feeds off the water, blood, usually, in humans.”

Chessa’s jaw drops.

Devon makes a soft noise of surprise, no doubt thinking of Maggie this morning. I nod at him. “That’s why I wasn’t sure about her,” I say to him. “I thought it might be a revenge tactic.”

I still vividly remember the cutting breeze off the river as I crossed the bridge, the shudder of the metal walkway beneath my battered Chucks as cabs and buses fought for space in the narrow lanes. And the sheer magnitude of the city and the pulse of life just beneath the surface.

Despair, rejection, and failure floated freely around me—a woman striding across the bridge in the opposite direction, carrying a box of her office belongings with a sad and wilty looking plant poking its head over the cardboard edge. A man on the phone, just ahead of me, arguing with someone, begging them, “Please, Angela. Just listen to me. It wasn’t like that!” A girl swiping tears off her face with her free hand, the other lugging an oversized art portfolio, carelessly zipped, pages flopping out the edges.

It was the equivalent of a smorgasbord, and even better, none of them were people I knew or would have to encounter again. Unlike the drama buffet I regularly tried to ignore in the halls of my high school.

I could sip freely here and no one would notice or realize that every time they felt dizzy I was always in the vicinity.

I was giddy with the sense of freedom and took gulps everywhere I could, dropping back from the rest of my classmates or shifting position on the sidewalk to bring myself into proximity with another source.

It lasted about six minutes, give or take. Just long enough for the spawn Kevin Gresham to sense what I was doing and charge down from his office on the thirty-fourth floor of the high-rise building on the other side of the bridge.

I saw him charging toward me, just a dadlike guy, balding, in a pair of chunky New Balances, khakis, and a short-sleeved polo with an ID swinging around his neck on a lanyard. Honestly, it didn’t even occur that he was coming for me.

Until his hand closed over my throat. Not that hard. It didn’t have to be. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. I could feel my pulse in my throat speeding up, pumping all the moisture right out of me and into his waiting hand. The vampire legend exists for a reason, but the biting thing is bullshit—a creation from humans who need a method of feeding that makes sense to them and their limitations. Hello, we have magic.

“The Sanguine spawn, he took my presence and feeding as a challenge. He attacked me and I…” I grimace. “I defended myself.”

Panic rose in me, accompanied by a loud buzzing in my ears, and I thrashed trying to get free. But Kevin’s hold was firm, and it dawned on me—far too late—that this wasn’t just some rando attacker who had a thing for teenage girls.

He was like me, but not. One of the other spawn, a child or descendant of another Old One. Just as my father had told me about. He’d warned me to feed only near home. I thought it was just another one of his control tactics, trying to get me to do what he wanted, the way he wanted.

“I would choose differently today, but back then, I just … reacted.” Acting on instinct and those long-ago lessons, I ripped life out of my attacker. I don’t even remember searching for the brightness of his life. I was in survival mode.

He hadn’t aged, just keeled over dead. And when his dead weight toppled toward me, I shoved him right over the bridge railing. And people started screaming.

“The police arrested you, but you got off because they didn’t know, they didn’t understand how anyone could do something like that,” Chessa says, waving her phone. I catch a glimpse of a screen full of tiny words. “They thought he had a heart attack. All they got on camera was him grabbing you and you shoving him back.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s how it works.”

Chessa’s mouth works soundlessly in fury. “That’s not right. It’s not just.” She sounds exactly like I did, when I learned how I would have to sustain myself for the rest of my life.

I try to keep the sympathy from showing on my face; it’ll only make her angrier. “You’re right. But this is not the world you think it is,” I say. “Human justice isn’t really a—”

“It should be!” She slaps her phone down on the breakfast bar and holds up her fistful of crumpled papers. “And what about these?”

“I don’t know what those are,” I say.

“All the people who’ve died since you started going to school here.” She shoves them closer to my face.

The first sparks of anger catch in me. “I told you, I feed but I don’t kill.”

“Not even Tara Laurie?” she demands.

Tara. It takes me a second to place the name. “The girl from freshman year?”

“She lived on your wing in Corey Hall, two doors down from your room.”

Chess and I weren’t roommates back then, not yet. But we were friends. For some reason, that makes it hurt more.

“Tara’s not dead. She transferred.” After a very public suicide attempt, so I understand Chessa’s mistake. But I had nothing to do with that.

Chessa consults her scraps of paper. “Freshman year. Bryce Myer, Alyssa Hendrix, Jonathan Weiss, Aaliyah Cantu, Victor Garc—”

“Aaliyah died before we were even here,” I cut in. “Remember, she was the cautionary tale they kept circulating during orientation about not lying in the street when you’re drunk?”

She looks only momentarily deflated. “What about the rest of them?” she persists.

Jaw tense, I shake my head. “You know that Beecher has a reputation for—”

“If this is going to be an inquiry into every person who has died in Beecher, can I suggest that there are better ways to spend our time?” Devon says.

“No!” Chessa shouts, her hands shooting down to her sides, pages crumpling in her grasp.

I stare at her as she pants, out of breath from her outburst. “What is going on? Did something happen?” My heart trips in my chest. “Is it Daan? Did he—”

“No.” She takes a breath, steadying herself. But her eyes are shiny with tears behind her glasses. “Daan is … the same. But Emile—” Her voice cuts off, choked with emotion.

The only other survivor from the Foreign Language House. “Shit. He didn’t make it.”

“No,” Chessa says, but the word comes out silently, caught behind her grief, her worry.

Carter, still only in jeans, leaves the living room area and returns with a zip-up hoodie and a handful of tissues, shrugging into the former while handing the latter to Chessa.

The three of us are quiet while she dabs at her face and regains her equilibrium. Though Devon, off to my side and leaning against the back of the couch, is practically vibrating with impatience.

After a moment, Chessa clears her throat, balls up the tissues, and then pins me with a look. “Can you do something? That’s what I want to know.”

No. What she wants to know is if I can save Daan, and I’m pretty sure that’s out of my hands.

“I don’t know. I’m doing my best. But even if I manage to stop whatever’s happening, I don’t know that I’ll be able to change Daan’s condition. I tried to save Izzy and—”

“Almost got herself killed,” Devon points out. “The first time.”

I glare at him over my shoulder. “But I will do my best for Daan, for any of them,” I say to Chessa. “You know me, you know that.”

Chessa doesn’t respond, just eyes me, gaze cold, distant, evaluating. As if I’m a stranger she’s deciding whether to trust, rather than the person who rubbed her back when she vomited up platefuls of bad shrimp scampi sophomore year.

“I’m in,” she says finally.

I blink at her. “I … sorry, what?”

“I’m going to help,” she says, pulling out one of the stools at the breakfast bar and hopping up to sit.

“No.” I try for patience. “You’re going to leave. Go to Milwaukee, to your grandma’s, where you’ll be safe.”

“Why? Carter is staying,” she says, daring me to take her on. “Unless you’re saying he brings different assets to the table.” She tips her head to one side, in faux inquiry.

Jesus, Chessa. I scrub my hands over my hot face, avoiding looking at Carter. “No, I want him to leave too, to be safe, but I—”

“I told my parents to take my sisters to Milwaukee.” She grimaces. “They think I’m having a nervous breakdown, but after the gas main explosion—”

“Not an explosion,” Carter, Devon, and I say simultaneously.

“—and the attacks at the hotels in town, they were more inclined to listen,” Chessa says, regarding us with a frown.

“Wait. What attacks at the hotels?” I ask.

“If we can focus, please,” Carter interjects.

“A couple of desk staff were taken to the hospital with bumps and bruises after someone came up behind them, but nothing was taken,” Chessa answers me.

“The Just Fuck It?” I ask immediately. Maybe my plan worked, just later than I expected.

“No, the other two. Why?”

“When was this?” I demand.

“Is this really relevant to—” Carter begins.

“Yesterday. Noon or early afternoon, I think,” Chessa says to me, ignoring him.

When I was at Carter’s apartment or searching for Devon on Greek Row. Fuck. One more thing. Though this one might not be related to me.

“Again, I ask, why?” Chessa folds her arms over her chest.

I shake my head, denying her a response. “You are in danger here. That’s the whole reason I told you the truth. I wanted to—”

“You wanted to lie about who you are until you absolutely had to come clean,” Chessa says. “Good to know where your priorities are.”

Stung, I rear back. “Hey, I didn’t have to say anything at all. It’s actually forbidden to tell anyone outside of the—”

“Is anyone the least bit interested in knowing what I’ve discovered?” Devon asks languidly, but his body holds a tension that belies his tone.

“Yes,” Carter says. “Please.”

Chessa straightens on her barstool, turning her attention away from me and focusing on Devon. “Yes, go ahead. I’m done with this conversation.”

Excuse me?

Devon steps between us, into the center of our little crooked circle in the small walkway between the living room and the corridor. “As it turns out, the union display held quite a bit of information about the cemetery.”

“The cemetery on Old Campus?” Chessa asks, confusion wrinkling her brow. “What about it?”

“Jocasta and Devon seem to feel that might be the locus of what’s happening here,” Carter says.

Wow, I didn’t know it was possible for two syllables of a name to hold so much disdain.

“To clarify, Jo is the one who senses the power emanating from the cemetery. I just feel … something,” Devon adds, smiling at Carter.

You hear people described as smiling without it reaching their eyes—I’ve never really been able to picture that. Until now. Despite the crinkles of humor at the edges, Devon’s eyes are flat green stones, full of loathing.

“Something I didn’t sense originally on my arrival,” Devon says to Chessa.

I nod. “Yeah, this is new.”

“And you think it’s something in the cemetery,” she says, not bothering to hide her skepticism. “It’s been there forever. Like, even before the school. My architecture elective took a walk through there junior year.” She shudders.

“That’s why Jo sent me to the union to gather more information. Of which there was plenty, because, as rumor has it, your campus development committee has been privately pitching the idea of relocating the cemetery off campus to build some new … something.” He shrugs. “I don’t know, I wasn’t listening as closely to that part.”

“How do you…” Listening. Oh, shit. “Who did you talk to?”

“I ran into a lovely woman named Beverly Grabor.”

“The dean,” Carter says in a strangled voice. “That’s the dean of the Arts and Sciences college.”

I squeeze my eyes shut.

“Right,” Devon says. “That was her. In any case, she was very accommodating.”

Fuck. I open my eyes. “Devon, please tell me you did not seduce or humiliate the very kind, very dignified, and very elderly Dean Grabor. The one who, in fact, helped me get and maintain scholarships here.”

He stiffens, offended. “No. I did not.” He bites off the words. “She was overseeing the students who were sheltering in place, and I simply asked for some help. I imagine she assumed I was one of them.”

Crap. I am just messing things up left and right. “Okay, sorry, that was shitty of me,” I say awkwardly.

Devon ignores my apology, turning to address Chessa and Carter.

“If there were such a thing as curses, I would suggest that this cemetery might be the center of one,” Devon says. “The church associated with that graveyard burned down in the early 1800s after a lightning strike, which I would imagine was a great shock to the true believers who were inside at the time.” He holds up his phone with a photo of a black and white sketch depicting the event.

I wince.

“Also, apparently, the college, back when it was still exclusively an institution for women, hosted a popular spiritualist group in the early 1900s and they held seances in the cemetery.”

I mean, it wouldn’t work, but that makes me think one of us was probably on the periphery to take advantage of the supernatural “signs” that such things inevitably produce. Most of the psychics and mediums I’ve met are human and just very good at reading people. But I’d bet there are a few spawn out there who wouldn’t hesitate to masquerade as such. Which is, at the very least, hilarious, if not downright ironic—actual magic wielders pretending to be gifted, for the chance to feed or mock.

“The mausoleum on the east side of the cemetery is, as Jo suggested, empty. So, technically, a cenotaph. It was donated by an anonymous family member as a memorial for five girls who went missing in the seventies, one of whom was never found,” Devon continues.

“Yes!” Chessa says, startling everyone. “I found an article on that in my research on deaths in and around Beecher.”

Deaths that she thought might be my fault. Though even she can’t blame me for ones happening that far back.

“The police thought at first it might be a copycat of the Boston Strangler,” Chessa says. “That’s where the serial killer rumors come from. Five girls vanished, one by one, over the course of a week. They were presumed runaways at first because, you know.” She rolls her eyes. “Girls, emotionally unstable, blah blah. Police eventually found four of them dead in Danvers in a pasture somewhere.”

“But it’s still unsolved.” Her brow furrows in dismay at the thought of more injustice running rampant in Beecher. “And the mausoleum, cenotaph, whatever, it’s rumored to be haunted. Apparently, the families all donated a personal possession to be kept in the mausoleum, and people used to think they could hear the girls whispering and giggling inside.” She shudders.

Sounds more like urban legend, something to scare girls into “behaving.” Not the deaths themselves—very possible, unfortunately, serial killers have frequented college campuses more than once—but the stories in the aftermath. Society always wants young women to be fearful; it’s how they control us.

“I saved the best for last,” Devon announces. “One of the oldest graves in the cemetery is rumored to be occupied by a Mary Grace Scott, the sister of a woman executed during the Salem witch trials. She lived in Salem with her sister at the time.”

“Wait.” Chessa holds up her hand. “You’re saying the magic was real?”

“The magic was real, but not the witches. They don’t exist. It’s just us.” I fold my arms across my chest. “I’ve always thought the Old Ones or a bunch of spawn were there stirring the cauldron, so to speak.”

“You don’t know for sure?” she asks me, as if I am the one personally responsible for putting down the quill pen, derelict in my duty.

“It’s not … we’re not a cohesive group like that,” I say, exasperated. “And even if we were, I’ve done my best to stay out of that world. Remember?”

“We don’t exactly keep tight records, love,” Devon says gently. “Some groups are more fastidious than others.” He glances at me, and I know he’s referring to Aphrodite’s Family. “But even they have gaps.”

Under normal circumstances, the grave of someone who was around during the witch trials sounds like the most likely bet for a spawn, but the timeline would be extremely odd for someone who is active now. That’s a long time to be hiding or regenerating. Also, I didn’t think anyone besides Old Ones could live that long. Still, it’s worth checking out.

But … there’s also something about the empty mausoleum that makes my brain itch. “What year did you say that those girls went missing?” I ask.

“Uh, one second.” Chessa pulls her phone up and clicks through. “1977. Why?”

I close my eyes and mentally shuffle through the spreadsheet summaries I’ve been creating for Dr. Kelleher. She’s had me scanning old admission files and student information. Something nudges the back of my mind. Everything’s digital from about 2005 onward, but prior years are a mess of faded printer paper, onion skin carbon copies, and actual typewritten pages.

It’s an absolute pain in the ass, when entering the information into a searchable database would be much faster. Especially when Kelleher wants a summary of each year.

But it does make it easier to pick up on patterns. I’m stuck somewhere in the fifties now—the 1950s. I’ve been through the nineties, eighties, seventies, and the sixties.

I open my eyes, excited now. “At work, Kelleher marks certain students and their families with red asterisks on the printouts she makes me give her. They’re the ones she wants to make sure aren’t on the contact list.”

“Because they’re dead,” Chessa guesses.

“Some of them, yeah, but it’s also anyone who had a ‘less than stellar Beecher experience.’” I use finger quotes around Kelleher’s words. “She doesn’t want to stir up bad publicity or a lawsuit. Some of them are what you’d expect for the time. Gropey professors, sexual assaults on campus, blatant discrimination, but a lot of them are suicides or suicide attempts. Weird deaths.”

Considering it now, I wonder how many of those “weird deaths” over the years would be centered in proximity to the cemetery.

“Just like Beecher is known for, like you said.” Chessa shrugs, clearly still angry with me. “A statistical anomaly.”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t always like that.” I picture the sea of red in the later documents. “In the fifties, one or two incidents. Maybe the odd year of five. Until—”

“Let me guess, the 1970s?” Carter asks. His hair is shoved back off his forehead, but I can still see the lines my fingers made running through it.

I tear my gaze away from him, trying to keep my focus. “You got it. From the late seventies and through the eighties and nineties, the number is double or triple that of the early days, and stays that way as far as I can tell.”

“But that could just be a cultural shift,” Chessa argues. “No one was keeping that shit hidden anymore. You know that more was happening here than was ever reported. That’s true everywhere.”

That is a fair observation. Which does not stop the flush of annoyance from rising in my chest. Because this feels … personal somehow. Like she needs me to be wrong.

“Besides, what’s more likely to be a source of all this? An empty mausoleum with a bunch of old junk in it or an actual grave with one of you in it?” she scoffs.

Irritation has me grinding my teeth. “You’ve known of our existence for hours and suddenly you’re an expert?”

“It’s only logical,” she snaps. “I’m trying to help.”

“No, you’re trying to slap back at me for not…” I take a deep breath, stopping myself. I’ve rarely had friends close enough to, in moments of disagreement, know exactly how to get under my skin. But Chessa is and she does.

She arches her eyebrows at me. Clearly she’s taking my retreat as a win. To call her competitive is a vast understatement. The woman can make anything into a challenge, but normally we’ve been on the same side.

I’m not sure that I would count pissing off the daughter of Death as any sort of victory, but hey, you do you.

Is what I want to say. But I don’t.

Because no matter how angry she makes me, I refuse to resort to that level. I am who I am in spite of my heritage, not because of it. I don’t want to be that person. Plus, I suspect she’s testing me, making sure I’m the person she thought I was before.

But sometimes, oh, sometimes, the thought of giving in is tempting, like sinking your teeth into a brownie fresh out of the oven, even when you know it’s going to burn your tongue.

I wrestle my emotions back under control, working not to react to her self-satisfied expression. She is my friend. Or was. Either way, she’s struggling now and if this is how she needs to handle it, fine.

“If we’re going to the cemetery, I don’t see the harm in investigating both,” Carter says, offering a compromise of sorts in the taut silence.

“Excellent.” Devon claps his hands together with faux cheer. “A plan.”

“Great,” Chessa says. She slides off the barstool and digs keys out of her pocket, holding them up. “I have my mom’s van.”
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There is absolutely nothing suspicious about four people piling out of a Toyota Sienna right before the Beecher hardware store closes, to buy a shovel, rope, several pairs of gloves, keychain pepper spray, several saws (added to the cart over my objection at Chessa’s bizarre insistence), and disposable hand warmers. All about to be paid for by what is likely a “borrowed” credit card, thank you, Devon.

Nope, nothing suspicious at all.

I mean, throw a tarp and some duct tape in there, and someone would be calling the cops. As it is, the cashier is eyeing us like she’s going to have to describe us to a sketch artist.

On the plus side, at least I’m finally in my own clothes again.

Even with Old Campus being evacuated, it seemed illicit grave digging and mausoleum entry would generally be best accomplished at night. So we used the intervening time to prep. More research, eating, changing into a variety of all-black ensembles.

While Devon returned to the fraternity house to access his wardrobe and check on any remaining brothers, and Carter sourced enough food for everyone, Chessa drove me back to Branwick so we could get into our room. Dr. No sent a campus-wide announcement via the emergency alert system that Beecher University would be shifting to remote classes for the remainder of the semester “out of an abundance of caution.”

Or, because, as Kenzie pointed out to me earlier in the day, you can’t have classes if you don’t have students.

So when we walked in, Branwick was a mix of eerie emptiness and scattered confusion and chaos as the final residents scrambled to leave.

A spawn of Zephryus was waiting for me in the front foyer, near the former parlor. She was a tiny thing, willowy and hollow-boned with big dark eyes. Given the chance she might have sucked all the air out of the room, but when I glared at her, she fled before she caused anything more than a few coughing fits. My reputation was evidently spreading, likely thanks to what I’d done to JT, the Fear spawn at the hospital. I couldn’t decide how I felt about that. But at least it allowed us to continue upstairs without incident. I don’t think Chessa even noticed.

When we got upstairs, though, Morales’s business card was stuck in the outer edge of the doorway to our room, a small white rectangle with that official blue and yellow BPD crest, screaming out its presence. She’d been here, looking for me.

Shit. Instinctively, I reached to snatch it down.

“No,” Chessa said sharply.

When I looked at her, she said with a sigh, “If you take it down, she’ll know you’ve been here.”

So. Still angry with me, but also on my side, sort of.

“Come on,” she said, leading the way into our shared space.

The room was a disaster from the police search the other day, neither of us having stayed here since.

“That’s how I knew you were at Carter’s,” Chessa said when I started swearing at the overturned mattresses and the drawers emptied on the floor.

Okay, yes, I like things tidy. Call it only-child syndrome. Chessa, who has shared space with her twin sisters since they were born, is more relaxed about mess.

“I could have been anywhere,” I argued.

She paused in digging through the scattered piles of clothing to snort at me. “Please. Jo, the two of you are twisted up so tight that when he breathes funny, you’re the one that sneezes.”

“That’s not—”

“If his building was going down in flames, you would use that as an excuse to go inside and warn him personally.”

“That’s not exactly a bad thing—”

“And he would tell you he had it under control and he didn’t need your help,” she finished.

I grimaced. “Fair. I guess.”

“You guess? You act like I haven’t had a front row seat to this codependent shitshow for the last year and a half.” She shook her head. “The two of you are messed up.”

It was the closest moment to normal that we’d had since I’d told her the truth.

And it couldn’t last.

“He’s not my favorite person, never has been.” She held up a black sweatshirt, smelled the armpits, and deemed it acceptable enough to add to our “take” pile. “But you should leave him out of this.”

I looked up from where I was searching for my other snow boot. “I tried to leave both of you out of this!”

“I get that it’s probably … lonely,” she said, her mouth a moue of distaste. “But if you really care about him, you need to let him go.”

I stood up, then. “Why him and not you?”

“Because I’m here for Daan and to keep other people from being hurt,” she said wearily. “But Carter is here for you.”

And fuck if my heart didn’t immediately plummet toward the messy floor.

Chessa and I didn’t talk any more after that, except in essentials about what to take and when to leave.

But now, hours later, I can’t stop thinking about what she said.

If Chessa wants to help Daan and other people who might be affected, and Devon wants me to accept a role as the new Death, those are their motives for doing this. But Carter doesn’t have one. Carter is—can only be—here for me.

Which leads to the part she isn’t saying. If Carter dies, he dies because of me.

“I think they’re bonding over sharp objects,” Carter says to me, tipping his chin toward Chessa and Devon in the checkout line. The two of us are on the other side of the register, waiting.

Chessa is holding up a hacksaw in one hand, gesturing enthusiastically with the other hand, mimicking a back and forth sawing motion. Devon nods and reaches into the cart to remove the other saws, handing them to the baffled cashier.

“Should we be alarmed?” Carter asks dryly.

“Probably,” I say with a sigh. “Especially because I think they’re bonding more over being stuck with me.” Devon would rather have someone more eager to be Death, and Chessa would just rather have someone else.

Carter wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me to his side.

I tense at first, mostly out of surprise and habit. But worrying about whether our relationship might be whispered about suddenly feels like fretting over a speck of sand in my eye when a whole-ass beach is getting ready to pour down on us.

Carter presses a kiss to my temple. “You know, we can still leave, just go,” he whispers.

In a flash, I have a vision of what that life might look like. Fresh brewed coffee in the mornings in matching mugs, a bed with crisp white sheets, with a smooth expanse on the opposite side where he would join me.

Carter in his glasses at night, reading on his tablet. My own stack of books and work on the table next to me. The two of us arguing over the latest pop psychology theory circulating on social media. His body over mine, our hands linked, soft murmurs in the dark.

A place to belong. A home.

Temptation flares in me, so hot and intense that it steals my ability to breathe for a moment.

My whole life I’ve always been caught between two worlds, two parents, neither of whom wanted me the way that I was. But in this imaginary vision of what could be, I am enough. And that, way more than the matching mugs or the sex, is utterly alluring.

But it’s not real, and it never can be.

“It’s not too late,” he says, leaning down to meet my gaze, his expression too serious.

Shame courses through me. What have I done, luring him into believing any of that is possible with me? “It is,” I choke out over a lump in my throat.

In truth, there was probably never a time in which this wouldn’t have been the ending.

I bite my bottom lip, teeth digging in until the pain shatters the remaining warm illusions. Only then do I let go. “Carter. After this, I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I don’t think I’ll ever get to go back to normal.” I grimace. “Even what passed for normal for me.”

I swallow hard, make myself keep going even in the face of the hurt brewing in his expression. “It’s not fair to you. The life that you could have with someone else, I can’t give you that. I’ll never be able to give that to you. And to make it worse, you’d be in danger the whole time. Forever, actually.”

The imagined vision of our future in my mind shifts to show those mugs shattered on the kitchen floor, bloodied sheets torn and twisted on the bed, and … Carter staring up at me, blue eyes empty and sightless.

At best. I might one day, instead, come home from class or a job and find bits of dust and bone—a husk all that’s left of him.

I shudder and pull away from him, as if that alone will be enough to save him, keep that image from coming true. “I can’t do that to you.”

“Deciding that is not up to you,” Carter argues, his face darkening. “It’s up to me. And I know what it means to choose sides, to take a risk—”

“You don’t, you can’t. Not in this situation,” I say.

His mouth goes tight, as if he’s struggling to keep words inside that he knows he’ll regret. Then he shifts position, grasping my shoulders to hold me in front of him. “Please. Just trust that I know what I’m saying. I know the risk I’m taking.” His gaze bores into me, both pleading and defiant.

But it’s the urgency, the need in his voice that feels very much like desperation.

I frown up at him. “Carter, is there something—”

“Ready?” Devon asks loudly from behind Carter. He holds up a series of plastic bags in one hand—a folded-up receipt sticking out the top of one—and the metal shovel in the other. Off to his side, Chessa is examining the hacksaw in its packaging, possibly reading instructions.

“Yes,” Carter says, immediately turning for the exit, as if that will end our discussion in his favor.

Devon and Chessa follow him out, continuing what appears to be an earlier argument about whether snacks should have been purchased as well.

I trail after them, a new uneasiness settling in my chest.

Some of it, theoretically, could be traced to Carter’s sudden shift in attitude and behavior. If someone had asked me last week if Carter and I would be speaking to each other, let alone sleeping together, after he learned I was a member—well, half member—of a nonhuman race with magical powers, I would have laughed. (In a high-pitched, panicky way, before finding some other place to be.) But still. No.

For someone who was so concerned about the effects a potentially inappropriate relationship might have on our collective future, he is shockingly unworried about the effect dying might have.

So, that’s also part of it, I’m sure.

It’s not, however, until I’m climbing into the minivan, situating myself in the heap of plastic bags, trying to avoid anything with sharp edges, that I finally put my finger on what’s bothering me.

If I didn’t know better, I might think that Devon had interrupted. Deliberately.

That makes me feel as though the two of them have colluded in some way and for reasons I know nothing about.

I do not like that.



When we arrive, the cemetery is dark and quiet. Not unexpected under normal circumstances, but hey, we haven’t seen those around here in a few days, so I’m taking it as a win.

The now-empty houses surrounding the cemetery, both Greek life and otherwise, stare out at us, windows blank, black eyes. The evacuation seems to be complete. Even the two officers previously guarding the road are gone, replaced with flashing orange lights on the barricades, warning of danger.

I free the hood of my sweatshirt from under my coat and pull it up over my hair as we approach the main gate. I have no idea whether dressing in dark colors actually helps or simply guarantees that anyone who sees us knows we’re up to trouble.

The others are dressed in solid black, varying combinations of jeans, sweaters, and jackets. I never realized how little I owned in that color until tonight—a subconscious attempt to deny stereotype, I suppose. So, I’m doing my best in black fleece-lined leggings, an oversized dark blue sweatshirt, brown faux fur– lined boots, and a gray puffer coat borrowed from Chessa. Just call me a non-fashion influencer.

“Mary Grace is buried over this way,” Chessa hisses once we’re inside, pointing with the shovel to the far side of the cemetery, where the oldest graves remain. The earth is still torn up in frozen black hunks, like claw marks in the grass, visible in the narrow sweep of her phone flashlight.

An actual flashlight would have been more useful, but apparently none of us thought of that.

“Yeah,” I say. But I can’t seem to make myself move in that direction, even as Chessa leads the way, Devon at her heels with all the bags.

I don’t feel any particular pull toward the mausoleum. Cenotaph, whatever. Just like before, the sense of magic is thicker, for lack of a better term, here in the cemetery in general, but that’s all.

Still, instinct, or maybe the memory of all those blood-red asterisks on Kelleher’s pages, tugs at me. A little nudge somewhere in the vicinity of my chest, but one that can’t be ignored.

I pivot in the opposite direction to head toward the mausoleum. Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I turn on the flashlight to avoid tripping over ancient roots or one of the low-to-the-ground stones.

The mausoleum is in the back corner, close to the wrought iron fence boundary on two sides. Discreet placement, except for the fact that it stands taller than me by a couple of feet.

Mausoleums always look like small, ornate houses to me, and this one is no exception. The roof is pitched at an angle to keep the snow from settling on the structure. The building itself is constructed out of a solid gray stone with sparkling flecks, reflecting my light back at me. Small columns on a little porchlike area stand on either side of the front doors, like guards. On the triangular pediment above the columns, a Latin phrase is carved—Requiescat in Pace—along with a disconcertingly large eye in a triangle. The open hole of the pupil seems to be home to either a bird’s nest or a collection of random sticks and dead grass.

On the side closest to me, more words are inscribed, this time in English:

Gone For Now, Never Forgotten

NANCY NGUYEN

LINDA VANG

PATRICIA MCGUIRE

KATHLEEN HAHN

NOVA WEST

The gap between the fourth name and the final one strikes me as odd until I remember that they never found the body of one of the girls. I’m betting that might be Nova West. Maybe her parents were reluctant to add her name at first.

“What are you doing?” Carter asks, coming to a stop next to me, his breath emerging in a white cloud. I hadn’t realized he’d followed me.

“I don’t know,” I say after a moment. “I just think we should start here.”

He nods and turns away. A moment later, he’s leading Chessa and Devon back across the cemetery toward us.

Chessa is grumbling under her breath about this being ridiculous, and who put me in charge, when the grave is obviously better and we should just get started over there. Fair, but she’s also hanging back, moving sideways instead of directly toward the structure.

And that doesn’t strike me as a very Chessa thing to do. An idea flickers in the back of my mind.

“Chessa,” I say.

She looks up sharply, her fingers gripping the shovel so tight her knuckles are going pale. Rather than carrying it in front of her or even over her shoulder, she’s got it locked under one arm, the blade of the shovel pointing out, like she’s ready to use it as a weapon if necessary.

“Do you really feel that the grave is a better option?” I ask.

She opens her mouth to start speaking immediately, and I hold up my hand. “Or is it more that you really don’t like this place?” I point to the mausoleum.

She gives me a hostile look, but to her credit, she pauses to consider the question. “Both, I think. I don’t know.” She hunches her shoulders, less like a shrug and more like a protective gesture. “I just feel like it’s not … right over here. I hated it even when my class came through.”

I glance at Carter for confirmation. “It’s … not pleasant,” he says after a moment, with a faint grimace.

Yahtzee.

That is probably what we’re looking for. The same magic that is resonating with me might well be tripping danger signals in their brains. Especially if it’s my father who is behind this. I don’t think he’s crouched down inside, just waiting to jump out at me. (I hope.) But he’s connected to this somehow. I’m almost sure of it now.

“Okay.” I nod, more to myself than the others. “Let’s do this.” In a louder voice, I say to Carter and Chessa, “You should step back, out of range.”

“What, are you expecting something to come popping out like an evil jack-in-the-box?” Chessa asks, a nervous laugh belying the defiance in her voice.

I wince at how closely her description matches my earlier thought.

“I don’t know what to expect,” I admit. A crusty old spawn attempting to regenerate? An Old One that somehow got tangled up in my father’s magic? “But I would rather you and Carter not be in the direct pathway of … whatever.”

“Because you don’t think we can help,” she says, hefting the shovel up to her shoulder like an enormous bat. Clearly, this is still about me lying to her, not letting her in on my big secret. Which, it’s a secret for a reason?

I bite back my exasperation. “Because I don’t want you to die, Francesca,” I say flatly. “And I don’t know if we”—I tip my head toward Devon—“will be able to protect you while also trying not to die ourselves. And while I’m ready to sacrifice myself to keep you safe—gladly, in fact—it’s not my first choice, okay?”

Whether it’s the use of her full name or the multiple mentions of the D-word, something finally gets through to her. Eyes wide behind her glasses, she nods reluctantly and then retreats to the center of the graveyard, tugging at Carter’s sleeve to bring him with her.

“Keep going.” I point toward the street, where we left the van.

She rolls her eyes but does as I ask, pulling Carter with her.

“You sure about this?” Devon asks, as we approach the mausoleum doors.

I give a strangled laugh. “Are you kidding?”

“Just checking,” he says, with a small smile.

Still, it’s a nice reminder that I’m not alone in this.

As soon as we’re directly in front of the doors—more black wrought iron over wood beneath—I spot our next problem. The rust-spotted hasp of the padlock gleams dully beneath my phone’s flashlight.

“Shit.” Chessa is going to be intolerable after this. “Uh, the hacksaw, please?” I ask Devon. He sets the bags down and pulls the desired implement from within.

“I told you,” Chessa whisper-shouts from the street, as soon as she sees the saw. “Anything that’s rumored to be haunted is going to be locked up to keep stupid kids out. You do not listen to enough true crime, Jocasta.”

Devon and I take turns at the lock until the blade finally breaks through the hasp, and I can twist the padlock free of the wrought iron design holding it in place.

I chuck it off to the side, and then I hand my phone over to Devon and, without giving myself time to hesitate, yank open the doors.

They open with a mighty groan from unused and elderly hinges, and I steel myself, muscles tensed and ready for whatever I might see. Or might come leaping toward my face.

Behind the doors is a vestibule, a space as wide as the mausoleum itself, with built-in flower vases on shelves in the wall.

But it’s empty, clean except for layers of dust and grit and the skeletal remains of a few leaves that worked their way inside at some point. And there’s no sound, no movement within.

Well, fuck.

Then Devon edges up next to me, sweeping the light across the space, and right at the outer edge, toward the darker, narrower crypt portion at the back of the mausoleum, I catch a glimpse of something on the floor, something that doesn’t belong.

A faded green metal body with black pushbutton keys and a cylinder at the top. It takes me several long seconds to recognize what it is.

“Is that a typewriter?” I ask Devon in a whisper that still manages to echo.

“One of the victims’ personal possessions?” he suggests.

A pang strikes my chest, like one of those now-immobile keys. What future had that girl imagined for herself so fiercely that her family would have given her typewriter over as the symbol of the life she was missing?

“Yeah.”

He lifts the light a little higher, sending it deeper into that small space, and I catch the gleam of metal, a sleek gold herringbone necklace laid out on the floor, and then a pair of red leather clogs with stacked soles and a daisy pattern cut into the uppers and …

The shoes shift in the light, toes rubbing together.

“Jesus.” I jump back, colliding with Devon.

His arm jolts, and light sprays upward, revealing … her.

A girl, seated on the floor, knees drawn up to her chest, in the crypt area. Her coppery hair, long and straight, catches the illumination, turning fiery in the darkness, her center part a chalk-white line.

“Holy shit,” Devon whispers.

Squinting, the girl holds up a trembling hand to block the light, but that doesn’t hide the shiny tears tracing down her pale cheeks.

After a second, she lowers her hand, looking up at us, imploring.

“Help me,” she whispers.
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Instinctively, I start toward her, Devon right behind me.

Another victim, one we’re in time to save, for a change.

But I stop short, just before the typewriter, my boots skidding on the gritty floor. Instinct is screaming at me, and I’m not sure why.

“What’s wrong?” Devon asks at my shoulder, tension winding through the question, like vines clinging to brick.

I shake my head, unable to explain. Just the feeling that something is wrong, as if my subconscious is aware of details I’m missing and trying desperately to set off flares.

The girl’s mouth moves rapidly, words spewing everywhere, with frantic hand gestures, but I can only catch portions of what she’s saying. Her voice is somehow … diminished. Like hearing a voice on speakerphone from across a football field. Tiny, tinny, almost inaudible.

“… before he comes back, please! Don’t leave me here. He’s going to turn me into … suck all the life right out of me!”

“Who?” I ask.

She turns blue eyes, golden lashes damp with tears, toward Devon. “Please.”

“Is everything okay in there?” Carter’s voice floats in from outside. “Jocasta?”

“Yes, fine, just a minute,” I call back. “Stay out.”

“Jo,” Devon begins. “We should get her out—”

“What does he look like, the one who put you in here?” I persist, moving a little closer to be able to hear her.

“I don’t know, I don’t know. He was tall, I think?” She smooths her hands over her legs, and the tiny red-and-blue checked pattern of her pants shivers with the movement, the wide hemmed fabric nearly touching her shoes. “Kind of shaggy hair, grayish. Light eyes. Handsome but … freaky deaky.” She shudders.

Handsome but also like if you looked at him from the corner of your eye, you’d see a skull leering at you from beneath his skin? Eyes like frozen slush, a color between blue and gray and also somehow colorless at the same time?

Shit.

“My father,” I murmur to Devon, who blanches.

He could have easily stuffed this girl in here, like an alligator hiding his food for later, though I don’t know why he would.

Even where’s she sitting, behind some kind of magical barrier that prevents her from leaving, surrounded by objects from those poor dead girls—the typewriter, the necklace, a sparkly headband, and a framed photo of a beautiful dark-haired girl with her hair cut in a flippy bob—reeks of my father’s sense of drama and ritual.

“Please just get me out before he comes back,” she begs, carefully enunciating each word so we can hear her. I detect a hint of a southern accent. Georgia, maybe? “I was walking back from class, after all that fuss.” She waves her hand in the direction of the torn-up street and the Foreign Language House. “Next thing I know, he’s in front of me.” Her lower lip shakes. “I don’t know what happened after that, I just ended up here. He said he would be back for me, to take my life. Turn me into one of those skin things.”

“The husks?” I ask.

“Yes, those awful things.” She whimpers. “Please, please.” She holds her hand out to Devon. But she’s not crossing the line created by the objects surrounding her.

His expression pained, Devon turns to me. “Jo, if she’s right about the timing, that was almost twenty-four hours ago. He could be back any second.” He’s seconds from pushing past me to take her hand and pull her free, if he can.

And this mysterious girl, she’s ready for it, leaning so far that the pointed white collars of her shirt fall forward, revealing a gold-banded choker with a butterfly charm and the letter N dangling at the center around her neck.

I narrow my eyes at her, the voice of warning in my head practically one loud screech at this point.

“I’m so scared,” she says, with a fresh batch of tears trickling forth. But now, her whole focus is on Devon, a lioness honing in on the slower zebra.

“No.” I step sideways to block Devon.

“Jo!” He sounds appalled.

“It’s my father’s magic that’s keeping her in here,” I say. “I think maybe we should consider that he might have had good reason to lock her up.”

The girl’s gaze flicks to me, and despite the fresh tears, I sense calculation in her stare. I’m a problem she’s trying to crack.

“She’s a kid, just like the others,” Devon protests. “He probably stashed her here until he could come back for her later.”

“My father doesn’t need to hoard food,” I say slowly, the pieces finally coming together. Those clothes. Her description of the husks. The rusty padlock on the doors. The idea that she was at class today on Old Campus. “And if he did, he wouldn’t have left it for this long.”

“What are you talking about? It’s only been a day or two,” Devon says.

I take one last look at the girl. Nope, definitely not. More like decades. “We need to get out of here now, come on.” Because the warning sirens in my head have ceased, leaving only an eerie silence and the greasy, sickening sense of impending trouble.

I drag Devon, still protesting, back toward the entrance. The girl’s hysterical sobs and pleas follow us.

“Don’t leave me, oh, please don’t leave me. You have to take me with you, I’m going to die. He’s going to kill me.”

I grimace but keep my grip tight on Devon’s arm, keep us moving.

“You have to save me, you’re the only one who can! Please!”

Devon’s arm tenses beneath my hand, his breathing sharp. I hope I’m not screwing this up. But then, right as we reach the doors, the shrieks morph into unhinged laughter. It echoes around us, tinny and sharp.

Relief unravels something tight in me, before dread winds it right back up tight again.

“All right, fine, you got me,” the girl calls after us, loud enough that we can hear through the barrier. “What was it?” she asks, clapping her hands together. “How did you figure it out? I have to know, you clever little thing.”

Shoving Devon out ahead of me, I stop at the threshold and pivot in her direction. Because despite my big talk about leaving, I can’t. I can’t let her continue this. “No one goes to class anymore on Old Campus. All those buildings have been torn down.” I inch back toward her. “Also, it’s Sunday.”

“Well, shoot.” She snaps her fingers, and I flinch even at the muted crack of sound.

“But mostly, it’s because you’re dressed like you should be snorting cocaine at Studio 45 under a disco ball in the seventies.”

Her icy look undercuts through her affected friendliness. “Studio 54,” she corrects. “And I don’t think you’re one to criticize—you’re wearing tights without a skirt.”

Yeah, it probably would look like that to someone who’s been trapped in a crypt for fifty years.

“Whatever.” I shrug, stuffing my hands into my pockets so she can’t see them shaking. This woman, whoever she is, is responsible for that terrible void, that sucking hole of darkness, pulling me down into the ground when I tried to yank Izzy free. Which means she could do it again. I’m not sure why she isn’t doing it right now.

She must want something else.

“Who are you?” I ask.

“You don’t know?” Rage flickers behind her polished smile, and a shiver traces its way down my spine. There is something impossibly familiar about her. Impossible, being the key word.

“You’re one of the girls whose name is on the side of this thing.” I gesture toward the mausoleum around us. “Nova, probably, because you’re the only one whose body they never found.” Which, hey, I’m betting that’s not a coincidence. “But I don’t know why my father would give a shit about you.” Enough to lock her away, anyway.

Her smile trembles, and tears flood her eyes again, but this time … this time, they’re real. And not because she’s sad. Her expression shifts, like the bones are moving beneath her skin, a carved statue coming to life with fury oozing from every pore.

“For half a century, I’ve barely managed to keep myself alive—lapsing into sleep for months or years at a time, whispering dark thoughts to the susceptible as they passed by to keep myself fed. Just trying to survive long enough for a chance to escape.” Her mouth thins to a tight line. “And I thought that was bad, until you showed up. Did you ever consider why you might be drawn to this place, why you might feel at home here?”

“I thought…” My voice breaks off into a whisper, and I force myself to speak up. “I did research. I thought it was a dead zone. No magic.”

Nova, presumably, throws her head back into a laugh, too long, too harsh, for true amusement. “Are you that stupid? You don’t even recognize your own brand of magic? Your own family?”

This whole place has the vibe of a funeral home. That’s what Devon said when he first arrived. Because he thought I’d claimed Beecher.

No, but the magic was here, all along.

She stands, loathing contorting her heart-shaped porcelain face. “At first, I thought you were here to get me out. But no. Instead, for the last three years, I’ve been stuck in here, feeling these pathetic little brushes and tickles of magic. My magic,” she shouts. “But never enough to wake me fully, to give me enough strength to do anything. Not until two nights ago. You finally fed properly and left scraps behind. But that was enough.” She pauses to draw in breath, her chest heaving. “And you don’t know who I am?”

The husks with life drained out of them, the familiar feel of the magic in the cemetery—like stepping into bathwater at my exact body temperature—her awareness of what Death looks like, even her pissy rage-tantrum at me not knowing who she is.

It all adds up—to a possibility I never, ever, would have considered before this moment.

I am Death’s daughter. Death’s only child. It’s what I’ve been told my whole life. But that doesn’t mean I’ve always been the only one.

Nova bares her teeth in a grin, slightly crooked canines adding to her feral expression.

“Well, greetings, little sister. Now get me the fuck out of here.”
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I step back automatically. “Not possible.” Though the sinking feeling in my stomach tells me that it’s true, that it must be. It’s the only thing that makes sense.

“I’m afraid it is.” Nova folds her arms across her knitted sweater- vest. Red to match her pants and shoes. “Daddy got a little frustrated with my ambitions and stuck me in the naughty corner. You see, back in the day, I did some research of my own.” She gives me a mocking smile. “Did you know Danvers is still the largest site of magical residue in this country? All those ‘witches.’ I just needed to figure out how to access it. Between classes, of course. But then I do one little ritual to generate additional power, and Daddy flips out.”

“Please stop calling him that,” I say over the nausea turning in my stomach. I don’t know if it’s generational or indicative of some other twisted aspect of their relationship.

At her mention of ritual and power, I suddenly wonder if the girls who died, whose names are carved into this memorial stone, were part of her process. If that’s why my father bound her here, surrounded by these possessions.

“Did you kill those other girls?” I blurt.

Nova pauses, her forehead crinkling in confusion. “Of course I did. How else do you perform a ritual to resurrect residual magic? I needed their energy. And their fear—that part was important, too,” she adds matter-of-factly, as if reciting frequently overlooked ingredients for her “special” brownie recipe or something.

Okay, so, no serial killer. Just my sister.

“I thought he would come back for me after he had time to calm down. He didn’t like that I was aiming for his job.” She rolls her eyes. “He’s gotten lazy. Sentimental. Only one plague in the last hundred years? It’s pathetic. He’s not even trying to compete with War.”

“What?” I croak.

“But instead, I guess he decided to start all over. With you.” She edges closer, right up to the metal corners of the typewriter—the frontmost boundary. I have no idea what ritual this is that’s holding her in place; something to do with death objects, maybe. But I don’t know.

There’s so much I don’t know. I feel like I’m falling, frozen in that endless moment of panic and anticipated pain that comes right before you smash into the ground.

But Nova, I bet Nova has answers.

She’s someone like me, someone exactly like me, who knows what it means to be Death’s daughter.

Yes, but she’s also a murderer, more than a little batshit, and seemingly pissed that I even exist.

“I wonder what he thought when you chose to come to school here,” Nova muses, staring at a point over my head. “Maybe he thought another daughter was turning against him.” She nods thoughtfully, her tongue caught between her teeth. “Yeah. I would have enjoyed seeing that.”

Her attention snaps back to me. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. You’re here. Let me out. I’ll handle your little territory problem for you.”

Territory problem? I don’t know what my face is doing, but I can imagine when she huffs impatiently at me.

“Don’t look so surprised. Years of quiet and your sad little baby bites of magic, and then all of sudden death and magic and power spilling all over the place? The spawn, they’re challenging you and you’re trying to claim Beecher to keep them out.” She braces her hands against the invisible barrier to stare at me, and that painful twinge of magic grows stronger. It sizzles like ice against an exposed nerve. It doesn’t seem to bother her, though. Or maybe that’s what she wants me to think.

“That would make sense,” I say slowly. Instinct is screaming at me to keep my mouth shut. Telling her that Death’s succession planning skipped right over her seems like a very bad idea.

“But you don’t want it.” She points at me, stepping back to pace her tiny pen. “The territory or the responsibility.”

“How do you know that?” I ask, feeling oddly defensive, even though she’s right.

“Because you’re hiding from the magic, trying to pretend to be human.” She sniffs dismissively.

I hesitate for a moment, but it’s not a secret. “I just want everything to go back to normal.”

Nova tilts her head at me, as if I’ve finally said something that interests her.

“I can fix this,” she says slowly. “I’ll help you, if you let me out. Just give me your hand and pull me through. The barrier won’t keep you out, just me in.”

“Jo,” Devon says behind me, his tone taut. “We need to go. Now.”

I don’t turn to face him, but his shadow is cast on the wall in a new brightness. Another flashlight or his phone? I hope Chessa and Carter are still out by the van.

“I’ll chase off the other spawn, then I’ll leave Beecher for good. It’ll be all yours, promise. I’m never coming back to this place.” The sour turn of her mouth speaks to truth. “And I’ll keep dear old Dad off your back. Well, until he’s on his.” She laughs.

God, I hope she means by killing him. Of all the aspects the Old Ones theoretically have inspired in story and legend, particularly mythology, weird incest shit is one I hoped the humans had come up with on their own.

For a moment, though, I’m tempted by her offer. The thought of accepting makes my chest burn with longing, a match strike against the dry tinder of weariness and burden that I did not ask for.

I’m not stupid; letting her out would let loose a terror on this world. She would kill casually and at random.

But is that any different than what Death already does? The fact that he was threatened by her probably spoke more to his insecurities than her flaws. She should be the new Death. She’s clearly a far better fit for the role than I would be, even if she has to battle Death for the right. Part of me would actually love to witness that particular power struggle. (From a safe distance.)

If I let her out and she follows through on her promise, Beecher would be safe, my home, my people would be safe. The only reason they were ever in danger was because Death trapped her here, starved her for fifty years, instead of just killing her. Or accepting that she could beat him.

In the distance, the sound of muffled conversation outside the mausoleum drifts toward me. Shit, someone else is here.

A shoe scrapes on the cement at the entrance to the mausoleum, and I tense. But it’s just Devon, moving to stand next to me. “We’re out of time,” he says quietly. He hesitates, then adds, “Don’t do it, Jo. He chose you for a reason.”

Nova stiffens. “Chose you? Who chose you? For what?”

Shit.

I don’t answer.

“Oh.” Nova makes a soft sound, more like the involuntary expulsion of air after a punch.

Here we go. I brace myself for an explosion, the earth shaking beneath my feet.

“Death. He named you as his successor.” Her expression cycles rapidly through confusion and disbelief before landing on icy rage.

“He did, yeah,” I admit.

On the other side of the barrier, I’m steeled for her fury, her loathing, her declaration of injustices done to her. Her loud bark of laughter catches me off guard. She clamps a hand over her mouth, shaking her head, then lets go, her whole body trembling silently with … hilarity. Apparently.

“He chose you? He could have had me, but he chose you instead? It’s just … have you ever heard anything so ridiculous?” She dabs her fingers at the corners of her eyes where tears shimmer. “I told you, he’s pathetic.”

I shift uncomfortably. Even though she’s not saying anything untrue, it still somehow feels insulting. Especially when it goes on and on and on …

Eventually, Nova settles herself back on the floor with one of those exhausted-sounding sighs that comes after a fit of the giggles. “So, now what?” she asks, dabbing her nose with her sleeve. “You’re going to take my life and my power for yourself? Keep me from hurting anyone else.” She pitches her voice to a squeaky, mocking tone, like the do-gooder animated character everyone hates.

I was so ready for an attack, to defend myself, that it had never occurred to me that I might have to be the one trying to kill.

Nova stretches her arms over her head. “Of course, you’ll have to let me out to kill me.” She taps the barrier lightly, sending a painful shiver across my skin. “No power in or out.”

Disparate facts click into place in my head. No power in or out. That’s why I couldn’t claim Beecher. My power smashed into the barrier and rebounded right back into me. Like accidentally biting into an unpopped popcorn kernel.

Except …

I shake my head. “But you can reach through the barrier. You have. That’s how you were feeding.”

“I can. But I’m special, don’t you know? The first.” Nova smiles up at me, her mouth curving with bitterness. “He left me here with nothing but time and unfettered determination. But you, on the other hand, baby sis, I’m beginning to think that you are a whole lot of untapped potential wrapped in the sad little shell of a human wannabe.” She reaches out and places her hands on the floor, on either side of the typewriter. “And that’s just too bad. For you, I mean.”

I start to step back but find I can’t move. My feet are pinned to the floor, and then slowly, like invisible tentacles wrapping around my calves, her power rises and begins to pull.

“Devon,” I say.

“I know. I feel it,” he answers, voice taut.

Through the ground. She’s somehow sending her power through the ground. What the hell? That shouldn’t be possible. Should it?

“Daddy really thought he had me,” she says conversationally, “pinning me in here, but he never took enough time to consider what innovation my desperation might lead to. I can’t leave, I can’t break the barrier, but learning to tunnel under it?” The look of cold triumph on her face sends a chill over my skin.

That’s what happened to the ripped-up road, to the Foreign Language House, to Izzy. Nova sent those tentacles of power out underneath the barrier, to anyone close enough to feed on.

“Of course, I nearly starved first. And then I barely had enough sustenance to keep myself alive.”

This is nothing like the rippling, tickling sensation of Devon’s magic against my skin. This is the marrow of my bones being sucked dry while they’re still in my body. A scream presses itself up into my throat, but there’s no air to let it out.

“But you?” She makes an obscene smacking noise with her mouth. “You are just delicious, all ripe and full of other people’s life. You are exactly what I need.”

I gasp, forcing oxygen into my resistant lungs, and try to lift my hand. I can push back against her power, follow it back under the barrier to reach her.

Except anything I manage to push in her direction just gets absorbed into the flow she’s already pulling from me.

“I really would have helped you,” she says, almost sounding sorrowful.

My knees wobble and then give out, the tentacles of power wrapping tighter around my legs and crawling up my body. They squeeze tight, a burning sensation, leaving a tingling numbness in its wake, as though all my blood is being drained. Which is not far from accurate. She’s pulling the life from me, in a rising tide.

I just need to find a way to break free of her long enough to get my head above the water.

The back of Devon’s hand brushes against mine, and out of desperation, I grab at his power, his life, the lone branch hanging over the Nova rapids.

For a second, it feels like we reach some kind of equilibrium, a perfect balance with the two of us on one side and Nova weighing down the other.

But then, then, she stands, without breaking her hold, and I watch, in horror, as those stacked clogs slip right past the edge of the barrier.

“No.” It’s more of a gurgling sound from my throat than an actual word.

Nova steps out, free of her prison. “Hush,” she scolds, twisting her hand in a familiar gesture, like she’s scooping dice up from a table or wrapping fabric around her closed fist. Of course. Because we had the same teacher.

Devon’s life and mine flow past, an invisible warmth, a jet stream of existence, and I can’t stop it. I can’t even move to grab her and hold her back physically.

The pull of her power digs in deeper, like her teeth are scraping against the inside of me. Devon drops to the ground next to me, his face pale.

She hums in satisfaction. “There, that’s the good stuff.”

Tears leave hot streaks down my face. This is how it’s going to end, how it was always going to end.

Her head jerks up, just a second before I hear the sound of someone approaching through the roaring in my ears.

I catch a flash of movement and dark fabric from the corner of my eye, before Carter appears at my side. He’s empty-handed, without the shovel or even the stupid keychain of pepper spray, not that either of those would do any good now.

“No, please,” I croak. I don’t know who I’m begging—Carter to leave or Nova to leave him alone.

Carter’s gaze flicks to me for a moment, sadness and resignation carved in his expression, as if he knew this end was inevitable.

“No, no,” I plead in my cracked and broken voice.

I expect him to grab for me, to attempt to pull me free. But instead, he raises his hand toward Nova.

Her confused expression matches my own.

I don’t understand what’s happening until she stiffens. Then blood spurts out of her throat and soaks her clothing in a jagged seam down her body. Horrible wet squelching sounds follow, as if she’s being torn apart …

Oh. Oh Jesus.

How is Carter doing—oh. Blood. So much blood.

War spawn. Carter. War spawn.

Rage contorts his face, that rare glimpse of emotion on full display. “Don’t touch her,” he snarls at Nova.

Carter is a War spawn. How? I can’t even process that revelation right now. Nova screams, staggering to one side, and her hold on me breaks. Pain and sensation return abruptly, tearing through me messily. I crash to the floor, gasping, legs as fragile as carved chalk.

Then, with as much effort as I have left, I drag myself out of the way to Devon’s inert form.

Nova reaches out, twisting her hand in that oh-so-familiar move in an attempt to stop Carter, to steal his life force before he can finish taking hers.

His eyes narrow, pale spots appearing on his cheeks, the only sign of his distress. But Nova’s spurting blood slows, and she slowly starts to straighten up.

Shit. She’s going to break him, and then walk right out the door.

I start to crawl over Devon to reach Carter, to help, if I can.

But my whole body is leaden, as if my muscles have turned to stone. It takes everything I have to move.

Nova staggers forward past me, toward Carter.

I’m not going to make it in time. She’s going to kill him, all of us, and shut the door on us. No longer an empty memorial, the cenotaph, but an honest-to-God crypt going forward.

“Hey, bitch.” Chessa jumps inside the vestibule of the mausoleum, like she was just waiting for this moment. She holds something up and a long steady stream emerges from her hand.

It’s the pepper spray. A wave of relief washes over me, only to be crushed almost immediately by the realization that she just fired pepper spray into a tiny enclosed space.

Within seconds, I can’t breathe, my lungs are on fire. My vision blurs with tears, and I can’t see anything.

There’s a loud thud and then coughing, choking, and swearing fills the mausoleum as everyone struggles for fresh air. I yank my sweatshirt up over my nose and mouth and swipe at my streaming eyes. It doesn’t help much.

But it’s enough for me to see a blood trail on the white floor, leading toward the door, and Chessa picking herself up at the entrance, holding her arm tightly across her chest.

Nova is gone. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I get to my feet, legs still wobbly and weak, and grab at Devon’s coat to drag him out with me. Carter comes over, his eyes red and swollen and streaming tears.

“No,” I whisper. “Don’t hurt him.”

But Carter ignores me, lifting Devon off the floor, wrapping Devon’s arm around his shoulders, and then pulling him toward the entrance. I follow, on my hands and knees, after them.

Carter has dropped onto the ice-encrusted grass, letting Devon collapse next to him. Chessa is bending over next to him. “Is he okay?” she asks.

I collapse onto the grass nearby, panting. Milk. We need milk. I think that’s what’s supposed to help.

But before I can fully formulate the thought or start to speak, a shadow emerges from behind a nearby tree and then a bright light shines on us, eliciting cries of pain from Carter and me.

“What the fuck is going on here?” Detective Morales demands, striding over to us.
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“Told you to stay away,” Carter chokes out, holding his hand up against the light.

“Okay, college boy, that’s not my job, taking orders from you,” Morales snaps. “Stay here.” Then she stomps off. A few moments later, she returns and presses a squeeze bottle in my hands. “Diluted baby shampoo,” she says. “It’ll help with the pepper spray. Don’t touch the bottle to your eyes.”

I hesitate for a second and then lift it up and squirt it toward my face. The coolness immediately helps, and then, even when that fades, the stinging and burning is lesser. I squirt it twice more until I can open my eyes … mostly.

“You just carry that around in your car?” Chessa asks, her voice raspy and strained.

“I’m a cop in a college town. Do you know how often someone sets one of those things off by accident or in an enclosed space? Bars, movie theaters, parties…”

I crawl toward Devon and do the same to his face, though he might have been sheltered from most of the spray because of how he was lying, facing away. When I search for the warm yellow glow of life in him, it’s not as bright as it usually is. I fumble for and find his pulse in his neck. It’s weak but steady.

Without looking at Carter—oh my God, Carter, a War spawn—I hold the bottle up until he takes it. Keeping my back to Morales, I lay my hand on Devon’s chest and try to visualize reversing the typical flow of energy. Giving instead of taking. My last try didn’t go so well.

But this time, after a moment, a rush of dizziness washes over me, and Devon opens his eyes, blinking slowly.

“Do I need to call EMS?” Morales asks, edging closer.

“No. No, I think he’s okay,” I say, sitting down on the freezing ground next to him.

With assistance from me, Devon sits up, a hand to his head. “What happened?”

“Exactly.” Morales points to him. “Someone needs to start talking,” she says. “We get a call about kids in the cemetery, an area that’s supposed to be evacuated—”

“Then there should have been no one to see us,” Chessa points out but in a murmur.

“—and these two are telling me it’s nothing.” She gestures to Carter and Chessa. “Then while I’m trying to call it in, there’s screaming and they’re taking off across the street, against my direction. And I get here to find a girl running off and a mess of blood and pepper spray.”

Automatically, I glance up, looking for Nova. We’re so vulnerable, sitting out in the open like this. Instinctively, I inch closer to Devon and Chessa, to better be able to protect them. Or try, anyway. Nova could be on us, killing us before we even realize she’s here. But she wouldn’t just wait around here, would she? She’s probably long gone. Nova. My sister.

I shake my head. I can’t start thinking of her that way. I’ve already had too many earth-shaking revelations in the past, oh, fifteen minutes. I can’t think at all. I just need to focus on this moment, to get through it. Preferably without being detained again.

“Someone?” Morales presses. “Words. Now.”

“We heard a voice,” Carter finally says reluctantly. He stands up with visible effort. “Someone shouting from inside the mausoleum.”

“We were attempting to render aid,” Chessa says. She doesn’t look great. Her face is kind of gray, and I can see her swaying on her feet. “I think that’s all you need to know.”

“Rendering aid? With pepper spray?” Morales raises her eyebrows.

“It wasn’t the situation we thought it was,” I add. “It was a trick. We were in danger.”

When Morales switches her attention to me, I immediately regret speaking. There’s a burning loathing in her gaze, the source of which I don’t understand. I’ve never met her before the other day, never did anything to her.

“A trick,” Morales repeats in a scathing tone. “You realize that everything that comes out of your mouth sounds like a lie, Trelane.”

Probably because eighty percent of it is, unfortunately. But this happens to be the truth. Or a version of it, at least.

“Where did all the blood come from?” Morales props her hands on her hips, revealing the badge glinting at her belt.

Devon coughs. “She was crazy, the girl who was inside. She, uh, had a knife.”

I grimace. I mean, that’s as good an explanation as any, which is to say that there is no good explanation that will work for Morales.

“And she cut herself? Before running away?”

“She went that way,” Chessa says, her face a mask of pain as she tries to point with her good arm toward Greek Row.

Nova might have run, but I bet she didn’t go far. She’s pissed and dying to prove herself, no pun intended. That is a bad, bad combination. I can almost sense her looming nearby, regrouping. All the more reason for everyone to get the fuck out of here.

If nothing else, she’s going to want to rub it in Death’s face that he made the wrong choice in selecting me as a successor. As it happens, I agree with her, but not to the point of wanting to die.

Morales fixes Chessa and Carter with a stern look. “I don’t know what she’s done or said to convince you to participate in this, but I’m telling you, it’s a bad idea to go along with her. On anything.” Then she turns on me. “Just because you’re in the clear, for the moment, on McCarthy’s death, does not mean you’ve gotten away with it.”

It takes me an extra second to process what she’s saying. She means Lennie. Lennie’s death. “You got the security camera footage. Saw that I never left the building,” I say, taking a guess.

“There are other exits,” she says, staring me down.

“You think I jumped out of a window?”

“Look, I don’t mean to interrupt this fun, possibly illegal, or at the very least unethical interrogation, but I think maybe I’m going to pass out.” Chessa holds out her arm, which despite the bulkiness of her coat, seems to be bending in the wrong place between her elbow and wrist.

Oh, shit.

“I’m Trelane’s roommate. I’ll answer any questions you want about her and Lennie, if you get me out of here and to the hospital.” Even in the faint light, sweat gleams at Chessa’s temples and across her upper lip.

“Chessa…” I begin, panic setting in. Maybe I hadn’t been clear enough about exactly how forbidden discussing the Old Ones actually is.

She glares at me. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know,” she says to Morales. “On the way to the hospital.”

Morales pauses just long enough to take in my reaction and then she nods at Chessa. “All right. You got it, let’s go.” She gives me a grim triumphant smile.

Fuck. So, that’s one murderous Death sibling who is probably looking to feed and feed fast, one ex-crush/hookup who is a giant liar on a scale I don’t even know how to process, and one former best friend who is probably going to get herself killed and me in a metric shit-ton of trouble.

Can I quit now? I feel like I should quit before I get any farther behind in whatever cosmic, dice-rolling, fate-aligned game we’re playing.

As Morales leads the way to her sedan parked in the street, with Chessa, chin up in defiance, following behind, Chessa doesn’t even bother to look back at me. Just drops the pepper spray in a big gesture, as if she’s washing her hands of us, the whole situation.

Great.

Devon staggers to his feet, swaying. “I need to feed.”

I nod wearily and push to my feet. He’s not the only one. Nova fed heavily from me as well, before she was interrupted. “We need to change out of these clothes, too, to get rid of the spray,” I say. Another random fact that stuck around after self-defense class.

I stumble toward Devon, looping his arm over my shoulder to help keep him steady.

“Jocasta,” Carter says, with that stern, undeniable tone that used to send pleasant shivers down my spine, making me soft and eager to do whatever I could to hear more of it.

“No,” I say flatly. No trouble denying him this time.

“We need to talk,” Carter says. “Please.” Emotion fractures his voice.

I can’t look at him. I know the red, swollen eyes are a result of chemicals, but it hurts to see him, to see the pain. “There is nothing to talk about.”

Devon and I awkwardly shuffle our way toward the gate and the street beyond. It’s going to be a long walk back to Branwick without—

My foot connects with something that clinks on the ground.

When I look down, I find the pepper spray Chessa tossed aside so dramatically. But not just the pepper spray.

Silver glints in the faint light. Keys. It’s the fob to her mother’s minivan.

The realization clicks a second later. Chessa was putting on a show. Luring Morales away with the prospect of the “truth” so I could do what I needed to do.

Relief makes my held breath whoosh out in a loud exhale. Oh, Chessa. I owe you.

I can practically hear her in my head: You bet your ass you do.

Bending down, I scoop the keys off the ground. When I press the button to unlock the doors, the vehicle gives a welcoming chirp and flash of the lights.

Thank God.

I guide Devon through the rest of the cemetery, out of the gate, and over to the van’s passenger side. Carter follows us, a looming silent presence at my back that I’m determined to ignore.

“Almost there,” I say to Devon, panting, my eyes burning again from our stupid clothes.

He nods, his head sagging. I help him into the seat and shut the door, locking him safely away. Even if that is more gesture than practical defense.

I’m worried about him. But also? If I have a shit list, he’s the second name from the top. What did he know and when did he know it, those are my questions, and I bet I’m not going to like the answers when I get them.

I turn away from the van, marching determinedly around the hood to the driver’s side.

“Jocasta,” Carter says. “Please. It’s important.”

Why? Why does that “please,” grating and desperate, still work on me? Because some pathetic part of me is still desperately hoping there’s an explanation that doesn’t make him an asshole and me a fool?

Yeah.

I steel myself, folding the most vulnerable parts of myself away, and then turn to face Carter. “All right, you want to talk? Fine. How long?” The question bursts out of my throat, like a bomb with a smoldering fuse that’s finally reached the powder.

He hesitates, a rare moment of uncertainty. “I don’t know what you’re—”

“How long have you been lying to me?” I ask, biting off each word. “When did you find out who I am? What I am?”

Understanding dawns on his face simultaneously with regret and guilt, a blended sunrise of emotion in shades of blood red.

And with it, I have my answer. It takes my breath away, and I rock back on my heels, as if the revelation came with a physical blow.

“Oh,” I say in a too-small voice. “Oh shit. You knew the whole time. You … you came to Beecher knowing?” I can’t help myself from ending with an uplift, a question. Because it just sounds so impossible.

His jaw works. “I was sent here, yes. But Jocasta, I—”

“So it was all a lie. From the moment I met you at that party all the way until…” The lump in my throat, humiliation and hurt, makes it hard to speak, but I force myself to continue. “… until today.” My face is aflame with the memory of being naked under his touch, only now my imagination supplies him with an expression of either utter boredom or calculated triumph. Nausea rolls over me.

“No, no!” Carter steps closer to me, hand out as if to grasp my arm in reassurance. But wisely, he stops before he touches me.

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” He draws in a deep breath. “I was sent here to keep tabs on Death’s daughter. Jocasta. But you have no social media accounts and the picture I was given was … outdated.”

In spite of myself, I grimace, wondering exactly how bad that photo must have been. I went through a pixie cut phase in high school that did me no favors.

Tires screech somewhere nearby, and we both turn toward campus, bracing ourselves for Nova to come screaming out of the darkness or something. But everything remains quiet.

“I had no idea that you, Jo, who I met that night was the same person,” he continues.

“Not until class, when you took attendance,” I say slowly, pieces clicking. That was the shock on his face. Not just that we had hooked up the night before and I was a student in his class, but that I was the enemy. The target.

He nods with relief. “Exactly.”

“So, what, then you just decided to carry on?” I demand. “Seeing what information you could get out of me by creating a forbidden romance?” I hate that something so stupid, so basic college girl, actually worked. It’s humiliating.

“I was trying to stay away from you,” he says in a tight voice on the verge of a shout.

I raise my eyebrows.

He sighs, starting to scrub a hand over his face before remembering the remains of the pepper spray. “I didn’t say I was successful. I needed to stay close enough that he wouldn’t send someone else, endangering you. But not so close that I…” He swallows hard. “That I gave in. I’m not … I couldn’t let myself…”

“Why?” I ask, hugging myself with my arms tight across my chest. “Why not just barrel right in there, balls deep, write down everything I mumble in my sleep?”

Carter closes his eyes in a pained expression. “It wasn’t like that. I…” He opens his eyes, meeting mine with a fierceness that gives me a stab of hope, in spite of everything. “Everything I told you today is true. I am in love with you. It would be so much easier if I weren’t. It scares the shit out of me, being that vulnerable.”

I stare at him in disbelief. “Am I supposed to feel sorry for you? Is that what this is about?”

“No! Of course not. I’m just trying to…” He stops, raking a hand through his hair in frustration. “I’m not explaining this well.”

“Then don’t. I don’t think there’s any explanation that’s going to change this.” I turn and start to walk away.

“Jocasta, I know you’re not going to believe me, and I don’t blame you for that. But this had nothing to do with you.”

I keep walking. “Sure, it was only lying and manipulating me, that has nothing to do with me.”

“My father died when I was eleven,” Carter says. “He was in prison.”

That’s enough of a non sequitur to stop me in my tracks. “Your father. He was…” I prompt.

Carter sighs. “Yes, he was … like I am.”

“Spawn,” I supply, turning slowly back toward him.

Carter makes a face at the word but nods. “He couldn’t control his appetite. Didn’t want to, I think was probably more the issue. He was drunk all the time and starting fights, including one at the only baseball game he ever came to.”

I can picture an elementary-age Carter, blond with sunburned cheeks under a baseball hat and that stoic blankness on his face as his father raged in the bleachers. And in spite of everything, my heart aches for that little boy.

“There was a riot. In prison.” Carter clears his throat, though his voice is even and bland, reciting the facts. “He survived being shanked over a dozen times.”

Well, yeah, because we’re not immortal but we’re tougher than the average human. Unfortunately, in this case.

“But then suddenly he died the next day. ‘Internal bleeding’ was the official cause. But it never made sense because the infirmary said he was improving.”

“War sent someone to take him out,” I guess.

“I didn’t find that out until years later, but yes.” He stuffs his hands into his coat pockets. “When I turned sixteen, I started struggling with the same … symptoms. Fighting, drinking, looking for the thrill that only violence can bring. I hated myself. But then War came for me.”

The naked gratitude on his face is hard to see.

“War is my sire but he also took me in. Taught me who I was and how to control myself. I owe him. I wanted to prove to him that I wasn’t like the others.”

Like his father, he means.

“So you volunteered to spy on me for War?” I demand. “In repayment?”

To his credit, he doesn’t argue. “I was already in school, so I was a good choice. And when he asked, I said yes. The chance to help him against one of our enemies—”

“Yep, War and Death, big archrivals. Always trying to one-up each other. In one pointless competition after another.” Destroying the world in one place or another in the process. “So, what, are you one of those Children of Ares people?”

His lip curls in disdain. “They are fanatics. War has no connection to their organization beyond the obvious.”

“Oh yeah, because that makes everything okay,” I mutter.

“I was just doing my job, trying to prove myself worthy,” Carter argues. “And in the beginning, it was easy. Reporting in, trying to stay away from you, remembering my loyalties.” He watches me for a second too long before looking away.

I force a snort. “But, oh, let me guess, I’m so special. You just couldn’t stay away.”

“You’re mocking me,” he says harshly, closing the distance between us. I hold my ground; I’m not afraid of him. “But it’s true. I never realized I could choose. That I could be spawn”—again, his mouth turns down at the word—“and still me.” His voice softens. “Until I met you.”

I don’t know why that makes my eyes sting with tears. But it does. I try to hide the resulting sniffle. “What did War want you to do? What was the grand scheme?”

He stares at a point in the distance, refusing eye contact. His cheeks hold bright spots of color. “Nothing, at first. Just watching you.”

“Did you tell him? About…” I want to make light of the situation. Did you tell him about your predilection for short skirts and empty study lounges? Your need to make me come in every building on campus, except my dorm room? But that turns it into something cheap and empty and I can’t quite make myself do it. “About us?” I finish finally.

He dips his head in shame. “I did.”

It’s nothing less than I was expecting, but it still makes me want to throw up.

“Everything changed, though, when Death announced you as a successor,” Carter says. “And then Devon showed up. I tried to find him at the other hotels and send him away.” He grimaces.

I stiffen. “When you said you were at Dr. Stephens’s office.” The voices in the background on the phone that day, the toddler having a meltdown. Carter was at a hotel, not at work. “The attacks that Chessa was talking about? That was you?”

But before he can answer, more puzzle pieces snap into place, hindsight providing the perspective I had no idea I was missing at the time. “Wait a minute, wait. That’s why. That’s why you came to Happy’s on Friday night in the first place.” I gulp down air, trying to swallow the pain. “Why you wanted to be friends.” Anger floods through me suddenly, and I charge at him. “You said you missed me. You said—”

“I did. I do.” This time, he does grab me, locking his hands on my shoulders, holding me in place but with a gentleness that makes me want to scream at him. “I was just supposed to encourage you to keep living your life, refusing Death’s plan. And you were already doing that, so—”

I tear myself away from him. “So no harm no foul? It’s still manipulation. A lie.” My voice cracks on the last word. It is a huge horrible lie that is eating its way through my soul and my ability to keep myself from crying.

“Any more than the lie you’ve been living, pretending to be human?” Carter asks. He doesn’t sound defensive or like he’s trying to justify his behavior. Just tired and matter-of-fact.

It’s not at all the same. Except I can’t articulate how and that somehow makes it worse.

My jaw clenched, I jab a finger at him. “Fuck. You.”

I want to storm off, get in the van and leave him and this entire miserable moment behind. Bury it in my past like I’ve tried with every other huge mistake I’ve made.

But I can’t. Pandora’s metaphorical box has been opened, and now I have to know if it’s true. What I’ve been fearing since the moment I saw that blood leaking out from under Nova’s clothing. The moment I realized a War spawn was here, right here all along.

“Did you do it?” I swallow hard over the burning tightness in my throat. “Did you … hurt Lennie? Did you kill her?” This whole time I’ve been looking for a War spawn, an intruder, a violent outside force hiding in our community. Part of me is still hoping, begging whatever deity is in charge of our universe, that I was right. That Carter will look at me now, horrified by the prospect of what I’m suggesting.

He opens his mouth and then closes it again. “She saw me. Later that night. At a dive bar in Danvers. I needed to be at full-strength if I was going to confront Devon.”

A sob wrenches itself from the walls of my lungs, and it’s all I can do to keep it from emerging. My body shakes with the effort of staying quiet.

“I always fed outside of town, away from you,” he adds.

So thoughtful of him, not at all about covering his own ass and hiding his identity from me.

“I never thought anyone I knew would…” That muscle near the back of his jaw jumps visibly, and then he shakes his head. “She walked into the middle of a fight in the parking lot. She thought … she thought it was some kind of bizarre fight club. Or a sex thing.” He gives an exasperated huff.

“The bruise on your face,” I whisper, between hitches of breath. “It wasn’t a hickey.”

“Guy clipped me with an elbow when she distracted me. I told you it wasn’t.”

“No, no, you don’t get to claim honesty points because of a fucking bruise!” I shout at him, and the dam breaks. Tears stream down my face. “Then what?

“She was jealous of you, so I knew she would run straight to you. She wanted you to be unhappy with her. It’s the only way she was ever content—when others were miserable, too. I don’t know if you noticed.”

Of course I noticed. I counted on it. “She tried to call me. But I didn’t hear it. I didn’t answer.” Jesus, how different everything might have been now if I had just heard that call then.

Carter nods. He already knew that. Of course.

“She didn’t understand what she’d seen.” His troubled gaze flicks up to meet mine. “But I knew you would.”

A strangled gasp escapes my mouth. “Are you blaming me?”

“Of course not. Just…” He closes his eyes. “Just trying to explain. I couldn’t take the risk.”

“How fucking selfish can you possibly be?” I demand. “You killed her to protect yourself!”

His eyes snap open. “If I failed, if War sent someone else in my place, how do you think that would have ended?” he asks quietly.

With more deaths, more bloodshed. Perhaps even direct conflict between War and Death themselves. It’s only Carter’s tight control over his own needs and his divided allegiance that have let us get this far, I suspect.

But I don’t want that to be the case. I don’t want to be grateful. That feels wrong.

“So you followed Lennie to Branwick?” I continue.

Exhaustion and defeat hang heavy on his shoulders. “Yes.”

I can see the scenario now. Lennie in her manic “You’re never going to believe this!” mode, approaching the doors to Branwick to knock frantically until someone lets her in. It happened all the time.

Carter is right; she would have been eager to puncture my happiness, especially in the name of helping me, after our fight the night before. Not only would she get to be a good friend—by her definition—she would also gain that bit of self-satisfaction to help soothe away the sting of Carter’s earlier rejection.

“And then what, you called her name? Tricked her into the statue garden, away from the cameras? Maybe by asking her to talk.” She would have gone. Without hesitation. Because she knew, she thought, she had leverage in that situation. And because, in spite of everything, she still wanted Carter to choose her.

“I wanted her to be away from the cameras at the entrance, yes,” he admits readily. “But Jocasta, I never intended to frame you.”

So I was wrong about that, wrong about everything.

“And I tried to talk Lennie out of telling you. I told her it wasn’t what she thought. I asked her to let me speak to you first.”

But I already know how that went, and not just because of the outcome. I know—knew—Lennie well; she would never go for that.

In a way she chose me over Carter, but it’s more that she chose to be important, to be necessary. Her parents’ inattention always made her more vulnerable—she needed to be needed. But more than that, she wanted to feel that she’d earned being needed.

“She refused. So I did what I had to do.” His mouth is a flat line. “It was quick. As painless as I could make it.” He swallows audibly.

“I promised…” I swallow and try again. “I promised that I would get justice for Lennie’s death. That I would kill the War spawn responsible.”

He doesn’t seem surprised. He moves closer, entering my space. “I chose a side, Jocasta. Yours. I haven’t told War anything since Friday night.”

Meaning he hasn’t reported that I told Chessa about our existence. That alone might have been enough of an excuse for the Old Ones to shut me up permanently. Though maybe that calculation has changed, now that I’m in line to be Death. I don’t know.

Carter reaches out and tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear, his touch gentle and somehow pleading. “After … after Lennie, I realized I didn’t want this to be my life. You are the one who showed me it didn’t have to be.” His voice gains urgency. “I’m sorry I didn’t see it earlier, that I didn’t know.” His frustration is mixed with regret. “But we can still leave, Jocasta. Figure out our own way.”

A longing ache kicks in under my ribs, hard. I want that, so much. Even now. The remnants of that proposed future—the matching coffee mugs, the big bed with books on the nightstands, the shared conversations and arguments ending in sprawling across white sheets—resurrect themselves in my mind in vibrant detail.

Then vanish into a pile of dust.

That future … could never happen. We would constantly be on the run, from either his people or mine. Or random spawn who have something to prove to another Old One. We would be even larger targets than I am now.

Plus, he killed Lennie. He killed her, and, intentionally or not, framed me for it. And no, humans aren’t supposed to matter to us. But they do to me. I can’t just forget about that.

“Everyone else wants you to be someone for them.” Carter gestures in Devon’s direction. “A leader, a protector, the new Death. I just want you,” he says, pleading. He takes my hand in his, locking our fingers together. “The brilliant, compassionate person who found her own path through all of this…” He pauses. “Despite seriously questionable taste in sports movies.” His mouth curves upward slightly in a sad smile.

The reference to our first meeting is a knife to my chest. My breath catches, and tears start anew.

“Please don’t cry,” he whispers, brushing his free hand against my cheek.

I want to curl up against his chest or in a ball on the ground and wait for this moment to pass. For time to rewind itself so I can change things or for an asteroid to destroy us all in a giant flaming ball of death.

But I can’t. Carter did what he had to do.

And now I have to do the same.

I draw in a shaky breath, then another, until my resolve steadies itself within me.

I shake my hand free of his and back up a step. “You need to leave Beecher. For good.”

Pain flashes across his face like lightning, there and then gone. Hidden behind that impassive mask, the control he holds onto so tightly. But he nods. “Understood,” he says stiffly. He retreats, putting distance between us.

But I’m not done. “If I see you again, Carter, I will take your life,” I say. My voice is clogged with tears and resigned, but clear. “And I need you to know that I may not enjoy killing people, but I am very, very good at it.”
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“Are you all right?” Devon asks, leaning his head against the passenger window, his eyes shut.

“I’m…” Fine. Pissed. Heartbroken. Scared. “I don’t want to talk about it,” I finish finally.

He opens his eyes slowly and forces himself upright. “I don’t think Carter—”

“I said I don’t want to talk about it,” I say tersely, as I start the van.

Cold air pours out of the vents, blowing fresh wafts of our own pepper-sprayed scent back at us, until I adjust the fan. In the silence, though, with unanswered questions eating me alive, I can’t resist breaking my own rule

“Did you know? That he was like us?” Asking is like poking at a still-bleeding wound, nerves raw and sparking.

Devon hesitates. “I suspected.”

“How?” I feel like such an idiot.

“The way he watched you, the possessiveness. Some of it might have been regular relationship stuff, but it felt like more. Also, when you told him the truth at the hospital, he didn’t react.”

“He left,” I point out. Seems like plenty of reaction to me.

“Probably because he didn’t know how to act surprised by something he already knew.” Devon lifts his shoulders in a small shrug. “For all his dishonesty, I think he struggles with lying. Unlike me.” He offers a weary smile. “Based on what I’ve observed, he’s too regimented, too controlled. He’ll leave things out, but he won’t introduce the chaos of utter fabrications.”

That matches with what I know of Carter. Or thought I knew, anyway. My heart gives an anguished throb. My mind, however, is caught in a conflicting doom loop of How could he do this to me? and I should have known.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I pull away from the curb.

“Would you have believed me?” Devon asks, looking over at me, a knowing eyebrow raised.

I open my mouth to offer a full-throated “Of course!” But it won’t come out.

I’d known Carter for over a year. Devon was the strange spawn invading my unofficial territory and magicking my friends into wanting him. I wouldn’t have trusted him to tell me the weather even if we were standing outside in it.

I close my mouth.

“It’s hard to see a relationship clearly when you’re in the middle of it.” Devon’s hand drifts toward his collar and the delicate necklace beneath it. He’s thinking of Amelia.

“It’s not … a relationship. Never was,” I say grimly. It was some weird power play that I was completely ignorant of. God, Carter and War must have enjoyed a good chuckle at my expense. He had me on the line and just … kept me there. With barely any effort.

My face burns with humiliation. And, as of this afternoon, Carter will have even more details to laugh over. The way I begged him to touch me, the noises I made, the concern and care he pretended to show over my injuries.

Except it felt real. It felt like he genuinely cared about me.

Uh-huh. Same way he said he was in love with you? Yep. Very believable. This is how he kept you tangled up in him the whole time. Because you let him.

I squirm in the driver’s seat, wanting to burrow into the foam and springs beneath me and never come out.

Or, conversely, to jam the van into Park, hunt down Carter, and punch him until I feel better.

“What’s the plan for Nova?” Devon asks.

Relief courses through me at the subject change, which is a little fucked up considering. The implosion of my love life versus death—little d.

“We find her before she’s had a chance to regain her strength. And I kill her.” That might generously be called a plan, right?

A small part of me wishes there was another way. I would have loved to compare notes on Death, to learn from her perspective and experiences with him.

To not be Death’s only spawn.

But I think Nova’s a little bit, what’s the word, crazy, so I’m not inclined to give her a second shot at me.

Devon gives a noncommittal “Hmm” in response.

“What? What does that mean?” I ask suspiciously.

“We almost died,” he says. “Would have, without Carter. And to some extent, Chessa.”

I tighten my grip on the steering wheel. “Nova’s weaker now. And this time, we’re prepared.”

“She was weak last time,” he points out. “And we could be more prepared.”

I hit the brakes a little too hard at a stop sign, jerking us both against our seat belts. “If you have another idea, let’s hear it.”

“You’ll die. We both will,” Devon says in a calm matter-of-fact tone, the impact of his words rippling through me. Like a tiny pebble shattering a windshield. “Even if you feed on every human you find, you’re not strong enough.”

“Devon, Jesus.” Shaking my head, I accelerate away from the intersection too fast. But it’s not as if there’s anyone out and about on this end of campus. “If you don’t have anything else to contribute—”

“Carter chose your side,” Devon continues conversationally, as if we’re discussing the outcome of a beer pong tournament. “Even knowing what it will cost him.”

I glare at him. “You were listening?”

He rolls his eyes at me. “Of course I was listening, Jo. You were three feet away, not sealed in a bubble.”

I suppose I deserve that.

“War will probably kill him for it, based on what he said about their relationship. War will see it as a betrayal and he’s not the most forgiving. Not that any of them are, as far as I know,” he adds.

Exhaustion washes over me in an unending wave. “What do you want from me, Devon?”

“You’re not Death yet,” he says.

Not ever. But I refrain from saying it. Suddenly it doesn’t feel so avoidable.

“You need allies.”

“Why are you—” Then it clicks with me. Devon wants me to recruit Carter. “You’re the one who made me promise that I would kill whoever was responsible for Lennie’s death!”

“Which you didn’t,” he points out.

“Yes, thank you,” I say through gritted teeth.

“I only asked because I needed to know you could take action, if it was deemed necessary,” he says, exasperated with me.

“And that’s not condescending at all,” I retort. “He lied, Devon. He used my feelings for him.” I feel like throwing up. “He spied on me—”

“I don’t think he used your feelings, not in the way you’re suggesting,” Devon says.

I stare at him. “You’re defending him? You were angry that he and I were together. I saw it.”

“I was angry that he wasn’t careful with you,” Devon corrects gently. “I’m not of a disposition prone to jealousy or monogamy. It’s not…” He pauses, seeming to search for the right word. “Practical,” he finishes finally.

Because he would always need to feed on someone else’s lust.

“And as for Carter, it sounds as though he was caught between—”

“If you say a rock and a hard place, I swear to God—”

“What War wants and what Carter himself wants.” Devon cocks his head to one side. “A position you are well familiar with, I suspect.”

Not the same thing at all.

Except it kind of is. I wasn’t raised by Death, but I still wanted his approval all those years ago when I was a child. If I had been raised by him, who knows what that might have done? What version of me that might have created.

I shudder at the thought.

“We need Carter,” Devon says. “Maggie, too, and the others she represents if she can get them.”

“No. No way.” I shake my head for emphasis. “I am not getting more people involved in this.”

“Is it the risk to them or the commitment that it represents?” Devon asks, once again slicing to the heart of the matter.

I wince. Of course I don’t want to put anyone in Hurricane Nova’s path, but … I would be lying if I said that’s my only concern.

“If you die here, tonight, what happens to Nova?” Devon presses.

“Probably a rampage until Death shuts her down,” I admit reluctantly.

“So, fine, let’s say we write those damaged lives off as acceptable losses, the eggs in this omelet.” Devon waves a dismissive hand.

I stiffen. “That’s not what I’m suggesting—”

“What if Death decides to tap her as a replacement?” he continues as if I hadn’t spoken.

He won’t. But … I never thought he would choose me, either. I suspect the only reason Nova is still alive is so he doesn’t have to admit his mistake in the first place. Would his ego demand that he revert to Nova now that she’s escaped?

I want to say no. But I don’t really know.

And if Nova becomes Death …

“He’s gotten lazy. Sentimental. Only one plague in the last hundred years? It’s pathetic. He’s not even trying to compete with War.”

It will be the reign from hell. And that’s saying something.

“Tonight, right now, you’re the only person with a shot at stopping Nova,” Devon says.

Fuck, fuck. I hate when he makes sense. “I—”

His eyes go wide. “Watch out!”

I stomp on the brakes, and the van fishtails slightly before stopping.

A sweatshirt-clad arm is sprawled out on the street, glowing in our headlights. The rest of the body is in shadow, trailing up over the curb and into the grass in the open space behind Branwick.

Oh what the hell now?

I shift the van into Park, watching. But no one leaps out of the shadows. And the arm doesn’t move.

I unbuckle my belt, open the door, and slide out cautiously. Devon does the same on the other side.

The body is male, a student presumably, though I don’t recognize him. He’s wearing a white Beecher sweatshirt, gray sweats, and the perennial Birks with socks. Though he’s missing one sandal, leaving that foot vulnerable to the elements.

Shit.

No blood. No broken bones. He doesn’t appear to be breathing, though. And the air here still twitches and trembles with magic. Recent.

Nova.

Devon crouches next to the student, hand on his neck, to tell me what I already suspected. “Yeah, he’s dead.”

Damnit. Another Nova victim. I frown. “But he’s not a husk.” Why not? She needs to feed every bit as much as the two of us do at the moment. Why, for lack of a better comparison, take a bite of a burger and toss the rest aside?

“Jo.” Devon points at something back the way we came.

I step out of the glare of our headlights to see.

Tire tracks swoop up onto the curb and through the grass, before vanishing back into the street. Right about where the victim was cast aside.

“She stole a car?” I ask, incredulous.

If she’s on her way out of town, that would solve a lot of our problems. I mean, not forever. She would still be out there, causing chaos and trauma somewhere. But even a temporary break would be a nice change of pace, a chance to catch our breath and figure out what to do next.

Somehow I doubt we’re going to be that lucky. She’s up to something, I just don’t know what yet.

“Okay,” I begin. “Let’s just stick with the plan. Go to Branwick, change clothes, get you fed and keep an eye out for—”

It takes me an extra moment to identify the low rhythmic hum that interrupts. A phone. The cheap replacement one Devon bought for me. It’s tucked in a pocket in my borrowed jacket and ringing.

I fumble through several pockets inside and out before I find the right one.

Chessa’s name and number flash on the phone screen.

Turning away from Devon and the van, I answer the call. “Chessa? Is everything okay?”

For a moment, there’s nothing but the sound of rustling fabric and unfamiliar clattering.

“Hello?” I try again, pressing my finger against my other ear to block out the wind noise.

“Listen to me, you don’t have to do that.” Chessa’s voice is muffled and distant, as if the phone is too far away from her mouth. “No! No. This is a phone. I can just … no, no wait.” Tension sings in her voice as she works to stay calm.

Dread bores a hole in my stomach. “Chessa? What’s going on? Are you at the hospital?”

“I can just call her. Yes, it’s a phone. I promise!” Her voice becomes clearer. “I know it doesn’t look like … it doesn’t need a cord. That’s not a … You don’t have to … stop!” Chessa’s scream tears through the phone and into me, like the jagged edges of a saw blade.

“Chessa!” I shout. But the phone is beeping now, indicating a disconnected call. “Fuck!”

“What’s wrong?” Devon asks, coming around the van to join me.

“I think Nova’s at the hospital,” I say grimly. I guess that explains why she stole a car. I knew she was close by. She must have overheard the talk about Morales taking Chessa to the hospital. Or assumed that would be the next stop for the fragile human whose arm she just broke.

Even as someone raised outside the world of the Old Ones, I can see the strategy in this move. It’s smart. Smarter than just choosing a random half-empty building on campus. Lots of potential innocent victims in a hospital for feeding or hostages, including Chessa, who is clearly important to me.

It’s the perfect target. Chessa. Daan. Old people. Sick people. Hurt people. Babies. Leverage with a capital “L.”

I bend over and vomit, but nothing comes up except a yellowish acid that sprays across the gray and gritty snow.

Devon starts toward me, and I hold a hand up to stop him.

After a second, I manage to straighten up. I draw the back of my hand across my mouth, wiping away any remnants. My insides are calm, resolved.

“Okay,” I say finally. “Get Carter.”

I’ll be whoever I need to be to stop this.
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The emergency room entrance is a blur of flashing lights, movement, and shouting. Ambulances are parked at skewed angles, gurneys are overturned. And, perhaps most ominously of all, dozens and dozens of crows are perched silently, waiting, on the roof overhang. So many of them that the ledge shimmers with their blackness, like oil glimmering on water.

When the sliding glass doors pull back to admit me, I find only more chaos inside.

“I don’t know, I don’t know, she just dropped. Please, someone help us!”

“I can’t get a pulse!”

People lie sprawled all over the floor, some of them in scrubs, others in regular clothes. Dead. Others are crouching next to them, frantically pounding on unmoving chests and puffing air into slack mouths. Clearly, this is where Nova entered.

I move deeper into the waiting room, where a nurse in Snoopy scrubs is attaching defibrillator pads to a man’s chest. His fingertips are translucent. Nova must have pulled hard on him.

I follow the trail of bodies to the swinging doors that lead into the actual emergency department. No one even tries to stop or question me when I push through the doors.

It’s more of the same back here. Frantic voices, people rushing around, bodies on the floor, including a security guard.

“Chessa?” I shout.

But there’s no response.

Nova wouldn’t kill her. She wouldn’t. Chessa is leverage. Nova is smarter than that. That’s what I keep telling myself.

Smarter, yes. Also about a whole box of fries short of the proverbial Happy Meal, too.

I keep moving.

Then, one of the pale blue divider curtains—about halfway down the aisle—is drawn back roughly, metal hooks clinking.

I whip around to see Detective Morales. She lowers her hand from the fabric curtain to continue pumping ineffectively on a young woman’s chest.

“What the fuck is this, Trelane?” Detective Morales demands, thin lines of horror and disbelief sharp in her voice. “That girl from before? She walked through here, like Typhoid Mary. Blood all over her clothes, and people dropping left and right.”

Morales pauses long enough to bend over the patient—a student, based on the Beecher-themed scrunchie securing her dark hair in a messy bun and the backpack resting next to her wrapped ankle—and give rescue breaths.

I hurry toward her. “Where?” I ask. “Which way did she go?” I don’t have time to explain, or, for that matter, come up with an explanation she might believe.

Resuming chest compressions, Morales stares at me for a long moment over the patient, evaluating me. “You know what this is, don’t you.”

It’s not a question. But I answer anyway. “Yes, and if you want me to stop it, I need to know where she is.”

Morales sucks her teeth and shakes her head. “I knew there was something off about you. I knew it.”

She was right, just not in the way she thought.

“Never mind.” I start forward, past Morales.

She lifts her hand, jerking her thumb over her shoulder, indicating a set of doors on the other end of the emergency room. “The elevator, through there. She took your friend. I couldn’t…” She pauses with chagrin. “I didn’t put it together fast enough to stop them, and then I couldn’t leave.” She gestures to the girl on the bed. “But backup is coming.”

Backup that is more than likely going to be way too late and utterly outmatched.

I nod and keep going.

“You owe me an explanation, Trelane,” Morales calls after me. “Don’t think I’m going to forget it.”

Well, there’s a silver lining. If Nova kills me, I won’t have to have that conversation.

On the other side of the doors, I find the elevators, just as Morales said. A hospital directory hangs on the wall just above the buttons for UP and DOWN.

ICU is on the third floor. Something called the birthing center is on the second.

I press the UP button and wait for the elevator to arrive. Stairs might be faster, but I don’t know where they are and I don’t want to waste time looking for them.

Nova might know about Daan. Might have taken Chessa to his room in the ICU to provide additional “motivation” for me to come, to cooperate. I could see that. He’s my friend, surrounded by rooms full of other fragile humans, near death. Easy pickings for someone like her.

But on the other hand, the birthing center, which presumably includes a nursery full of helpless newborns …

I grimace. If I fuck this up, go to the wrong place, more people will probably die before I can get to the right place.

If I were Nova, impatient, a little crazy, and overly dramatic, what would I do?

When the elevator arrives, I step in—over another body in blue scrubs—and make my choice, pressing the button for the appropriate floor. Please let this be right.

After a few seconds, the elevator glides to a halt, the doors roll back, and I’m greeted with a view of a similar corridor.

Only this one contains oversized black-and-white images of baby hands. Curled around adult fingers, gripped into tight fists, or with an index finger reaching out, like God in the Sistine Chapel. Metal letters on the wall welcome me to the Birthing Center. And in the distance somewhere, likely behind the double doors to my left, a baby is crying.

New life, the antithesis of Death. Plus, humans are innately driven to protect offspring. Something about the big eyes, floppy heads, and vulnerability. Same thing for puppies, kittens, whatever.

In short, threatening babies is more likely to get Nova what she wants quickly and she probably knows it.

At least, that’s my gamble. It’s what I would do if I were her. In fact, it feels almost inevitable, as if I’m being drawn to that location.

I push through the set of double doors, ignoring the alert that sounds at my entrance.

Just inside, a nurses’ station is on the left. A plastic sign holder on the top of it, asking people to sign in, is tipped over on its side, next to a clipboard. Messages and warnings flash on the computer screens, and call buttons are going off unattended. The station is abandoned … or not.

On the floor, an arm stretches out from behind the corner of the desk, hand still outstretched. Someone trying to run. Or stop Nova.

Because Nova’s there. Waiting in front of the desk, pacing a step or two in either direction.

Relief mixed with dread fills me. I guessed correctly. Nova and I are more alike than I would like to admit.

She stops pacing and smiles when she sees me. Her clothes are still soaked in blood, but now it’s darker, drying. She looks like a final girl out of a seventies-era slasher film. She’s so small and non-threatening, barely over five feet tall. Somehow, though, that makes her even more frightening.

Off to one side, Chessa is in a desk chair with wheels, her face ashen and her injured arm pressed against her side. Her fingers have swollen and turned an alarming shade of dark purple. Shit.

But she’s still alive.

Down the hall behind Nova, the sounds of muffled crying drift toward me. Babies, yes, but also new mothers, if I had to guess. How horrible to have brought new life into this world, only to be immediately confronted by the possibility of its loss. An empty bassinet, made of clear plastic, has been abandoned in the middle of the corridor.

All the patient room doors are shut—and locked, I hope. If hospital doors lock, I don’t even know. It probably doesn’t matter—it would only slow her down a little. If at all. Pulling life through a door would be no issue for someone who managed to tunnel through the ground to kill.

“I guess you were right,” Nova says to Chessa, with mild surprise. “That was much faster than killing everyone and waiting for her to notice.”

“This bitch,” Chessa mutters, rolling her eyes. But she’s smart enough to keep her voice down. Her chin is trembling; beneath the bravado, she’s terrified. But she’s not going to let Nova see that. God, I love her.

Please don’t let me fuck this up.

“Hi Jo.” Nova beams at me. “Thanks for coming.”

I close the distance between us slowly, watching Nova with wariness. “Could have gotten here faster if you’d told me the plan.” I’m not sure why she’s not attacking right away. What is she waiting for?

Her expression hardens. “Oh, no. I think that might not have worked out as well for me.” She gestures at her bloodied clothes. “Where’s your boyfriend? We didn’t really have a chance to chat.”

Interesting. She’s afraid of Carter. Or maybe that’s too strong a word. She’s concerned. Still. A good sign. Assuming Devon can get here in time with him.

Assuming he will come. I am not letting myself contemplate the alternative.

Nova pauses, a nasty gleam in her eyes. “Or is it boyfriends? Lust boy was awfully quick to get on his knees for you.”

I stare at her. That’s what she wants to talk about? “Are you … jealous?” I can’t keep myself from asking, disbelief ringing out.

Nova narrows her eyes at me, her cheeks flushing pink. “You know in my day, we had a word for girls like you.”

Oh, lovely. Antique internalized misogyny. “Lucky?” I offer innocently. Fuck her and her outdated standards. She’s wrong, of course, and my love life is none of her business, but whatever keeps her talking. I’ll make up scenarios so steamy and tangled up, she’ll bust a vein in her forehead.

I shift so I’m blocking Nova’s view of Chessa. Tucking one hand behind my back, I flick my fingers at her in a gesture that I hope she understands. Go. Get out of here.

Seething, Nova charges forward into my space. But I hold my ground. Behind me, I hear the gentle whir of plastic wheels on the tile floor. Chessa’s putting distance between us without drawing attention to herself by running. Good. Smart.

“Why?” Nova snarls. “Why did he choose you?”

I’m confused. “Who, Devon?”

Nova laughs, but it’s a harsh, ugly sound. “Weak and stupid, too. No!” she snaps. “Death.”

Ah. So it is jealousy, but more akin to sibling rivalry. I can work with that.

“He generates another spawn. Fine.” Nova throws her hands up, and I work not to flinch. “He’s bored easily, I suppose. But to choose you as his successor? I thought maybe you had some hidden aptitude. But you’re not more powerful than I am.” She scoffs at the idea. “That was proof enough.” She waves her hand in the general direction of campus, indicating the graveyard and our altercation, presumably. “Is it because you secured alliances with spawn from his enemies? I could have done that.” Nova gives me a sneering up-and-down look, clearly suggesting the kind of tactics I used to secure said alliances.

Now that pisses me off. “Maybe Death just likes me better.”

“Likes to control you, perhaps,” she says with a dismissive wave. “But what kind of legacy is that for him? When I’ve been here the whole time. Waiting. He promised he would come back for me.”

Her consternation seems genuine, as does her giant blind spot to her own behavior. Why would Death choose someone who is clearly gunning for his role? She seems to think her ambition is a qualification rather than a disincentive. As if defeating him is the only way to get him to admit that he’s proud of her, or something. Oof. I am so not the only fucked up daughter of Death.

“I have no idea why Death does anything,” I say. “He’s kind of an asshole. Dropping in and out of my life at random points.”

“He didn’t raise you?” she asks, brow furrowed.

I shake my head.

“So you don’t even know him? You don’t know what happened to—” She clamps her mouth shut abruptly, cutting herself off.

I lean against the nurses’ station, hoping it looks casual. I have an idea, a really stupid horrible idea. I’ve only got one shot at this. I need to keep her engaged as long as possible, but still strike first. “We should talk about it, all of it,” I say. “Let’s just step outside. Get away from all these distractions.”

For a moment, she seems startled, as if she’s forgotten what we’re in the middle of and where we are. But then she looks genuinely amused. “Really? You think I’m going to fall for that?”

Impatience bites at me, taking chunks of my forced calm with every gulp. “You’re strong. But even you can’t survive a bullet to the head.” At least, I’m pretty sure. “The humans are going to send everything they’ve got to stop you, even if they don’t understand what they’re up against.”

“Better, then, to stay where I have so many hostages.” She flicks her fingers toward the patient rooms before turning her attention back to me. “It doesn’t have to be complicated. No one else has to die here. You’re going to surrender. Let me take what I need from you. If you give willingly, it’ll be enough to take down—” She stops, her gaze jerking to something behind me. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Chessa. Shit.

Nova starts to lift her hand.

Now.

Our Beecher freshman self-defense training included a mini-session on active shooters. What to do if you’re in a situation where you’re in close proximity to a shooter and you can’t run or lock down.

I had similar training in high school, which, in general, sucks as a statement on the human world. In this case, though, it might be useful. Nova might not be wielding an automatic rifle, but the idea is the same—disrupt her concentration, make it harder for her to attack.

I chuck the visitor sign-in plexi at Nova’s head, followed immediately by the clipboard.

Automatically, Nova backs away, throwing her hands up to protect her face. It’s an instinctive override, hardwired into the human brain. And we are still partly human at least.

I can’t tell what Chessa’s doing, nor can I look back. I’m hoping she’s taking the opportunity to run. I continue with the barrage of everything I can reach—an overstuffed pen cup, a giant mug, a metal tray of some sort—and close in on Nova.

Then with the last item, a paper cup full of coffee, I’m close enough to take the next step. In a shooting situation, you’re supposed to swarm the attacker.

In this situation, I just punch her. Thumb on the outside, leading with the knuckles.

It doesn’t have to be hard. It’s enough to stun them and show them you’re going to fight back. That’s usually enough. That’s what Officer Schute said.

Still, when blood spurts from Nova’s nose and she claps a hand over it, I’m filled with a gritty satisfaction.

While she’s reeling, I reach out and pull. The glow of her life is warm and bright, thick and rich. The sensation is like a square of dark chocolate melting on my tongue, but throughout my whole body. I’ve never felt anything like it.

Her bright blue eyes go wide with shock, and she staggers back, stumbling to one knee.

I keep pulling, as fast and hard as I can, with no effort to control or tamp down the effects on her. Like hauling in a catch.

Her shoulders hunch, curving protectively toward her chest, but she’s frozen, caught in the tide of my power.

For a moment, just a moment, I feel a spark of hope. That I’ve got this. I won’t need any help. I can take Nova down without help from—or commitment to—Devon and Carter. I can stop Nova and still keep my distance from the Old Ones. I won’t have to be the new Death.

But then, with a wrenching sensation that ripples back toward me, up my arm and in my body, Nova jerks her head up. Instantly the warm and rich feel of her stolen life waters down to something more akin to a Swiss Miss packet in a bucket of lukewarm water.

She’s fighting back.

I grasp for my hold on her essence, but it slips away, and then it’s gone completely.

Nova pushes to her feet smoothly, as if she was never down in the first place.

She shakes her head at me with a gentle smile. Except for the mocking tinge.

“I told you. Weak and stupid,” she says, lifting her hand toward me.

In the next moment, everything reverses itself. I can no longer sense the life within her, and darkness creeps in from the edges of my vision.

The suffocating pressure against my chest holds me in place, and I can’t move. Can’t do anything to stop her.

“Leave her alone!” The words sound like they’re coming from far away. But I still recognize the voice.

No, Chessa. “Go!” I try to say, but the noise that emerges is a faint gurgle. I don’t feel my legs giving out so much as the reverberation through my body when my knees make contact with the ground.

Nova’s gaze flicks to a point behind me, and she starts to raise her other hand. I have nothing more to give, no way to stop her. Tears flood my eyes, despair clawing at me.

But then, Nova hesitates, her attention split between me and the corridor at my back.

Instinctively, I twist my head just enough to see behind me, blinking to try to clear my blurry vision.

It’s not Chessa who’s captured Nova’s attention. She’s vanished. I hope out the double doors and running for her life.

No, this is someone tall with a distinct shock of blond hair—Carter.

Oh my God, he came. Relief washes over me in tidal wave proportions, temporarily sweeping away my other concerns about him.

And right next to him? Devon sauntering down the hallway as if he’s not in a rush, as if he’s never been in a rush. A choked sob escapes me.

But they’re not alone. Behind Devon, I catch a glimpse of a sleek and fashionable trench-coat-wrapped figure—Maggie—and then a pair of legs in baggy jeans with those filthy Vans. Shane.

Devon must have reached out to all of them, not just Carter. And they came. They’re here … for me.

More tears cloud my vision. I would sag down to the floor in overwhelming gratitude, but my body is caught in Nova’s power.

I scrabble for an escape, a tiny gap in the onslaught of Nova’s attack. But there’s nothing. It’s like falling down a steep incline and trying to stop myself. There’s nothing to hold onto.

“I’ll be with you momentarily,” Nova says to them, but her teeth are clenched. It’s taking more of her concentration to hold me than she expected. Or she’s weaker because of my efforts.

Her gaze softens, then, pupils widening as she stares at someone behind me. Not a lot and not for long, but enough for me to gather that Devon has added his efforts to the mix.

A moment later, blood begins to seep through her shirt again, red and fresh against the darker dried stuff. Carter and possibly Maggie working together.

Nova groans as organs and skin shift and tear beneath the fabric of her clothing. Fuck. That’s definitely Carter.

Nova’s grip on me slips slightly, and I can breathe again. Barely.

Red droplets spatter on the floor, but only one or two at a time. Most of it vanishes in the pull from Maggie, which tugs at my own flesh like a dry wind.

The lights flicker, generators stuttering loudly to life, and my heart vibrates in my chest, like I’ve licked a battery. I would assume it’s simply a side effect from dying, but then electricity crackles in a blue-white arc from behind me, slamming into Nova. She throws her head back in a silent scream.

Holy shit. Shane? No wonder his mother is worried about him being recruited.

It doesn’t last long. The arc sputters out, and Nova straightens up, squaring her shoulders. But she’s moving more slowly now, her gaze focused on the four of them behind me. If she attacks them directly, she’ll kill them. She’s so strong.

But to attack them, she’ll have to let go of me. And that is an opportunity.

I picture the four of them behind me. The distinct swirls in each of them, the power held in each of their lives.

The moment I feel Nova’s grasp on me lighten just enough, I mentally reach back and grab for that essence at the core of Carter, Devon, Maggie, and Shane.

There’s no resistance, telling me Devon must have warned them. So much life floods through me at once, it nearly chokes me at first. Different textures, colors, emotions—including fear and joy—I can’t sort it out, only consume it before it overwhelms me. But in another moment, I adjust and gulp it down, feeling it flood me with heat and strength.

Nova’s expression goes from determined to shocked. “You said you didn’t want—”

Before she can recalibrate, I yank at the stolen life powering Nova.

She resists, creating a tug of war over that thick rope of power.

But there are five of us, and only one of her. We are a system, working in unison, the four of them feeding into me and me pulling everything I can out of Nova.

The tension on her end slackens, and I wind faster.

She was so full. I don’t know how she held it all. And now it’s all streaming into me. Filling me with life. I catch flashes of the lives she’s taken—the man down in the waiting room, the nurse at the desk. Quick mental images, there and gone. That’s never happened to me before.

As I watch, fine wrinkles appear on her forehead, by her eyes, and at the corners of her mouth. Her skin starts to sag and ripple. Her hair turns brittle, falls out.

When she reaches up, her fingertips have turned ghostly pale. She tries to extend her hand toward me, but her forearm bends like it’s made of paper.

She’s going to be a husk if I don’t stop. Nothing but little bits of disintegrating bone held in a layer of skin.

Good. The greedy sense of triumph, vengeance, digs into me, settling itself within me with clawed feet. I want her dead. I want her dust.

Time slips away from me, and I have no idea how long I’m standing there, locked in on Nova. All of a sudden but also an eternity later, she crumbles.

A heap of empty, bloody clothes collapses to the floor. One of her clogs tips over on its side.

The tether to Nova snaps, sending everything back into me, and it’s just me, brimming with all this life. Like when you draw in the deepest breath you can imagine, stretching your lungs until they ache.

Only it’s not just my lungs, it’s everywhere. My skin, muscles, bones, the formerly empty space between atoms. Blood gushes down my face from my nose. It’s too much.

I can feel all the life glowing bright in me, pressing against the edges of the container that is me. I try to swallow it all back down, but there’s nowhere for it to go.

Devon’s worried face appears in front of me. He’s alive, thank God. I didn’t take too much from him.

“Is she okay?” Maggie asks from somewhere behind me.

“Jo,” Devon says. “You have to let go. You haven’t prepared for this. You can’t hold this much at once.”

No. I can’t. But if I let go, I don’t know what will happen. Dimly, I’m aware that there will be consequences if I dispense this much life. I don’t know exactly what those will be, nor do I have the capacity to contemplate it right now. But that’s enough to keep me holding on.

Devon looks past me for a second, gaze pleading.

“Jocasta.” Carter’s voice. Gentle, coaxing.

He appears in front of me, next to Devon. Carter kneels in front of me, and I tremble, caught in a torrent of mixed emotions.

“It’s okay, you can let it go,” he murmurs to me, his hand on mine, guiding me to kneel on the floor next to him.

“I don’t know how.” The word turns into a howl, and life trickles out of my mouth with it. But not enough.

It’s going to tear me apart. I can feel myself disintegrating at the seams.

Carter leans in closer, ducking to make me catch his gaze. I reach up to touch his face. So beautiful. A beautiful face for a beautiful liar.

“Just let go,” he whispers, wiping a tear away from my cheek. I hadn’t even realized I was crying until that moment. “You can do it. You’ve been braver, smarter than anyone should ever have to be. You know what you need to do.”

I don’t. I don’t!

Except, in the storm raging inside me, I find a tiny calm center. Instinct, maybe. It whispers to me.

I close my eyes. Pulling my hands away from Carter, I slap them palms-down against the cold floor, imagining the iron beams and concrete holding up the floor and the building itself, dug deep into the earth.

The second I have that image fixed in my head, it’s as if a valve twists open. The power funnels down my arms through my hands and into the floor.

The floor trembles in response, and then the power … spreads.

I feel it when it finds the emptiness in Carter, Devon, and Maggie, where they have shared their energy with me. It fills them as it pours out, but then it keeps going. Taking part of me along with it.

I throw my head back and scream. Images flash and flicker behind my closed lids. Tree roots, wires, stop signs. Houses, yards, asphalt streets. Campus. Quimby, P. Edgars, Wibberley, Branwick.

And it keeps rippling outward, until I smell and taste salt. The ocean.

Then it just … stops. Abruptly.

I lurch forward, catching my weight on my still-outstretched hands on the floor. My face is damp with sweat, even in the creases of my eyelids. Blood slows to a drip from my nose, splatting onto the tile.

Arms trembling, I drop to the cool floor on my side, and then, after a moment, flop to my back, panting.

I’m here. I’m alive, I think.

I hold my hand up in front of my face, half expecting it to be see-through or just not there.

All five fingers are present and accounted for, though. They even wiggle on command. I still feel … off somehow, though. Different.

“Holy shit.” Devon leans over me, an astonished grin on his face. A faint glow seems to encompass him. “You did it.” He presses a kiss on my forehead.

When he takes my hand and tugs me upright, I brace myself for a wave of dizziness. But it doesn’t materialize.

“Are you all right?” he asks with a frown, his gaze searching my face.

I smear a hand under my nose to wipe away the blood. “I feel … strange.” Connected. Like thousands of invisible strings are spiraling out from me in every direction. But I’m at the center, and I’m tethered to each one. Every time I move, the strings shift with me.

Realization dawns in a sudden blaze. “Oh, shit. I think … I think I claimed Beecher.” That’s what this is.

Devon hesitates. “I think you did more than that.”

Oh, no. “What do you mean?”

“Well, more than Beecher, for certain. But also…” he points.

I shift to see Maggie and Shane staring at each other.

“You’re glowing,” she says, pointing at him.

“No, I’m not. But you are. This is so weird.” Shane scrubs a hand over his buzzed hair. “Maybe I’m still high.”

“They’re both glowing,” I say to Devon. “So are you. Not a lot, but…”

He gives me an uncomfortable look. “Side effect, I think. It will probably fade.”

Because I claimed Beecher and the four of them along with it.

Well, shit.

That also makes me wonder about the babies down the hall, especially any of them who might be ill. If Death’s story about how I came to be is true, I might have just accidentally created a whole bunch of spawn.

Wait. The four of them. “Where’s Carter?”

Devon shoves his hands into his jeans pockets. “He … left, Jo. As soon as he saw you were okay.”

My heart sinks. “Probably for the best,” I say. Though what that will mean now that we’re apparently tied together, I have no idea.

Devon nods in agreement or relief or both.

I know I’m right. Carter can’t be here. He killed Lennie. He lied.

But he came when I needed him. The memory of his careful touch against my cheek makes my chest ache. And it shouldn’t.

I stand up, expecting a protest from abused joints and stretched tendons, but there’s nothing. I feel … good. And I don’t know how to feel about that.

Somewhere in the distance, I hear the clatter of boots that sound official and the buzz of walkie-talkie chatter.

I toe the pile of clothing on the floor. Dust rises from it in small plumes. Nova is definitely gone.

“We should probably go before—” I start to say to Devon. But then the double doors burst open, and police in SWAT gear swarm into the space, shouting over each other.

“On the ground, on the ground!”

“Hands up where I can see them!”

Devon sinks to the floor in a smooth motion. Maggie tosses me a panicked look over her shoulder, and the tension travels to me through the new spiderweb-thin thread between us.

Well, that’s going to take some getting used to.

I nod at her. It’s okay. I’m not going to let anything happen to her, to any of them.

Lifting my hands, I kneel on the floor and wait for the cold click of handcuffs.

That, at least, is starting to feel familiar.
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The whine of the electric drill is piercing, even several floors below. And the sound of a power saw outside is working on my last nerve.

When I woke up this morning—a regular old Monday, in my own bed in Branwick—I had a headache worse than anything alcohol has ever given me. The dry mouth and nausea were no party, either. A magic hangover, I suppose.

But it’s worth it to be here at the hospital. The construction noise is from a service boarding up the broken-out windows in the lobby below, where the glass shattered as a result of a “freak earthquake in Beecher, the second in as many days.” That’s the official story, anyway.

The most important result, though, is sitting up in a bed across from me.

“This woman, she was trying to attack Chessa?” Daan presses the button on the bed remote to adjust his position a little higher. He’s awake today. Woke up shortly after I sent all that power into the ground last night—surprise, surprise.

He doesn’t remember anything after returning to campus on Saturday. The brain blocking out trauma would be my guess.

But he’s alive and well. For now.

I’m grateful, so grateful, but … I don’t know what that means for him. For anyone who was affected by that wave of magic. Will his recovery be permanent? What if there are unexpected side effects?

I’m just trying to focus on the positive aspect for now.

“They think she might have been a patient who escaped a secure ward,” I offer from where I’m leaning against the wall in the corner. Again, humans making up stories to make things make sense.

“And then Jo winds up and bashes her right in the face,” Devon says with obvious delight, rocking back in the visitor’s chair.

“And then this woman took her clothes off and ran away?” Daan asks with disbelief.

It’s a ridiculous story. But it’s not ours. Not entirely. Before the security cameras cut out on the maternity floor, due to an “anomalous power surge,” they showed a confrontation that looked like nothing more than a bunch of hand-waving and people falling randomly on the floor. And then, in the aftermath, when the authorities finally arrived, the confronter—a young woman—seemed to have vanished … leaving nothing but a pile of clothing. The humans are doing their best to piece together what happened, based on their limited understanding of the world.

Last night, the police released us—Devon, Maggie, Shane, and me—as soon as they got us outside. They knew enough to be looking for a woman fitting Nova’s description. We gave statements, confused jumbles of truth and fiction, about a young woman abducting our friend and attacking us, without a mention of the words “magic” or “Death.” Devon may have helped a little in convincing them we weren’t involved.

One college student, an out-of-state visitor, a social media–famous meteorologist, and a skater kid from Danvers—we were an odd bunch. Our statements made no sense, but then, neither did the limited security camera footage, so the police were stuck. Detective Morales hasn’t found me for her conversation, but I expect she will. I don’t think she’ll say anything to her colleagues because what can she say? She doesn’t know anything.

So, when Chessa texted me this morning to let me know that she had checked on Daan and he was awake, we decided between the two of us that he didn’t need to know either.

“It was wild,” Devon says, with a glance at me. He winks in a very obvious, flirtatious manner.

Chessa introduced Devon to Daan as “Jo’s new friend,” and Daan is clearly putting the pieces together now exactly as intended. He raises his eyebrows in an approving look.

I try not to squirm. It makes sense for that to be the story if Devon is going to be sticking around, which he obviously is, but I feel like it adds a layer of complication to my life that I don’t need right now. Especially with things as … confusing as that one kiss made them. But it’s nice to have someone around who knows the truth and has a solid understanding of the Old Ones.

I just miss Carter.

And I hate myself for it.

While Devon continues to regale Daan with the sanitized version of all that he missed, Chessa catches my eye and tips her head toward the door.

I follow her out.

“Are you all right?” she asks once we’re in the hallway, her arms folded awkwardly over one another. Her right arm is in a purple cast from wrist to elbow.

I shrug. “Hell of a headache, but that’s about it.” The awareness of my connection to Beecher and to Carter, Devon, Shane, and Maggie has faded, mostly. It lingers in the back of my mind, like a distant ache, something you don’t really feel until you move a certain way. I’m choosing not to think about it for now.

“How’s your arm?” I ask.

Chessa makes a face. “Six weeks in a cast. It’s going to make it hard to keep up with my classes.”

I would offer to help, but I don’t know if that would be welcomed. The last time we spoke in a non-emergent situation, she told me she never wanted to talk to or see me again.

Silence fills the space between us for several beats, a level of awkwardness that has never existed between us before.

“So … are you staying?” she asks finally, kicking her shoe against the tile floor.

“In Beecher?”

She nods.

“Yeah.” I hesitate. It’s mine now. Not in the way I intended or expected, but mine nonetheless. And in a far more permanent fashion than grad school would have allowed. “But we don’t have to live … I mean, I can move out.” I probably should. It would be safer. For everyone.

Chessa takes a deep breath, and I brace myself against the oncoming hurt.

Then she looks up, shoving her falling glasses further up the bridge of her nose. “I don’t know. I’m already used to you. And who else is going to put up with all this weird-ass stuff?”

I want to laugh in relief. But I can’t; the sound is locked in my throat. I shake my head. “It’s not over, Chessa. There will be other challengers, other spawn looking for me.” And anyone in range, in close proximity, physical or otherwise, will be a target. “I’ll protect you as best as I can, but living with me … being friends with me, even, it’s a risk.”

Chessa is quiet for a long moment. I know her well enough to guess that she’s spinning scenarios, weighing odds, thinking of her family and her sisters before deciding. I stay quiet. I refuse to influence her one way or another, though I know what I would choose in her shoes.

“Probably safer to be in the know than pretending the danger doesn’t exist,” she says at last. But she doesn’t sound happy about it.

Same, Chessa. Same.



Monday classes may be remote—and canceled for the day, due to the “earthquake” last night—but Dr. Kelleher still wants me at work. She texted me while I was still at the hospital with Daan.

I could have called off. Probably should have. But no matter what else has changed, I still need my scholarship and, you know, money.

I burrow my head deeper into the pulled-up collar of my coat. My coat. It feels good to be back in my own clothes.

Before leaving for work and more spreadsheet fun, I stopped by the growing impromptu display for Lennie in the statue garden, right below my window at Branwick. Beautifully arranged bouquets in all hues were mixed with handfuls of single roses, bravely attempting to withstand the cold. She had so many friends on campus, not necessarily close ones, but friends nonetheless.

The picture of Lennie on the memorial posterboard propped against the wall was one she hated, though—her senior year portrait for the Beecher yearbook. She looks serious, studious, with her black off-the-shoulder blouse and the pearls around her neck. Nothing like who she actually is … was.

I carefully peeled off that photo and replaced it with one I’d printed off my phone. Lennie in a booth at Happy’s, her head thrown back in laughter, cheeks flushed a lively pink. I could never make up for what happened to her, but I could do that for her, at least.

The afternoon sun is bright in a pristine blue sky on my way to Hayes Hall—it almost feels like nothing ever happened. Everything is back to normal. On the outside, anyway.

The new connection to my “territory” feels … itchier. For lack of a better word. It’s moved to the forefront of my awareness. Like, somewhere along those spiderweb lines, something is vibrating or twitching.

It sends uncomfortable shivers down my spine that have nothing to do with the cold.

I ignore the feeling. It’ll go away again, eventually. It has to.

I try to focus instead on what Kelleher will have me doing and whether I’ll have time to sneak some work in on my paper that was supposed to be due today. Topic: “The Narcissistic Parent and Codependency: Generational Damage.”

I’m almost to Hayes when a car pulls up alongside the curb, slowing to a stop just ahead of me. It’s a sleek black sedan of some variety, with a livery license plate and a driver dressed in black behind the wheel.

The itch in my head turns into a shriek.

I stop, heart skittering in my chest. Instinctively, I grab for those threads, the ones vibrating with urgency. And power. My power. Huh. Maybe that’s why territory is such a thing for other spawn.

The back door of the car opens, and a man steps out.

His hair is silvery and slightly too long, touching his collar in the back. His nose has a bump in the bridge, like it was broken once.

He looks like a GenX tech bro, dressed in a loose patterned shirt, broken-in baggy jeans, and a dark blazer. Not intimidating at a glance, maybe someone who would go surfing in his free time.

Until you get close enough. Gray eyes as cold as slate. Sharp cheeks that cling to the bone underneath like his skull would very much like to pop out and say hello.

In other words, he looks exactly as he did the last time I saw him, even though it’s been years. If Old Ones age, they do it so slowly as not to be noticeable.

Death inclines his head toward me in greeting. “Jocasta.”

Mors. I swallow hard. “Father.”
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“Are you so concerned that I’m here to attack?” he asks, amusement creasing lines on his face. “It’s hurtful. I’ve never harmed you before, even in your more … defiant moments.”

Shame turns my cheeks hot, though part of me is screaming, What do you call the last few days? But he is technically correct. In that moment, all I can remember is the ice cream he bought me on the pier that day when I couldn’t stop crying about the woman who had fallen out of the Ferris wheel because of what I’d done to her husband.

Guilt gnaws at me, and I release the strands connecting me to Beecher and the others. I can feel their anxiety reverberating back to me now. They felt something, though they’re not sure what.

“Why are you here?” I ask, careful to make it a question and not an accusation.

“I came to congratulate you.” His voice is soft, the consonants rounded in an accent I’ve never been able to identify.

“Congratulate me for what? Surviving? Thank you for the heads-up, by the way.” Again, my tone is calm, even. I’ve learned how to not agitate him.

Death does not get angry. He goes cold, stony with silence, and then people keel over. Once, when a box truck blew a red light as we entered the crosswalk in the city, Death looked up, and the driver collapsed over the wheel. His truck smashed into a Kia SUV, sending it straight into the glass windows of a cafe. Six people dead in a matter of seconds.

“You should not have needed one,” Death says.

The penny drops, pieces clicking into place. “This was a test,” I breathe.

“It is a test, yes. More of a … proving ground, if you will.”

I stare at him, mouth hanging open. “You named me as your successor to see what would happen?” I ask when I’ve recovered some of my wits.

“It is not my fault,” he says, holding his hands up in a gesture of innocence. “You are the one who has been so resistant to my efforts to educate you. The others have children fighting to be closer, to win their favor.”

“You did this to motivate me?” I ask, stunned. “You already had someone who wanted the position. You sealed her up in a tomb.” An act that ended up drawing me to the same place.

His smile is bright, cold. “Yes, that was unfortunate. Despite my best efforts, Nova was not … a good candidate. She would not have won for me. I did not foresee that she would awaken in that way and confront you herself.” He gives an unbothered shrug. “But you acquitted yourself admirably.”

His words sink in. “Won what for you?”

He cocks his head to one side, as close as he comes to looking surprised. “It was a challenge, of course. From War.”

Nausea swirls in me. “A challenge. You mean a bet.” With Carter’s grandfather. The sire of his line. And War had, in turn, sent his spawn to keep an eye on the proceedings and sway the outcome, if possible.

Manipulation and more manipulation. For what?

Death waves a hand dismissively. “The meanings of words change over time such that—”

“You made a bet,” I say. “About me.”

“Yes, and I won. You should be proud. I am.” He reaches out as if to chuck me under the chin.

But I reel back, out of his reach.

“You succeeded, just as I knew you could.” He looks at me with genuine warmth, or as close to it as he can come. It’s like watching ancient machinery attempt to come to life, rusted parts and all.

“What was the prize?” I make myself ask.

He frowns. “What do you mean?”

“What did you win?” I ask. “What would you have lost if I’d failed?”

For the first time, Death appears uncomfortable. The life vanishes from his expression, leaving nothing but coldness and sharp edges. “It’s nothing. A trivial token from years past. Nothing you need to concern yourself with.”

Fury roars in my ears. “You think that makes it better?” I demand, anger outpacing my fear for the first time. “People died here. Innocent people who didn’t deserve to die in that way, most of them kids.” Lennie. Izzie, Jack, Emile, and the other Foreign Language House kids. The guy whose car Nova stole, too. His name was Tyson.

Impatience flickers in Death’s expression. “Not so many of them. And they’re just humans. You avoided killing any spawn, except for Nova and only then because it was necessary. An admirable accomplishment in one way, perhaps, but a weakness when viewed from a different angle.”

His angle. The Old Ones’ angle.

Fuck. Him.

“Jocasta, it’s time to go. I’ll explain more. I have much to show you. Much to teach you.” He waves me toward the car.

I don’t move. If I go with him, it is possible I’d learn how to extricate myself from the claim I made on Beecher and the others. Perhaps even convince Death to renounce me as successor.

But it’s too late for all of that now.

“No,” I say. My ears are ringing with terror, but inside me, everything is cold, impenetrable.

His eyebrows go up. “No?”

“No. I’m not going with you. And you need to leave. You’re not welcome here. In my territory.”

He straightens to his full height, icy gray eyes blazing, and I’m reminded that he might well be my sire but he’s also immortal—or damn close to it—and incredibly powerful. “I beg your pardon.”

“You should. But you won’t,” I say flatly. The strands connecting me to Beecher and Carter, Devon, Shane, and Maggie all flare to life, tangling around Death. “Get out.”

He tenses as the magic works to evict him. I’m no match for him, of course. But it’s the point I’m making that matters.

“You ridiculous child. Just because you have succeeded in this small way, don’t think you have made yourself irreplaceable. I have started over and I can do it again.” He strides toward me, hand up as if to drag me into the car.

Or pull the life from me.

I stay still. “You can, but you won’t. Unless you want to go back to War and explain how you got it wrong, again,” I say. “Two defective spawn in a row.”

His eyes narrow at me.

“My guess is War might even consider that a forfeit of your ‘challenge.’”

He says nothing.

And that’s when I know I’m right.

An ugly sense of triumph fills me. He wants to play the game? Let’s play.

“You’re going to leave Beecher,” I say. “Leave me and everyone I care about alone. In exchange, you’ll get a dutiful successor. In name, at least. Otherwise, have fun eating crow for War and returning your ‘trivial token.’”

That’s the move. The only one I have. And with it, it’s entirely possible that I’ve just condemned everyone, including myself, to a very quick death. In the old days, pre-internet, pre–Industrial Revolution, it would not have been so unusual for him to take out an entire town. Disease would be blamed, or witchcraft. It’s harder these days, I imagine, but not impossible.

I brace myself, waiting for his reaction.

Instead, a wide smile spreads across his angular face. If anything, it makes him seem more frightening. “Very good,” he says. “Now you are acting as my child. My successor.”

Sweat trickles down my spine. I fight to keep my expression as calm, as bland as his normally is.

He eyes me speculatively, then seems to come to a decision. “I will grant you this round,” he says with a generous wave of his hand. “For your audacity. But you have not won the match, remember that.”

Remembering this moment will not be a problem; forgetting it long enough to sleep without waking up in a cold sweat will be.

“We will talk again. Soon.” Death steps back from me and then climbs into his luxury sedan.

I wait until his car vanishes around the curve by the chapel in the distance before I let myself breathe again.

White sparkles cloud my vision, and I clench my fists tight in my pockets, digging my nails into my palms, while I take deep inhales of cold sharp air.

I won. For the moment. But I’ve also just put myself on the board. I’m dabbling in the world of the Old Ones now, instead of trying to pretend it doesn’t exist. And I have no idea what I’m doing.

Yet.

The sparkles fade, my breathing evens out, and I start walking toward Hayes Hall again. I’ll just have to figure it out—how to play their game and get what I want.

Without losing myself to the Old Ones’ ancient and petty machinations in the process.

I grimace. It’s an enormous task, to say the least. But I can do it. I have to.

I am, after all, my father’s daughter.
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