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			To Laura,

			a friend I would gladly go to hell and back for
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			Dear Debra, I am going to kill you.

			I aggressively backspace before a nosy colleague can read the brash email draft over my shoulder. Narrowly escaping the cubicle life—and the privacy that comes with it—means the whole office is privy to everything I do between the working hours of eight and four, when my ass is glued to my seat behind my receptionist desk by the front door. Of course, their asses should also be glued to their seats, but I’m convinced nobody does time theft quite like the employees at Curated Care Life Insurance.

			I try again for something less likely to get me reported to HR.

			Dear Debra,

			I hope this email finds you well! I’m circling back to see if the end-of-week report is ready? I’d love to drop it on Luke’s desk by four.

			Thank you, and let me know if there’s anything I can do to help!

			Best,

			Brie

			I debate taking out the exclamation marks, but at this point, fuck it. If Debra didn’t want an over-eager receptionist in her inbox, she should have sent the reports by noon, like she’s supposed to.

			A huff escapes as I click send and push away from my desk. In the five months since starting at Curated Care, I’ve gone from teary-eyed gratitude at finally getting hired somewhere to needing to give myself morning pep talks in the bathroom mirror every day while getting ready.

			Moisturizer: It’s a new day. Make it a good one!

			Eyeliner: You’re the hottest receptionist (see also: only receptionist) in the place. Work it.

			Mascara: How lucky you are to get a biweekly paycheck! Thriving!

			With twenty minutes to kill before end of day, I wander to the water jug, which is adjacent to Debra’s office. Since we share the same floor, I can just nag her in person, which worked fine until recently. I even kind of enjoyed it. Debra used to give off gracious granny vibes, like she loved nothing more than letting me sit in her office while she stuffed me full of gingersnaps from the cookie jar she keeps on the corner of her desk. But I’m starting to suspect that was just a make-the-new-girl-feel-welcome ruse. I’m now well acquainted with the procrastinating menace beneath her sweet-as-pie facade.

			I’m pretty sure she’s asleep at her desk, if her tucked-in chin is any indication. I clear my throat, then do it again when she gives no response. Jesus, is she dead? I know she’s old, nearly at retirement, but not that old.

			“For fuck’s sake,” I mutter, giving the empty water jug a shake. A few drops drip sadly into my waiting cup, but nothing more.

			“Nearly that time,” Ted from Sales says, passing me from the hall that connects the office with the stairwell leading to the back door. He smells faintly of something too sweet to be natural, a sure sign he was on a vape break. “Also, don’t forget to fax this week’s sales numbers to Corporate. I think I saw Luke leave a note about it on your desk earlier.”

			First off, Ted, mind your fucking business. Second—

			“Just waiting for Debs to send me the report,” I say through clenched teeth. The Post-it note I found stuck on my clunky keyboard upon returning from lunch read in neat print:

			B,

			Please fax the weekly report to Corporate and leave a copy on my desk.

			Thanks in advance,

			L

			As if my boss thinking I can’t competently do my job without nudging isn’t bad enough, I also have the joy of bracing myself for my weekly brawl with our prehistoric fax machine. Meanwhile, the fact that I could send the report as a PDF attached via email hangs over my head like a juicy steak. If only Curated Care didn’t still abide by operations put in place in the ’80s.

			Ted takes the initiative to strike up a conversation and props an elbow on the empty water jug. “Any fun plans this weekend?”

			Ted is the type of man who shows just above the normal colleague level of interest in my life, but his salt-and-pepper hair and receding hairline make it difficult to tell if his weekly asks are in the office dad way or the office dad-dy way. I desperately hope it’s the former, for both our sakes.

			“Nothing much,” I say, the same answer I’ve given every Friday since starting here. “Takeout, trashy TV, tequila, oh my!”

			I should return the question, but I never do, because that breaks one of my most sacred rules: don’t get personal with others, and they won’t get personal with you.

			He smiles in a clueless way that suggests he doesn’t get my reference. “Cool, sounds like a great time. I miss the days when tequila didn’t end with my head in the toilet.”

			“Stomach of steel,” I boast. A lie, given I don’t even drink tequila and wouldn’t put money down on it not coming back up if I did. It’s admirable if I consume more than two cups of water most days, even with a full water jug.

			Before we can dig into the conversation further, I toss my empty paper cup into the trash and turn back toward my desk.

			I only make it a few steps away when he clears his throat. “Oh, and, uh, also, the water jug is out. Might be nice to replace that so you won’t need to worry about it Monday.”

			He ambles back to his desk and I try not to throw the finger at his retreating form. When I signed on for this job, I didn’t realize it’d make me into the office pleb.

			As I haul a fresh water jug out from the storage closet, I brighten marginally to see Debra is awake again, her open inbox reflected in her glasses. After getting my workout for the week while switching out the jugs, I sprint back to my desk to see an email from her in my otherwise empty inbox.

			The report is attached…

			That’s all she wrote. If this were our first rodeo, the foreboding ellipses might be cause for concern. But after weeks of this cat-and-mouse dance, I’m immune to Debra’s lack of email etiquette, though she usually adds a closer. Like me, she uses Best, but unlike me, she doesn’t do an anxiety double scan, so more than once I’ve received a response with the signature:

			Bet,

			Debra

			I really can’t blame her, because if I was seventysomething and working at the same company I’d started off at as a twenty-seven-year-old receptionist, I wouldn’t give a shit, either.

			Then again, I have zero plans to still be here forty years from now.

			I fire off a quick Thanks!, print the pages, and staple one set for Luke. Just in time for the little hand on the clock above the door to click over to four.

			Ted and the rest of the Sales team are out the door first, as usual. Everyone else files out after, chatting about weekend plans and the impending holiday. Eight AM and four PM are Acknowledge Brie Hours, where I get a stream of hellos and goodbyes from people I barely communicate with aside from during full staff meetings, when someone has a birthday—I was bullied into joining the birthday committee as a newbie—or, apparently, when the water jug needs to be swapped out for a new one.

			“Hey, angel, ready to go?”

			And then there’s Krystal Santiago.

			“Almost,” I say, shrugging my coat on as Krystal leans against my desk. The fluorescent lights don’t make her look half as sickly as me, though whether that’s due to her glowy light brown skin; the ten-step skincare routine she swears by like it’s the Bible; or the hummingbird, glass-half-full energy she radiates, I don’t know. Before moving to Tarrentown, Pennsylvania, I had never met anyone who smiled as much as Krystal, except my dad. Maybe that’s why she’s the only one I let weasel in. As painful as his memory is, I’m greedy for any scraps to feed it so he doesn’t disappear.

			I hold up the report, flashing her a smile. Not the fake kind I used on Ted, but a real one. “Just gotta drop this off in Luke’s office.”

			Her freshly waxed brows pop up. “How much coaxing did Debs take this week?”

			“Only my soul and the blood of my firstborn,” I reply.

			“She’s been exceptionally forgetful lately,” Krystal comments. “She never used to give you this much of a hassle.”

			“Lucky me.” I round the curve of my desk and knock on Luke’s closed office door. He doesn’t answer, which I expected since I can see it’s empty through the open blinds. Normally, I wouldn’t barge in, but it seems safe to leave it on his desk since he told me to in his note.

			His office looks as drab as every other time I’ve been in here in the month since he started. Nothing but a WORLD’S BEST BOSS mug of pens on the intricate rosewood desk, a few books on the shelf to the right, and a plaque that the old boss got him that reads LUKE D’ANGELO. No wall decorations or photos of a partner or kids. Or any family at all. Luke has yet to lay down roots.

			That makes two of us.

			My gaze catches on a sizable brown paper bag tucked behind his desk. It sits on top of a huge book with a cracked leather spine. There’s faded gold lettering across it, but even with my contacts in, I can’t make out what it says. I plant my palms on his desk to lean closer so I can read it—

			“Do you need something?”

			I spin to face my boss in the doorway. Except, he’s not in the doorway—he’s here. Right behind me here. So close that my shoulder smacks into his and I reel back from the collision. But then there’s his desk, and there’s nowhere to go as the backs of my thighs bump against it and I fall backward, planting both butt cheeks on it as my balance vanishes with my dignity.

			Hands grab my arms to steady me before I fully topple over. The world stops moving, my balance returns from war, and I stare at a silk eggplant-colored tie because I can’t let my mortified gaze meet the eyes of the man whose desk I was just bent over.

			“You scared me!” I burst out.

			“It is my office.” If my ears squint, they might detect a hint of wryness in Luke’s usually even tone. His hands leave my arms and he backs up so I can hop off his desk. “Do you need something?”

			The repeated question isn’t accusatory, but I still feel like I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t. Which, yeah, it probably looked that way, when in reality I was just being nosy.

			“I was coming in to give you the report.” I pry it off his desk and hand it to him. The pages are wrinkled from being sat on, but if holding a piece of paper with the imprint of my ass bothers him, he doesn’t mention it.

			He gives it a quick once-over. “Thanks for dropping it off.”

			And for the embarrassing show, I add silently.

			“Sales numbers looked good this week,” I say instead.

			He nods approvingly. “That’s great.”

			Humiliation burns my face, made all the worse by how hard I’m trying not to notice that the sleeves of his white button-down are expertly rolled up to just below his elbows, giving way to tanned forearms leading to veined hands. Hands that I can still feel the phantom warmth of on my upper arms. I jerk my eyes up, but the rest of him is no better. Short dark brown hair that curls at the edges, equally dark eyes that are impossible to read. They’re what make it difficult to guess his age, though I’d wager that he, Krystal, and I are the youngest trio in the office by at least a decade.

			“Do you need anything else before I head out?” I ask, never quite sure how to end conversations with him. He’s the one person in this office I can’t figure out. Like me, I don’t think he’s keen to let anyone in. Which should be comforting, but his lack of familiarity gets under my skin. He’s made it clear my use to him lies in successfully herding everyone into the conference room for the monthly All Hands meeting and bugging Debra for the weekly report so he doesn’t have to. If his Post-it note prodding is any indication, I’m sure he’s already come to his own conclusions about how efficient I am at the latter.

			“I’m all set. Have a great weekend, Brianna.”

			It takes everything in me to hold in my bristle. I don’t like when people call me by my full name, but since Brianna isn’t even my actual name, it’s doubly insulting. At first I let it slide because he was new, then a week turned into two and now here we are. But between the water jug and Debra’s evasiveness, I need to start earning a little respect around here. “Actually, it’s—”

			“Deb?” Luke calls out, brushing past me. His knuckle grazes my wrist and a jolt thrums through my body. “Can you stay a few extra minutes? I have some questions about the report.”

			Frustration burns away the remainder of my embarrassment as I exit his office while Debra slides past me. I wait until Krystal and I step into the hall to go off.

			“Whatever questions he has, he could have asked me,” I fume, stabbing my finger into the down button on the elevator. “All Debra does is click a button to generate the report. I’m the one who actually looks it over.”

			“I’m sure he just didn’t want to keep you longer,” Krystal says as we step in. “He probably assumes you’re going home to some hot stud who will beat him up if anyone inconveniences his beautiful babe.”

			“Is the beautiful babe in the room with us?”

			She laughs, hooking her arm through mine as we exit the elevator and walk into the parking lot. “Come on. With that gorgeous head of hair,” she says, then blows a frizzy brown curl out of my face. Her breath smells like bubblegum. “And smoldering face—”

			“I’m pretty sure most people call it an RBF—”

			“Luke’s probably dying to go deeper with you. I mean that literally and physically. You should have seen how fast he speed-walked to his office when he saw you go inside. Olympic-worthy stuff.”

			“Yeah, right.” I wrinkle my nose, tucking the loose curl behind my ear. The ends fall just past my shoulders and are lighter because fully cutting off my grown-out highlights would have resulted in a bob. That would have been too receptionist of me. “I also fell on his desk.”

			“I know. I watched the whole thing. Pretty sure anyone who was still here did. It was a slow Friday.”

			I groan. “Then you’ll understand why I have to move to Alaska and change my name. Which reminds me—Luke can’t even get my name right! He called me Brianna again.”

			“Maybe she’s your gorgeous, sexy alter ego dying to bang her boss.”

			“I think we can give Brianna higher standards than a man who chalks decor up to a WORLD’S BEST BOSS mug. Besides, keyword here is ‘boss.’ Off-limits.”

			Krystal rolls her hazel eyes at that. “He’s middle management. The peak of his power is controlling the thermostat, and as fresh meat, he probably doesn’t even know how to do that yet. I doubt he’ll last long. Seems overqualified. But enough about Luke. I want to talk to you about something else.”

			Like every day, our cars are parked side by side. We stop at our trunks and she fiddles with her keys, uncharacteristically hard-pressed for words.

			“Am I in trouble?” I joke.

			She laughs. “No, not at all. I just wanted to invite you to join Amelia and the girls and me for Thanksgiving. If you don’t have any plans, of course.”

			A knot forms in my chest, squeezing the air out of my lungs. Thanksgiving. A holiday to spend with family and loved ones. I knew it was coming up, but I hadn’t realized how close it was.

			“Oh, that’s really nice of you,” I force out. “But I—”

			“You don’t have to let me know right this second,” she cuts me off, sensing the denial. “It’s still two weeks away. We just do a casual thing with my in-laws. And Aurelia’s been practicing for the turkey musical at school and plans to put on her own rendition of the performance, so there will even be entertainment. For a kindergartner, the kid’s got pipes.”

			I try to imagine it. Sitting around the dining table in Krystal’s home with her wife, Amelia, and their two young daughters. Her in-laws asking me if I want gravy on my mashed potatoes. Trying to keep a smile on my face while the memory of last Thanksgiving gouges out the last morsel of my will to live. Which makes me feel awful, since Krystal is the proud sponsor of that last morsel to begin with.

			“Thanks. I’ll let you know next week.”

			My answer isn’t going to change. I’m not interested in celebrating the holidays, I just need to survive them. The best way to do that is by pretending they don’t exist in the first place.

			“Great!” She brightens up again. “See ya then.”

			I slide into my old Ford Escape and am nearly out of the lot when I slam on the brakes. “Shit!” I groan, dropping my head onto the wheel. I forgot to fax the report.

			I don’t bother parking again, just pull up to the curb and hop out. I’ll have to be quick so I don’t miss my window to make it home before dark. To my annoyance, the doors are already locked. They’re supposed to stay open until six.

			I ring the buzzer a few times. Despite Luke’s and Debra’s cars still being in the lot, neither lets me in. Thankfully, the back door is nudged open with an empty paper towel roll and I slip inside. “Thank you, Ted and your nicotine addiction,” I mutter, jogging up the stairs.

			The lights in the office are off, steeping the space in a red emergency glow. I’m halfway to my desk when a thump sounds from Luke’s office.

			His blinds are closed and the lights are off, although a soft glow permeates from under the door, like a candle.

			But why would Luke have candles and thumping noises coming from his office?

			“No way,” I breathe, horror filling me as what might be a groan floats toward my sweet-summer-child ears. There is no way that Luke and Debra are doing the dirty right now. No way. She could be his grandma.

			But maybe he’s into older women. Maybe he’s embarrassed or, if it really is Debra, doesn’t want to start what would surely be an HR nightmare.

			Maybe that’s why Debra was so sleepy today.

			My hands fly to my mouth. I should leave.

			Luke’s muscled physique flashes in my mind. He’s taller than me by a solid few inches, and I’m taller than Debra by at least half a foot. He’d overpower her easily. Could Luke be hurting her? Once the thought is planted, it’s like a weed. I can’t leave without being sure.

			Steeling myself to be traumatized, I quietly march down the aisle of cubicles until I get to Luke’s door. The groaning is louder here, but no, that’s wrong. It’s more like gurgling.

			Dear God.

			Past the gurgling, another sound hits my ears that’s even more peculiar. Chanting. And in what sounds like Latin, or something equally ancient.

			Before I can consider the lasting damage this might do to my retinas, I peek through the small window on Luke’s door.

			My inhale is sharp, full of all the disbelief that floods me at the sight. Unlike my fears, Luke and Debra aren’t in the nude getting freaky on his desk. But this might be worse.

			Luke’s desk is shoved against the bookshelf, leaving an open floor where a blue tarp has a pentagram painted on it in what looks like blood. Candles are lit at the five points, and in the center, Debra writhes. Her jaw looks like it is unhinged from the rest of her skull, the gurgling sound thanks to a shadowy black mass getting pried out of her by an unseen force.

			In the opposite corner of the office, Luke’s face is twisted with cold, dark fury. Chanting spills from his lips as he reads from the book I saw on the ground earlier.

			“What the hell?”

			I slap my hands over my mouth, but it’s too late. Luke’s eyes wrench away from Debra, widening in shock as they meet mine.

			That break in concentration is all it takes. The shadows suck back into Debra’s body, her neck rolls, and her eyes snap to me, pools of inhuman black.

			And faster than any seventysomething woman should ever move, she lunges for me.

		

	
		
			Two

			
				[image: ]
			

			One second, there is a door between us.

			The next, there isn’t.

			A blast of hot air scorches my face as the window I’m peering through shatters, the wood around it encased in flames that turn it instantly to ash. Debra’s body rams into mine with the force of a linebacker gunning for a Super Bowl ring. We go flying into my desk and the breath beats out of me as we skid over the laminate surface.

			The monitor I spend 80 percent of my day cursing at to load faster crashes to the ground only a second before we do. My squeaky rolly chair breaks my fall, but glides away quickly, leaving my head to smack onto the plastic carpet protector.

			Everything might be broken, or nothing, or something. I can’t tell, but fuck, it hurts. My lungs are stunned, like they’ve forgotten how to work. Debra fell next to me, but now she scrambles to straddle my waist in a move that I will be sure to file an HR complaint about.

			Except I might not survive to see the paperwork. She lifts her head, her neck cracking as the endless black of her eyes devours me. It’s like her pupils ate her green irises and surrounding whites. Her tongue flicks out, licking her lips in a barbaric manner as hot breath shoots across my face. I gag, the stench rancid and metallic. Like blood.

			“Pretty,” she rasps, her voice hers but not. A finger comes up to trail the side of my face, catching on one of the curls that made its way into my mouth. She tugs it out. “Tasty.”

			“I’m really not,” I rush out, but my voice is so pinched with fear and adrenaline, I’m not sure she can hear me. “Compared to your gingersnaps, you’ll be so disappointed.”

			Her leg pins my left hand to my body, but my right is free. My fingers brush something plastic: the stapler that got knocked off my desk.

			“Hungry,” she rasps harder, her mouth opening to an impossible angle, like she’s about to eat me. What in the Silence of the Lambs—

			She roars in pain as I smash the stapler into her temple. “Bad!” she screeches, a gust of sweltering heat surely singeing my eyebrows. “Dead!”

			Her mouth opens again as her hand slams down on my right wrist to thwart another attack. “I’m sorry for the email!” I shoot out, though this is clearly not the Debra I prodded an hour ago. Still, it’s all I can think of, me and my nagging and exclamation points.

			Suddenly, her weight is gone. I scramble on my elbows and ass, backing up until my head knocks into the filing cabinet behind my desk. My jaw drops.

			Luke holds Debra by a fistful of her silver-streaked hair, wrenching her head back so the arch of her wrinkled throat faces the ceiling.

			“Get the fuck back where you belong,” he growls, throwing her down the cubicle-lined aisle. She crashes through the glass wall of his office, landing like a sack of potatoes on the pentagram tarp.

			I’ve never heard Luke swear. He’s always cool and collected. But like Debra, this is not a Luke I know. The man before me with muscles rippling under his torn white dress shirt, his sharp jaw set in a fierce scowl, his eyes burning with fury—this Luke is hot and stressed.

			“The salt! Brie!”

			And, apparently, he does know my name.

			“On my desk! Get the damn salt!”

			The world snaps back into focus with bitter, horrifying clarity. Luke steps through the shattered glass wall of his office before Debra can lunge out. On the ground where the door used to be, there’s a broken line of white. I must have done that when I peeked. Beyond it on the corner of Luke’s desk is a sizable box of salt.

			I rush into Luke’s office, trying to dodge flailing limbs from both Luke and Debra as they wrestle on the pentagram. I grab the salt.

			“All along there!” Luke instructs, jerking his head toward the only side of the office not walled off. With shaking hands, the salt pours from the box as I make a crooked line past the original by the door. My flats crunch on bits of shattered glass and ruined vinyl blinds.

			Whatever effect the salt has makes Debra—or whatever is in Debra—fall to her knees. It allows Luke to stumble backward out of the pentagram and resume his Latin. Debra tries to get up, but Luke’s words get faster and louder. It knocks her down so she’s sitting on her heels.

			“This is only the beginning!” she screams, the sound scraping my eardrums. I slam my hands over my ears as another roar tears out of her open mouth. The shadowy black mass tugs out of her toward the ceiling, where a swirling cloud of darkness appears from nowhere. It reminds me of cartoon storm clouds, the kinds I’d see in elementary school during tornado drills.

			As soon as the black mass touches the edges of the darkness, it gets sucked up and disappears like a smoke-and-mirrors illusion. Luke’s chanting stops and the cloud dissipates, leaving Debra to topple over in a limp heap.

			Silence wraps around us save for our heavy breaths. Luke props himself on the edge of his desk, drained. The box of salt is still in my hand, my stapler still in the other. I glance between the two, and when I look back up at Luke, he’s staring at me with an unreadable expression.

			“Did you just—” My voice catches as what I witnessed hits me. “Did you just perform an exorcism on Debra from Accounting?”
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			“Yes,” Luke calmly answers. He crouches in front of Debra, turning her so she lies on her back.

			“Why?” I breathe out. All I see is the endless black of her eyes as she sat atop me, how she growled hungry in a way that suggested I was the main course.

			“You saw it.” Luke takes her pulse. “I exorcised her because she was possessed.”

			“By a demon?” I ask.

			He nods. “Astute observation.”

			I blink at him, keeping my distance. “You don’t seem half as freaked out as I am right now.”

			“I think that’s contributing to your freaking out,” he comments. Then, as if Debra weighs absolutely nothing, he scoops her into his arms. Damn, if I knew the key to getting a man to carry me like a princess was demonic possession, I might have spent more time hanging out at crossroads.

			“I think my freaking out is kind of warranted,” I defend, trying to slow my racing heart.

			His dress shoes crunch on the glass as he exits the horror movie scene into the untouched hall. With his elbow, he presses the elevator button. His thick dark brown brows tug together as he looks at me with regret. “I apologize. Everyone was supposed to be gone for the evening.”

			I put down the salt and stapler and follow him into the elevator. “Is she dead?” I force out past the growing lump in my throat as we descend.

			“Unlikely.” Luke steps out into the empty lobby and lowers Debra to the ground. His hand moves to her cheek in a gentle caress. It’s a hand I’m used to seeing sign off on customer contracts, making the unfolding sight all the stranger. He gives her a few light smacks. “Debra, can you hear me?”

			Nothing. I reach for my phone to dial 911 before remembering it’s in the car. Through the glass double doors, it still runs. I could go grab it—

			I leap out of my skin as Debra sits straight up with a gasp, eyes flying open. To my immense relief, they’re back to normal, though filled with confusion. Welcome to the club, sister.

			“What happened?” she feebly asks with a cough.

			“You took quite the spill,” Luke says, voice back to the low, even tone I’m used to, but with a caring edge. “Everyone but Brie and I had left for the day. You took the stairs and we heard a shout. I think you fell down them.”

			Took the stairs. I have to hold in my scoff. I know Luke’s only been here a month, but Debra would sooner leave the office using the roof as a helicopter pad than take the stairs.

			She blinks up at him, clearly thinking the same thing. “I don’t…I don’t remember.”

			“I was worried about that. Looks like you got a bump on your head.” His finger traces the knot where my stapler slammed into her temple. I watch his acting in odd fascination, too stunned to speak. “Might be a good idea to pay a visit to the hospital. I’m happy to take you.”

			That snaps me out of my stupor. I drop into a crouch in front of her, gently tilting her chin to face me. “I think you have a concussion.” I examine her, noting the way her eyes are struggling to focus. “You should get a CT scan, just to be sure it’s nothing more serious, like internal bleeding.”

			“Oh no, that’s alright,” Debra says. With Luke’s help, she gets to her feet, though she sways. “I’ll be fine. I just need to find my keys—”

			“You can’t drive,” I insist. “With a head wound like that, you’d endanger yourself. And others. Trust me, I used to be in med school. You need a scan, especially if you’re on any blood thinners.”

			“You were in med school?” Luke peers at me curiously.

			I ignore him, because that really doesn’t matter right now. Debra hems and haws. “My car—”

			“Brie’s right,” Luke easily cuts in. “Someone can get your car over the weekend. Let me drive you home so your husband can take you to the hospital. I won’t sleep tonight otherwise.”

			I follow them out the door, stopping at my humming vehicle. My keys are in my hands, but I can’t make myself get in.

			Luke eases Debra into the passenger seat of his car. As he closes the door, he meets my eyes. My face must reflect how fucked up I feel inside, because he strides over. His eyes travel the length of me, snagging just slightly on my hips. “Are you alright?”

			“You just exorcised my coworker,” I retort shakily. “What do you think?”

			“Let me rephrase. Are you hurt?”

			Oh. That’s why he was looking me over. Obviously.

			I’m sore and rattled and probably going into some kind of shock because there is no way what I just saw actually happened. He steps closer, taking up my entire field of view, thanks to his height and the broadness of his shoulders. His hands lift like he’s going to put them on my arms to steady me like before, but they fall at his sides.

			“No,” I decide. “But you are taking her home, right? I don’t know if there’s a code to this or—”

			“I’m taking her home,” he confirms. “And you’re going home, too.”

			“I’m going home,” I echo. He opens my door for me and I plop into the seat. Before he can close the door, my hand shoots out to stop it.

			I stare up at him. Despite it not even being five yet, the sun is setting. Under the fluorescent office lights, he’s never struck me before as intimidating. Now, as shadows creep, I can’t help but notice how angular his features are, from his sharp cheekbones to his defined jaw. Like mine, his eyes are brown, but with the last rays of sun at his back, they might as well be as black as Demon Debra’s.

			“What was that?” The words escape fast, yet so soft he might not have heard them at all.

			But from the way a muscle in his jaw feathers, he did. “My problem. Not yours.” With a double pat on the side of my door, he closes it. Through the window separating us, he says, “Go home and forget this happened. Don’t bring it up again.”

			Driving in shock is not an option, but neither is driving in the dark. After convincing myself I’m totally fine, I white-knuckle the entirety of the short commute to my apartment.

			

			• • •

			For the record, I try really hard not to think about Luke. Or Demon Debra. Or the fact that, apparently, demons are real.

			I’ve said that sentence over and over through the weekend, but it has yet to ring true. Yes, I saw Demon Debra with my own two eyeballs. Yes, I saw Luke exorcising the fuck out of her. No, I don’t believe it. Demons are in movies and books and video games. They aren’t making me look bad by procrastinating on sending weekly reports on a Friday afternoon.

			The internet states otherwise.

			I finally crack by Saturday after watching enough Selling Sunset to confirm that if demons are real, their corporeal form must be luxury real estate agents. The rest of the weekend is a rabbit hole of Reddit threads and glitchy lore websites and doomscrolling social media. My algorithm spoon-feeds me content like “Real Demon Spotting at Brooklyn Bridge” and “Eldritch Monster in Pisgah National Forest.”

			I stay up so late watching conspiracy-theory videos—but are they really just conspiracy theories?—that come Monday, it’s nearly impossible to keep my eyes open. By lunch, I’m ready to run to the nearest convenience mart to get a Monster Energy drink to chug when Krystal sidles up to my desk.

			“You okay, angel?” She smacks her gum in a way that should be obnoxious but isn’t because she is the living embodiment of a bisexual ray of sunshine. “Your vibes are off. Rough weekend?”

			I busy myself stacking envelopes so I don’t need to look her in the eye. “A bit.”

			“Can’t be as rough as the Parkers’ was.” Ted sighs, inserting himself into the conversation. A full cup of water is in his hand thanks to yours truly. “Did you hear the news?”

			“Oh, Amelia told me about it,” Krystal says with a frown. “Just terrible.”

			“What happened?” I ask. “Who are the Parkers?”

			Carol, our HR manager, who I ideally would have filed several complaints about Debra and Luke’s misconduct with this morning if each one didn’t start with so, demons are, apparently, real, rolls over from her cubicle. “The Parkers are Debra’s neighbors. That’s probably why she’s out today.”

			I can’t help the jolt that goes through me at Debra’s name. “Why?” I ask, chest tight.

			Carol’s milky blue eyes grow huge, the prospect of dishing office gossip too delectable an opportunity to pass up. “The Parkers have a daughter, Poppi. She’s around your age and has had some run-ins with the police, thanks to drugs and things like that. But she got back on track after a junkie friend of hers died. Nothing like a fatal overdose to scare you into rehab.”

			Krystal bristles, her grip around the stapler I bashed against Debra’s head tightening.

			“She was on a real rough road but had been doing better. Certainly was looking better,” Ted says to me with a wink.

			I politely ignore it. “So what happened to her?”

			“She’s missing,” Krystal says curtly.

			“Has been since Friday night,” Ted adds. “It was all over the news. Didn’t you see?”

			Sorry, Ted, I was too busy scouring the internet for everything to know about demonic possessions. “I stick to streaming services.”

			“My guess is a relapse.” Carol sighs, lifting her bedazzled glasses from where they hang on a beaded chain around her neck. If Debra gives deceivingly sweet granny vibes, Carol is more of a quirky great-aunt who spends her weekends at craft shows. “Hope she shows up soon. Alive.”

			With that cryptic sentiment, Carol rolls back to her cubicle. Ted knocks on the top of my desk. “News like this really rocks a small town like ours. Devastating, really. By the way, did you fax the report on Friday?”

			“Fuck,” I blurt out. Ted’s eyes widen, and even Krystal shoots me a warning look, gaze darting to Luke’s closed office door. A door that I seem to be the only one to have noticed has a different grain, just like the blinds are more eggshell than white and the glass is suspiciously smudge-free. Luke must have spent the whole weekend cleaning everything up, and he did an unnervingly good job.

			“I meant to, but—” I scramble for an excuse.

			“Brie, can I see you in my office?” Luke asks, leaning against his doorway.

			Krystal gives me wide, excited eyes, as if Luke is handing me a personal invitation to live out the scene in one of her office-romance books where the main character gets eaten out on a desk. I can’t say it’s any fantasy of mine, especially knowing Luke’s desk is sitting on a has-been exorcism site.

			Ted, on the other hand, looks let down at being interrupted. “Fax it today?”

			“Absolutely,” I promise.

			I pass Luke on my way into his office, getting a full whiff of his cologne. A mix of cloves and something sweet, like honey.

			“Take a seat.” He shuts the door behind me, but I don’t sit. Instead, I scan the room for anything that’s amiss. Like with the door and blinds and glass, there’s nothing unusual. Even his WORLD’S BEST BOSS mug is in the same exact spot, and though I didn’t count them on Friday, I’m nearly positive it holds the same number of pens.

			He doesn’t tell me to sit again—and he doesn’t take a seat, either. We stand across from each other, only the width of his desk separating us.

			“How are you doing?” he asks when the silence turns awkward.

			I analyze his eyes, trying to decipher if he’s asking me to spill my guts about how messed up I feel from what I witnessed and how I’m not sure my algorithm will ever recover. But his expression is neutral, so I keep mine the same.

			“I’m fine.” I swallow, twisting the gold band on my right ring finger. It’s the only jewelry I never take off. “Ted and Krystal were just telling me about that woman who disappeared.”

			Luke nods. “I read about that in today’s paper. Poppi, I think her name was.”

			Was. Why would he jump to the assumption that she’s dead?

			“Did you know her?” Luke asks.

			I shake my head. “No. But I hope she’s okay.”

			“Me, too,” Luke agrees quickly. Too quickly. He sighs, rubbing his forehead. “Look, about Friday. I shouldn’t have dismissed you like I did. I understand it was extremely unsettling and if you have questions—”

			“What about Friday?” I blink at him, schooling my features into a confused expression.

			Surprise raises his brows as he stares back at me. I debated all weekend if I would bring up the exorcism or not. It didn’t feel fair of him to ask me to just forget about it. You don’t forget the memory of your colleague straddling your waist and threatening to eat you.

			But he said was. As if he knows Poppi isn’t coming back. On Friday, Luke seemed like the one doing good, performing an exorcism and all that. But the way he’s perfectly covered his tracks and told me to act like it didn’t happen has left room for doubt to crawl in. Maybe, in the world of demons and whatever he is, there is no good. Only bad and worse.

			A week ago, his disinterest in me and acute professionalism irked me. Now, I want him to know nothing about who I am, and I desire to know even less about him. Being in this small room after what took place Friday evening has me twitching to leave.

			“I was about to go on lunch, so I’m going to do that now.”

			I dismiss myself, not waiting to see his reaction, though I can feel his shock burning into my back. But he doesn’t call me in again or try to speak to me for the rest of the day.

			Which culminates at 3:59 in me winning my twenty-minute battle with the fax machine after swearing at it with every expletive on Urban Dictionary and delivering a few hearty smacks. “Take that, you faulty fucking fax machine.”

			“Brie Benson and the Faulty Fucking Fax Machine sounds like a great indie band name,” Krystal comments as the clock ticks over to 4:00. She leans in close, eyes sparkling. “By the way, someone has been unable to keep his eyes off you all afternoon.”

			My head whips toward Luke’s office. He stands in the doorway while Carol tries to show him pictures of the single niece she’s been trying to set him up with, but instead of peering at her phone, he’s looking at me. I rip my gaze away first, hurrying out the door with Krystal hot on my tail.

			“Jesus, the tension between you two is absolutely volcanic.” She fans herself in the elevator. “I must have caught him glancing at you at least twenty times today. Who knew a cable-knit cardigan could bring a man to his knees?”

			I tug my cardigan tighter around me as we step out into the chilly November air. If only she knew how wrong she was and that Luke was probably watching to make sure I didn’t spill his secret penchant for performing exorcisms. I walk faster to stave off the urge to correct her.

			“What are you in such a rush for?” she pants, following me to our cars.

			“Monday Night Football,” I lie. “Go Bills.”

			She snorts. “Bold of you to say that in a city of Birds fans. Besides, aren’t we getting together at eight to continue our Love Island binge?”

			Shit, I forgot about our weekly reality TV night. “Uh, yeah, we can if you want.”

			She leans against my door, blocking me from getting in. “I can pick up some dessert.”

			“You don’t need to do that.” I’m anxious to wrap this up so I can get some research in before the rest of the night is spent shouting at the TV.

			“Are you denying a sweet treat? Is this your blink twice for help?”

			I suck in a breath, masking it with a cough. “Actually, I would love a sweet treat. Thanks.”

			She narrows her eyes. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine.”

			The words come out cool and snappy, more so than I mean them to. I slide into my car, letting my hair block my face as I buckle my seat belt so she doesn’t see the guilt across it.

			“Angel, you can talk to me. What’s going on?”

			I bite my lip, scrambling for an excuse. My phone lights up with the perfect one.

			“My ex-fiancé,” I admit. Not a lie, though not the current truth. “He keeps texting me, and I keep ignoring him. It’s a whole thing.”

			“Oh shit, I’m sorry. What kind of texts?”

			“Nothing bad, just…I kind of broke up with him abruptly before I moved here and he’s not getting that I don’t want to talk.” I swipe into my messages and read the most recent text.

			Do you have someone to spend Thanksgiving with? You should come home.

			As if I have a home to go back to.

			“Tell him you’re spending Thanksgiving with me.” Krystal brightens. “You are, right?”

			The air between us freezes with the bite of an autumn breeze. “I appreciate the offer so much, but that’s okay. Thank you, though. Really.”

			Her crestfallen expression is nearly enough to make me backtrack, but I hold firm. “Of course,” she finally says. “You remind me so much of my sister.”

			“How so?” I didn’t know she had a sister.

			Her expression turns something between wistful and far away. “You’re like a walnut.”

			A dramatic gasp escapes me. “Did you just compare me to the worst kind of nut?”

			“You’re tough to crack.” Krystal shakes out a laugh, returning to the here and now.

			I nod at my phone. “I’m just going to keep ignoring my ex. He’ll take the hint eventually. See you in a few hours.” With a wave, I close my door and put the car in reverse.

			I’ve only made it halfway out of the lot when I stop and roll down my window. “Krystal?”

			She perks up from beside her car. “Yes?”

			“Super random, but—” I pause, wondering if asking this is a mistake. “Do you believe in demons?”

		

	
		
			Four
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			“Of course I believe in demons. I’m Colombian and grew up Catholic. My mom couldn’t place the fear of God in me without including his satanic counterpart.”

			Krystal’s response plays in my mind on a loop as I google demons and lore according to different cultures before she comes over for our Love Island marathon. She said it like a joke, and I laughed as if it was one. But nearly four hours plus one box of subpar Thai takeout later and I have yet to shrink the pit inside me that’s been yawning open since Friday afternoon. Nothing quells my anxiety. Sure, I can load up on salt to line my apartment (did that) or burn sage (nearly set off the fire alarm Saturday night with that one), but there’s no conclusive way to get rid of demons or sniff them out or even know for sure that I myself am not already possessed. I’m 99 percent sure I’m not, though I wouldn’t mind blaming my panic order of $200 in clothes on a greater being who also happened to memorize my credit card number.

			I’m drifting off halfway through an article on Colombian witches who deal with demonic entities when my buzzing phone jerks me awake.

			I nearly silence it but realize the area code is local.

			“Hello?” I ask, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice at being woken up.

			“Is this Brie Benson?”

			The voice is familiar, but I can’t place it. The question is punctuated by a sniffle, like the other person has been crying.

			“This is,” I confirm. “And you are…?”

			“Amelia. Krystal’s wife.”

			Krystal. She should have been here by now. I check the time on my laptop. Almost ten. I was asleep for way longer than I thought. “Oh God, yes, so sorry! Amelia, hi. Is everything okay?”

			She’s quiet for too long before she says, “Krystal never came home from work today. I know she was supposed to go to your place to watch Love Island tonight. Is she there?”

			My stomach drops to my toes.

			“No, she never came. Sorry, I got distracted and fell asleep and—”

			“It’s okay,” Amelia cuts me off with a forced calm that screams motherhood. Still, I can’t miss her fear when she says, “She wouldn’t disappear like this. I think something happened to her.”

			

			• • •

			After hanging up with me, Amelia officially reported Krystal as missing.

			I stayed up all night pacing my apartment, waiting for updates. Several times I grabbed my keys, wanting to take to the streets. But I haven’t driven after dark since that night, and now’s no different. Guilt chewed me up as I triple-checked that my door and windows were locked, my mind jumping to Poppi, the woman who disappeared over the weekend. Surely, the two can’t be related.

			I get ready for work a whole hour early. Unsure what else to do with myself, I swipe my keys. Even with the sun up, I’m so frazzled that it takes an additional five minutes to hype myself up enough to start the car. It’s only once I’m pulling into the driveway of Amelia and Krystal’s house with a bag of bagels and cream cheese from the corner deli that I pause. Krystal’s car isn’t here.

			Amelia’s is, though. I ring the bell.

			“Brie?” Amelia’s obviously been crying. If not evident by her swollen red eyes, then by the tissue clutched in her fist. “What are you doing here?”

			I hold out the bag of bagels. “Thought you might need breakfast. I know it can be kind of easy to forget to eat.”

			Her gaze softens as she takes the bag. “Thank you. I’m waiting for my parents to come by with the kids. Aurelia knows something’s up, but I’m keeping them out of school and away from home so I can deal with the police. Do you want to come in for a minute?”

			“Um, actually—” I check my phone. It’s already 7:30, but work isn’t far. Besides, I can’t deny Amelia’s pleading blue eyes behind her smudged wire-framed glasses. “Sure.”

			I’ve been to their house before, but a bolt of admiration hits me just like the first time. It’s tastefully decorated in a mid-century modern way with pops of color and Amelia’s artwork on the walls. “You never have to worry about me quitting,” Krystal once joked in the office. “My wife wins the bread, but I got the benefits.”

			“How are you doing?” I ask, even though I hated when people asked me that. Now, though, I see how there really is nothing right to say in the face of catastrophe.

			She sniffles. “It’s been stressful. But Krys is going to be okay. She has to be.”

			“Of course,” I agree. “And the police are on it, right?”

			Something like contempt flickers across Amelia’s expression. “Supposedly.”

			I raise a brow. “Or maybe not?”

			She sighs, hoisting herself up to sit on the counter. “I think they might be on it for all the wrong reasons. I don’t know how much Krys has told you, but she has a past with addiction, though she’s been sober for years. They think her disappearing into thin air is part of that, even though I keep telling them it’s not. I mean, for fuck’s sake, her car was literally found under the bridge by Court Street, still running. With her bag in it and everything. You can’t tell me she would have left like that if it was her choice.”

			“She would never,” I say, because if there’s one thing I know about Krystal, it’s that she’s loyal. “That’s shitty the police won’t listen to you.”

			“They’re trying to find a common thread between Krys and that other woman, Poppi, who went missing. But the only link between her and Krys that we know of is that they both knew someone who passed from an overdose. I feel like they’re trying to explain everything away instead of admitting that maybe there’s a kidnapper or creep out there.”

			“That’s awful. Did they both know the same person who died?” I ask.

			“I doubt it. The person Krys lost was her younger sister, Shania. Her only sibling.”

			“Oh.” I don’t know what else to say. Krystal is one of the only people in Tarrentown who has managed to crack my walnut shell enough for me to spill about the death of my parents. It’s not like she owed me a trauma dump in return, but especially after telling me yesterday that I remind her of her sister, I’m surprised to find out Shania’s dead.

			“That was nearly eight years ago and made Krys finally get help. She met me a month later during an art therapy class I was teaching and has been clean ever since. Anyway, that’s why she calls you angel—your first day at Curated Care was on the anniversary of Shania’s death, so she felt like it was a sign from her sister.”

			It takes everything in me to keep my composure. But I’m not the one with a missing wife, so I swallow down the lump in my throat and say what I wish I had told Krystal. “She was my angel, too.”

			A small smile blooms across Amelia’s tired face before withering. She looks out the window as if Krystal might be standing on the back deck, and says, “I know it’s not a relapse like the police want to believe. They look at Krys’s past, and Poppi’s, and see a commonality. But that doesn’t explain Madeline Valero. She’s another woman who was reported missing Sunday night. Unlike Krys and Poppi, Madeline apparently doesn’t have a substance-abuse history. But it sounds like she’s had her fair share of mental health struggles. Her family died in a fire when she was a kid. If they really are connected somehow, I want to pop whatever asshole is behind it all.”

			“We’ll find them,” I say surely, though I don’t feel very sure at all. The notion that this could be part of a greater scheme makes a shiver race through me.

			My eyes catch on the clock on the stove, its neon-green numbers sending me to my feet. “I have to go. If you need anything at all or hear more, please let me know.”

			I’m nearly out the door when Amelia’s worried voice stops me. “Be careful, alright? If some sicko really is out there…”

			She trails off, but I know what she means. It’s a dangerous time to be a woman.

			But isn’t it always?

			

			• • •

			When I get to work, news of Krystal’s disappearance has already hit the office. The vibes are bleaker than usual. Debra is still out, and Krystal’s cubicle is empty.

			I’m numbly going through my mundane morning tasks when Ted clears his throat.

			“Sorry,” I say, realizing he’s been standing in front of my desk. “What’s up?”

			Ted gives me a pitying smile. “I know you and Krystal are close. If it’s too hard to be here, you can head home for the day.”

			It’s a kind offer, but can’t come from him. Luke would need to approve it.

			But I haven’t seen Luke all morning. His door is firmly shut, blinds closed.

			As if reading my mind, Ted turns to address the room. “Hey, everyone, smidge of an update. Luke had to take some unexpected time off and asked me to fill in until he gets back. He’s not sure when, but hopefully, for all our sakes, it’s not too long.” The joke falls flat, earning crickets. “In the meantime, I’m your guy!”

			He jabs his thumb into his chest and nods at everyone as he walks back to his desk, like he’s the mayor and not just a stand-in. Everybody returns to their work, but something itches at me. Where would Luke need to go so unexpectedly? And to leave Ted in charge, of all people? It feels like a personal offense.

			Something from all my googling last night brims on my mind. It was about how demons can get territorial. I tilt my screen away from wandering eyes and try to recall the site. It takes a few searches and changing up my keywords before it pops up.

			Monsters and Mayhem, the site is titled. Everything to know about what lurks in the shadows.

			I click on the article I was reading last night, wondering if our IT guy pays attention to our search history. Each sentence puts me more and more on edge.

			“Some demons are known for being territorial. They blend in better than the rest and can even live entire lives with families and children among us. If their existence feels threatened by a smaller demon, they’ll eradicate it. They’ll do whatever it takes to keep up the ruse.”

			I stare at the paragraph for so long my eyes blur. On Friday, Luke clearly knew what he was doing. But I never questioned how he knew what he was doing. It’s not like Exorcism 101 is taught in management school. What if the reason he knew how was because he’s a demon himself?

			Demons feed on misery, I recall, pulling up another article from a different site. Death, despair, guilt, grief, you name it. It’s a delicacy.

			Amelia said the police are trying to link Krystal’s and Poppi’s histories with addiction to their disappearances. But what if they’re looking too closely at it? Maybe it’s not about their addiction at all and just the fact that they both lost someone. If the common thread is women dealing with grief and survivor’s guilt, that would also make Madeline’s disappearance make sense.

			If Luke is the culprit—which means he’d be a demon—then that means he could have exorcised Debra because she was a smaller demon on his turf, and now he’s preying on grief-stricken women because he’s…hungry?

			Jesus.

			“So what do you think?”

			I jump a foot, exiting out of the tabs like my life depends on it. My job status might.

			“What do I think of what?” I ask Ted.

			“Are you staying the rest of the day?”

			I already forgot about that offer. If I go home, I’m just going to sit there and spiral even harder. I want to look for Krystal, but I don’t know where to start.

			Except maybe I do.

			“No,” I say to Ted. “I need to do one more thing and then I’ll head out.”

			“Sounds good.” He pats the edge of my desk. “Don’t forget to clock out.”

			Annoyance burns me. I should have known that Ted’s offer wasn’t for free. I haven’t been at the company long enough to accrue paid time off or sick time, so leaving early means a cut paycheck. Something that will dig into my carefully construed budget.

			But that’s a concern for after I find Krystal, and Poppi, and Madeline. I could be their only hope. After all, I’m the only one who knows Luke might be a demon.

			With a quick abuse of my receptionist search powers, I know just where to find him.

		

	
		
			Five
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			The breeze ruffles my curls as I stride up the driveway toward Luke’s house. It’s a quaint, two-story home sporting slate paint planted on a rural edge of town that’s more field and forest than anything else. There’s not a single other house on the road for at least a five-mile radius. On the porch, a single rocking chair sits, swaying as if someone just got up and left. Warning bells ring in my skull.

			I knock on the door, but when no one answers after a full minute passes, I try the knob. It turns, making me wonder if Luke is expecting someone or if this is merely how single men live, never concerned about who might try to break into their houses. Meanwhile, back at my apartment, I have a door lock, dead bolt, and chain. And I’ve been thinking about getting one of those poles that get propped under the door, especially now with the missing women.

			“Hello?” I call, stepping into the house. The hardwood is worn beneath my feet, but the space I walk into is surprisingly tidy. A brown leather couch sits on the far side of the room and the coffee table has a smattering of old books on it, a few opened.

			“Luke?” My voice rings out into the empty space. Poking my head through the nearest doorway presents a kitchen-and-dining-room combo. It’s dated, the floral wallpaper peeling at the seams. But like the living room, it’s well-kept, with an old-timey gas range and a silver teapot sitting atop it. The counter’s mostly clear save a block of knives that gleam in the afternoon light spilling through the window over the sink.

			The only other thing on the counter is a cookbook opened to a page with a recipe for chicken and dumplings. I peek at the cover and Martha Stewart stares back at me. My mom had this same cookbook. It was probably sold with a box of others at one of our annual garage sales.

			Surely, demons don’t eat chicken and dumplings. If Luke’s life is as normal as it appears, that means I’m trespassing right now. I could lose my job, or worse, get arrested.

			Dread swamps my gut as I notice something beneath the book—this morning’s paper, the Tarrentown Tribune, with the headline:

			Missing women tally ticks higher as bizarre disappearances mount

			I drop the cover of the cookbook so it covers the newspaper again, letting poor Martha smack the countertop with a thud.

			Past the sliding glass door, there’s a small deck, a stretch of grass, and then the forest. But peeking through the trees is another building. It’s not a barn, exactly, but half cylindrical and partially rusted. I’ve seen them before in my small hometown on the outskirts of Miami. A Quonset hut with the large garage-style door partially up.

			It’s a quick walk across the freshly cut grass to the trees. The scent is soothing, reminding me of when I’d sit on the swing on the set my dad built and play outside while he mowed the lawn. I’d beg him to make shapes in the grass, and the most he could do were blobs, which my mom later scolded him about. She didn’t want the neighbors to think we were summoning aliens with crop circles.

			I shake the memory away as I break the tree line. The Quonset hut is even bigger up close, an all-steel structure that’s out of place among the flora. A strange smell comes from it, like something herbal burns inside.

			I duck under the partially opened door. Large lights hang from the ceiling, but their glow is minimal at best since less than half are on. Unlike Luke’s sparsely furnished home, the hut is full of old farm equipment, blocking my view of the entire space. I carefully step around protruding metal arms and tires bigger than my body, thankful for the cracked concrete muffling my steps. The strange scent is stronger here, nearly overpowering. I bring my shirt up to cover my nose.

			“I was hoping you might show up.”

			I’m startled by Luke’s voice. I can’t see him, thanks to a decaying tractor separating us. There’s a chill to his words, and they’re accompanied by a metallic zing. It strikes a shudder down my spine. He’s sharpening something.

			“There’s no use hiding from me,” he continues. “It was bound to come to this eventually.”

			My heart races. I could run, but I’d never make it through the maze of mechanics separating me from outside. Not to mention the hundred yards from the woods to my car. No, I have to stand my ground. I might have walked into his trap, but that doesn’t mean I have to die in it.

			My frantic gaze catches on a rusty rake leaning against the wall. An unorthodox means of self-defense, but it will have to do. I grab it, treating the pronged end like that of a spear. God, I seriously should have minded my own business. I should have forgotten all about demons and Debra and shoved off every inkling that We Are Not Alone.

			But then I remember Krystal, who could be dead right now or eaten or getting her soul sucked out, and a fire warms me from the inside.

			“Not in the mood for talking? Me, either.” The words are lethal and low, a voice I would have never associated with Luke a week ago. “Let’s get this over with.”

			His shadow moves across the wall, my warning that he’s coming around the back of the tractor. I raise the rake, cursing the tremble in my arms. It’s fucking heavy, and its length makes it cumbersome.

			Panic cleaves my chest as Luke lunges into view. In his hands is a weapon similar to mine, in that it’s not really a weapon at all. It’s a farmer’s pitchfork, but while my many prongs are rusted and dull, his three gleam in the faint light, deadly as blades. A scream erupts out of me as I wildly swing the rake, but I’m too early and it misses Luke to smash into the window of the tractor. Shards of glass fall like snow as the edge of the pitchfork nears, tips pointed straight for my throat.

			“The fuck?” Luke yells, twisting at the last second to divert the pitchfork’s path. Instead of it skewering me like a kabob, it impales the steel wall behind me, close enough to flutter my hair.

			“I know what you did,” I tell him, breaths short as I tug my rake from where it’s caught on the door of the tractor. “You kidnapped Krystal.”

			Luke glowers. “What are you talking about? What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be at work.”

			“So are you,” I fire back. It would hold a lot more oomph if I wasn’t still battling the tractor for the right to my rake. “As soon as Ted announced that he was taking over while you’re on a mysterious leave of absence, everything clicked into place. Only a demon would put Ted in charge.”

			A darkness falls over Luke’s face. “You think I’m a demon?”

			“Aren’t you?” I hate the way my voice wavers. I finally tug the rake free, but the force makes it fall to the ground with a clatter. I scramble to pick it up, keeping the length of it between us.

			“You saw me exorcise a demon,” Luke reminds me, as if I could ever forget it. “Why would I do that if I was one?”

			“Because you’re a greater demon,” I say, less sure than I was on the drive here. “And you’re mad at Demon Debra for almost blowing your cover. I haven’t figured it all out yet, but greater demons don’t need to possess, they need sustenance to keep up their act. Demons are drawn to misery. You chose three innocent women full of grief and guilt, because that’s like caviar to you.”

			My statement is punctuated by a rumbling sound. His stomach. “Oh my God,” I gasp. “I’m right. You’re ravenous.”

			“Because I didn’t eat breakfast,” he says indignantly. “What Wikipedia article did you learn all that from? You’re barely scraping the surface.”

			Horror floods me. It must show on my face. Luke’s annoyance shifts to caution.

			“That’s not what I meant,” Luke corrects, taking a step toward me. I back up, but my spine hits the wall. Beside me, the pitchfork still defies gravity.

			“Stay away from me,” I warn, raising the rake so the prongs poke into his chest. All he wears is a thin black shirt and dark denim jeans, the most casual I’ve ever seen him. It highlights the broad span of his shoulders and the defined planes of his abdomen. He cuts a threatening figure, tall and big and solid. “I’m just here for Krystal. And the other two. But mostly Krystal.”

			“I don’t have her. Them. Anyone.” Luke’s head falls back to reveal the bare expanse of his throat as he groans at the ceiling. Horizontal across his neck is a thin white scar. I’ve noticed it before, though never as blatantly as now. The skin is slightly raised, though it’s long since healed.

			Now would be the perfect opportunity to skewer him with the rake. It might not have the same pitchfork potential, but it’d make him bleed.

			I really think I might do it until I remember the pitchfork beside me. And how it’s beside me, and not in me. Not poking holes through my throat, making me choke on my own blood.

			“You said you were hoping I’d show up,” I remind him, and myself, because now is not the time to let my guard down. “You came at me with a pitchfork.”

			“I wasn’t coming at you. When I heard footsteps, I assumed the burning sulfur worked in luring the demon I’ve been hunting for days. If I was trying to lure you, I would have bought some of that disgusting bean water Dunkin’ calls coffee and cracked open a fresh pack of highlighters.”

			“Sue me, I like the smell,” I snap. “And don’t shit on Dunkin’s coffee, leaf-water apologist. I saw the teapot on your stove.”

			“You went into my house?”

			“That’s on you for leaving the door unlocked.”

			We glare at each other, the rake still separating us. He glances down at it. “I’m not a demon. But if the one I’m waiting for comes, you won’t want to be here. Trust me. You need to leave.”

			I swallow but hold my stance. “How do I know you’re telling the truth and not trying to make me leave so you can continue feasting on the souls of unsuspecting women in peace?”

			“You certainly know how to paint a visual,” Luke deadpans. “I swear I—”

			A metallic screech cuts him off, the sound ricocheting around the tin can of our surroundings. It’s so loud my hands fly to my ears, an immediate ache forming behind my eyes.

			“Get down,” Luke orders, urgency flaring in his voice. He closes the gap between us to pull me away from the wall. In my attempt to protect my ears, I dropped the rake. I stumble over it as he presses me into the side of the tractor, keeping me sandwiched between it and the warmth of his body.

			“What was that?” I squeak out as the fear I’ve been shoving down bubbles to the surface.

			“He’s here,” Luke states grimly. He tugs his pitchfork from the wall, the scrape of metal not helping my ringing ears.

			“He?”

			When his eyes meet mine, I know without a doubt we are fucked. “Beliar.”

			My mind flips through my heinous amount of Google tabs to recall why the name sounds familiar. “Beliar is the demon of deception.”

			“Among other things, yes. The definition changes, depending on the text. You’re going to stay here and I’m going to go outside. Whatever you hear, you do not come out. Got it?”

			I nod, crouching to the ground to clutch my rake.

			“Good.” Luke backs up and cool November air fills the space he leaves. “I’ll come back for you when it’s safe.”

			“What if you don’t?”

			He meets my eyes over his shoulder. “I will.”

			He slips under the door and out of sight. A heavy silence descends as the minutes drag on. The ringing in my ears ebbs, but nothing takes its place. No screams or shouts or snarls or whatever noises demons are supposed to make. No more of the shrieking metallic sound, which must have been something dragging against the steel siding of the hut. I shudder at the vision of curved talons sharp as knives, sure that they could easily rip Luke limb from limb.

			I wait for so long my legs ache, the burn in my thighs no match for the twenty-minute YouTube Pilates workouts I only remember to do once every other month. I sink to my knees, careful of the glass beneath them.

			After what feels like hours, a noise from the front of the hut makes me spring to my feet.

			“It’s me.” Luke’s low voice carries past the equipment separating us. “Alone.”

			I straighten, but I don’t lower the rake. “Where’s Beliar?”

			“Gone.”

			“You took care of…it?”

			“As soon as I stepped outside, he fled. He knew it was a trap. I couldn’t catch him.”

			I narrow my eyes, keeping my feet firmly planted. “How do I know you’re telling the truth and that he didn’t possess you?”

			“Demons like Beliar don’t need to possess humans. They can conjure bodies on their own.”

			“Prove it.”

			Luke huffs, thinking for a moment. “For Krystal’s birthday party my first week at Curated Care, you made a chocolate cake and then Carol dropped it on her way into the conference room.”

			“I still haven’t forgiven her.”

			For a fleeting moment, it looks like the left side of his mouth twitches in a smile before smoothing back into a grim line. “Beliar’s not coming back. Let’s go.”

			I follow him out, dragging my feet on the grass to get any lingering glass shards off the bottoms of my ballet flats. We come around the side of his house to his driveway. As we pass his car, I notice for the first time all the stuff packed into it. Mostly books and odd items, though a backpack sits on the front seat.

			“Are you going somewhere?” I ask, peering through the window to get a closer look.

			He sighs, stopping several yards farther down the cracked pavement. He clearly was hoping to shoo me away in my car, just like the other day.

			“I was hoping not to,” Luke says. “But then you ruined the trap, so yes, I will be going somewhere.”

			“You know where Beliar might be keeping Krystal?”

			“I have a hunch.”

			“Then why go through all this?” I ask, gesturing back to the woods with the Quonset hut. “Aren’t you wasting time?”

			Annoyance flickers in his eyes. “Going after him is more dangerous than luring him to me. Here, I’m on my territory. Being on his opens up a whole slew of unexpected dangers.”

			I glance back into his car. It’s full, but there’s still room. “Take me with you.”

			The bite of Luke’s laugh cracks the air. “I’m not taking you with me. You shouldn’t be involved in any of this. It’s bad enough you came here today. Go home, Brie. Forget about all of it, including me. I can’t have you foil another plan.”

			“I didn’t foil it.” I scowl. I realized something during the aching stretch of time my thighs were on fire in the Quonset hut waiting for Luke. “I’m the reason Beliar came here in the first place.”

			“He came because of the sulfur.”

			That’s what that smell was. “He came because he’s on the hunt for his next victim,” I state. “I saw the book on your coffee table. It said that demons prefer even numbers over odd, especially when it comes to sacrifices and rituals. So if that’s what he’s up to, he’s going to need another person.”

			“Well, then you don’t count. You said it yourself—he’s after women full of guilt and grief.”

			The crisp air hits my teeth as I grin, my self-loathing turning it into more of a grimace. “I’ve got plenty of that.”

			Luke’s careful brown eyes assess me. The assumption that I drew Beliar was just that, but from the gears turning behind his gaze, it hit home. His mouth opens, like maybe he wants to ask why I have plenty of guilt and grief to lure a demon, but he thinks better of it with a shake of his head.

			“You’re not coming.” He turns and continues toward my car. The audacity.

			“I could help you, you know. I used to take archery lessons as a teen. Wherever you’re going, there’s no reason I can’t—”

			“You can’t come with me, Brie.” Luke faces me, eyes graver than I’ve ever seen them. Cold, too. Frigid with a resigned truth. “Because I’m going to hell.”
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			He can’t be serious. “Don’t mock me.”

			“I wish I was.” Luke sighs. “Just like demons and monsters and every other source of mayhem imaginable, it’s a real place. And Beliar disappearing just confirmed that’s where he’s hiding Krystal and the others. At his estate. In hell.”

			“How’d you jump to that conclusion?”

			Luke leans against the side of my car, closing his eyes and tilting his head toward the gloom-covered sun. “Here I thought your incessant questions were just a sign of an inquisitive employee.”

			“Or an inquisitive co-rescuer.”

			His eyes spring open. “That, you are not. Go. Home.”

			He tries to open my car door for me, but unlike the other day, it’s locked.

			“I can’t,” I say.

			“You can’t what?”

			“Go home.” I’m mortified by the sudden presence of a lump obstructing my airway. “I mean, yeah, I can go back to my six-hundred-square-foot apartment. But that’s not home. It’s never going to be home. I’m never going to have a home again. It’s a feeling I wouldn’t wish on anybody, but especially not on two little girls who need their mom. Both of them. I’m sorry if I’m annoying or insistent or messing up whatever plan you thought you had. But you and I apparently have something in common besides working under the same roof—no one would miss us if we didn’t come back. The least we can do is make sure the people who do have that luxury actually have a chance.”

			“What makes you think I have no one who would miss me?” he asks, gaze softening as he searches my tear-glossed eyes.

			I want to rip mine away, but I don’t. “Because you’ve worked at Curated Care for almost a month and no one knows a thing about you. You’re polite but detached. Mysterious and aloof. Trust me, I know because—”

			I cut myself off, breathing hard. He cocks a brow, analyzing me. “Because?”

			“Because I did it first. I’ve been doing it since before you even got here. So you’re not fooling me with whatever act you put up in the office. I see through it now, and I see through you.”

			He flinches, as if the words are accompanied by a slap.

			“I’m owed answers. Real ones,” I continue. “So let’s start at the top: How do you know how to get to hell and that it’s real? What are you?”

			He frowns. “Same as you. Deeply unmissable. And human.”

			I bite back a cackle. I haven’t felt human since the night my parents died. More like I’m a husk of a person getting moved about by a puppeteer.

			“Sure. Because all humans know to burn sulfur to draw out demons and how to perform exorcisms and where to find hell.”

			“I’m a human with a special selection of skills,” he amends.

			“Bullshit.”

			The swear takes him off guard. His carefully construed mask fractures and his gaze drops to my mouth, as if willing my lips to retrace the word. I like the slip more than I should. I want to crack his shell and make a mosaic with the pieces.

			I press my pointer finger into his very firm chest. “You have books on monsters and demons. You live on the outskirts of town. You’re willing to go to a place you might not come back from. Those aren’t things that define a regular human. Those are only things that…”

			I trail off, feeling too silly to spit out the words. He lifts a thick dark brow, pushing off of my car to close the gap between us. My elbow hinges from the sudden proximity and my pointed finger turns flat so my palm is pressed to his thin shirt, feeling his racing heart beneath.

			“Only things that what?” he goads me. “Come on, Brie. Don’t get shy now.”

			The smooth tenor of his voice shoots sparks through me. I ignore them, forcing out the only words that make sense. “You’re a monster hunter.”

			“If I was, would you be scared of me?”

			I’m already a little scared of him, though probably not in the way I should be.

			“I’m not scared of much these days,” I say.

			“Just the dark?”

			It’s a swift jab, whether he knows it or not. I step back to put distance between us, removing my hand from his chest so I can cross my arms. “What makes you say that?”

			“You won’t drive after the sun sets,” he comments. “I’d be a bad colleague if I never noticed.”

			He doesn’t ask where the fear comes from and I’m not about to tell him. “Seems like maybe I’m right to be afraid of what’s in the dark.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong. The worst of them have no problem walking in the light.”

			“So you are a monster hunter.”

			He leans back as if the words came out hot and heady, and not in a breathy whisper. “For the record, I’m supposed to be retired.”

			A laugh shoots out of me, my suppressed nerves making it too bright. “A retired monster hunter. Forgive me. Is your eight-to-four as a big-time boss so you don’t melt into the couch watching soaps?”

			“Big-time boss? You vastly overestimate my role.”

			“Answer the question.”

			“Believe it or not, monster hunting doesn’t exactly pay the bills. I’m there for the same reason you are—to get a paycheck.”

			“Why’d you retire? You’re not exactly pushing sixty.”

			“Because it’s dangerous.” His words are a scythe slicing through the autumn air. He takes a deep breath, forcing calm into his tone. “This isn’t a game, Brie. I know how to get to hell because I’ve been there before. I’ve spent my whole life studying the things that lurk there and training to fight them. But everything’s different there. When I tell you to drop this and go about your life, I’m not being kind. I’m being serious. Generous, even. There’s a very real possibility I will not come back, and if I’m right that Krystal is there, her chance of returning grows slimmer by the hour. All you’re doing is holding me up.”

			“I don’t think it’s a game,” I say. But I have nothing else. I’ve given every argument I’ve got.

			“I’m leaving tonight,” he says with an air of finality. “And you’re not coming with me.”

			

			• • •

			When I return to my apartment, it’s hard to believe it’s only early afternoon. I trudge up the three sets of stairs and toss my keys onto the coffee table once I’m inside. A quick glance at my phone shows no new messages from Amelia.

			My anger at Luke seeped out on the drive back. Helplessness replaces it, like a blanket wrapping tighter and tighter around me until I can’t breathe. I have to do something. Lying on the couch and rotting isn’t an option anymore.

			In the stark light of the afternoon, it’s obvious how far I’ve let the place go. I start in the kitchen, chucking rancid take-out containers out by the handful. By the time I’m done, the fridge looks like it belongs to a college boy living on his own for the first time. Nothing but yogurt and cheese sticks and condiments.

			I wipe down the counter surrounding the sink, getting into a groove. Maybe I don’t need to go with Luke and I can help from here. Besides, Luke could be wrong. Maybe this is a normal kidnapping. A serial kidnapping. I’ve listened to enough true-crime podcasts to know that it wouldn’t be the craziest thing to happen in a weird small town.

			A demon taking sacrifices to hell, on the other hand—

			It’s unbelievable. Improbable. Which leads me back to square one, wondering if this is all an elaborate hoax construed by Luke to throw me off his trail as the real perpetrator.

			Once the kitchen is cleaner than the day I moved in, I strip the sheets off my unmade bed. I have no idea when I last washed them, but from the way my room has a lingering scent that’s not exactly suppressed by the Bath & Body Works spray I spritz myself with every morning, I know it’s been far too long.

			Arms full of linens, I pause, facing the dresser. My top drawer is open. The underwear drawer.

			A chill tingles up my spine. I never leave my drawers open.

			I drop the sheets on the floor, stepping over them to peer into the drawer. Past Me’s type-A tendencies have fallen away, and I’ve never regretted it as much as now. I have no idea if anything’s missing. It’s as messy as it is every day.

			Maybe I forgot. I haven’t been Past Me for months. I never used to keep food so long it grows fuzzy friends, or the blanket on the living room couch in a heap. Clearly, more than closing my drawers has fallen to the wayside. This is no cause for concern.

			A breeze makes me shiver. The window for the fire escape is open. I’m positive I left it locked. I don’t open it because it doesn’t have a screen, something I’ve been bugging management about.

			I move to close it, but what’s on the sill makes me pause. What used to be on the sill.

			The iodized salt I trailed in a neat line over the weekend is now only a few scattered crystals.

			The hair on the back of my neck rises as the distinct feeling that someone’s been here washes over me. Maybe not someone. Something.

			I snap pictures of the open, screenless window with its broken salt line and my underwear drawer. Shuffling to my work email, I pull up the most recent one from Luke. At the bottom is his signature with not only his office phone number, but also his cell, because he’s just that kind of stand-up guy. Personally, I’d rather get carted off to hell than give everyone at Curated Care direct access to me outside of work hours.

			His mistake, not mine. I type his number into a new text thread, then attach the two pictures and write: Does Beliar have a penchant for stealing women’s underwear?

			My thumb hesitates over the send button. Sending someone I share a printer with a picture of my underwear drawer feels like crossing an HR line I can’t return from. Not to mention the mess of it, with granny panties and thongs and hipsters all battling for center-stage dominance. Maybe he’s already halfway to hell. I don’t know how long it takes to get there, or what the cell reception is like.

			Another breeze slips through the open window. The cool air brings the severity of my situation to the forefront. If it really was Beliar, maybe this is his way of marking me. I wish I had asked Krystal if anything strange was happening to her. There might have been a sign we missed.

			I hit send.

			Only a few seconds later, my phone buzzes with a response.

			Address?

			And then, before I can reply:

			Stay where you are. Don’t open the door for anyone.

			I want to make a joke about him being a double-texter, but my hands shake too badly to type more than my address and hit send. Luke responds with the thumbs-up emoji.

			I stuff my sheets in the washer because what else am I supposed to do with myself while waiting for a demon to abduct me? Twenty minutes later, my door buzzes. Luke made it in record time. I hold down the intercom.

			“Hello?” I ask.

			“It’s me.” Luke’s voice is gruff. “Let me in.”

			“Sorry, I was given strict orders to not let anyone in.”

			I wait for a responding quip, but nothing comes. “Hello? Can you hear me?” Still nothing. “I was just kidding. I’m on the third floor, apartment 307.”

			I hold the unlock button for a few long drags, giving him enough time to slip through. I release the button and turn around.

			Only to stuff down a scream. A head emerges through my still-open bedroom window. Luke steps in, and the ease of his entrance makes a fresh bout of dread flush through me. If Beliar really was trying to get to me, it’s not like it’s hard.

			“I let you in downstairs,” I tell him as he inspects the sill before going to my dresser. Seeing him in my messy room with my dunes of discarded clothing feels like one of those weird dreams where you present to the class only to realize you’re in your underwear. Except I’m fully awake and this is more like a nightmare.

			“Beliar shouldn’t have been able to cross the salt line, right?” I ask, needing to fill the empty air.

			“Greater demons play by greater rules. The same things don’t always apply,” Luke says, seemingly unfazed as he inspects my still-open underwear drawer. “Is anything missing?”

			“I don’t know,” I admit. My meager cleaning spree hardly made a dent. Opposed to Luke’s tidy home, mine looks like a hurricane tore through it. Before the drop-by demon. “That’s my clean underwear. Wouldn’t he take something from my hamper?”

			“Not exactly.” Luke closes my drawer and leans against my dresser. “Fresh laundry still carries your scent. But maybe this isn’t Beliar. Have any unrequited lovers whose hearts you’ve broken?”

			“Not exactly,” I echo him.

			“Stalkers? Angry exes?” he pushes with a raised brow.

			My ex-fiancé and his flurry of unanswered texts come to mind, a flash of a life I once thought would be my forever. I broke things off after being together for nearly six years. He wasn’t just angry—he was furious. In his words, I wasted both of our time.

			Despite that, I know he’s not behind this.

			I open my mouth to say so, but a knock on the door cuts me off.

			“Are you expecting someone?” he asks.

			“No. But sometimes my neighbor locks himself out and needs to use my phone to call his partner to come home and let him in.”

			I make my way to the door and undo the chain before reaching for the dead bolt.

			“Wait,” Luke says, standing in the doorway to my room. “I don’t think—”

			“Brie? Are you there?”

			My blood turns to ice at the voice coming from the other side of the door. Luke’s voice.

			“Do not open that door.”

			My gaze snaps to the Luke standing in my living room. His eyes are wide and his hands are up in a universal Don’t shoot gesture.

			“You got here very fast.” I thought he was racing because he was worried about me, but now I realize how ridiculous that is.

			“I like to speed. It’s a problem.”

			“Brie?” Luke’s voice comes from the other side of the door. “Let me in!”

			“I guess greater demons can also shapeshift, huh?” I shakily ask the Luke in front of me.

			“Many demons can,” he replies, keeping a careful distance between us. “I swear—”

			“You know what should have been the biggest flag?” The door at my back starts shaking from a fist pounding against the other side. I keep my eyes on the Luke in my living room. “You knew exactly what fire escape led to my bedroom window. Almost like you’ve been here before.”

			Luke’s shaking his head. “I—”

			“Save it, Beliar,” I snarl, unlocking the dead bolt and ripping the door open.
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			Suddenly my living room has two Lukes as Hallway Luke barges in.

			Everything about them is identical: blackish-brown hair accompanied by matching dark eyes, noses with bumps like they’ve been broken, shadows of stubble along their jaws, the faint white throat scars. The outfits might as well have been ripped from the same rack, and even the grim set of their mouths is like someone pressed copy + paste. I thought having them in the same room would prove my assumption correct, but all it does is make confusion and fear twist inside of me.

			Beliar Luke pulls something shiny from behind his back. It’s a dagger, its blade as black as the clothes he wears and coming to a lethal point. He wields it like someone who’s been around the knife-fight block a time or two.

			My feet are rooted to the floor, only the expanse of my clearance-sale couch separating me from them. I glance between the two Lukes.

			“Get behind me, Brie,” Real Luke says, still hovering in the doorway. “Better yet, get out of here. Leave me to send him back where he belongs.”

			“No!” Beliar Luke barks. Or maybe he’s Real Luke. I’ve never been less sure in my life. “You run and he’ll chase you. All it takes is a touch for him to bring you out of this world and into his.”

			“Into yours,” Real Luke corrects. Hallway Luke? “Brie, you need to trust me.”

			“Shut the fuck up,” Bedroom Luke snarls, lunging for Hallway Luke. They meet in a clash of limbs, and the force of their bodies slams the door shut. Neither Luke goes down, and instead they grapple for the upper hand. They bump into the T.J. Maxx lamp on my side table, and it teeters, crashing to the floor in an explosion of porcelain smithereens.

			I try to keep the couch between me and them. If I can get to my room, I can flee through the window and down the fire escape. The air is filled with their grunts and the occasional flash of the dagger slashing through it, though it has yet to hit its mark. Real Luke dodges every attempt, throwing responding jabs that make Beliar Luke groan and growl. They’re wrapped up in the fight, stepping into the narrow space behind the couch where my shoe mat and coat hooks are.

			Mirroring their movements, I round the couch, putting myself closer to my bedroom. Before I can make the dash, Real Luke hauls Beliar Luke over the back of the couch, dropping him onto the cushion. Beliar Luke tumbles off it and onto the glass coffee table I stand beside.

			It shatters beneath his weight. His dagger goes skidding across the vinyl planks into the entrance of the galley kitchen.

			The doorway to my room is to my left. I can still make it. Beliar Luke is getting to his feet. Real Luke’s eyes lock on the dagger, though he’s the farthest from it and still stuck behind the couch.

			I don’t think, just pounce past my bedroom into the kitchen. My hands close around the still-warm hilt.

			“Give it to me,” Real Luke instructs, stalking my way. Beliar Luke finds his footing, lunging to tug Real Luke away from me by the nape of his T-shirt. Real Luke struggles against the hold, the intensity of his gaze burning into mine as he holds out his hand for me to pass the dagger. “I need it to finish him off. Please, Brie.”

			“You give him that dagger and any chance of both of us getting out of here alive is gone,” Beliar Luke says. “No saving Krystal, or the others.”

			With a final tug, he slingshots Real Luke onto the couch, becoming the middleman. We lock eyes, his hand out for the dagger. The corner of his mouth lifts. “C’mon, Brianna, don’t let me down.”

			“No!” Real Luke yells, leaping to his feet. “He doesn’t even know your name!”

			“He doesn’t,” I agree. But it’s that exact flub that makes me sure that Beliar Luke is the real Luke, which means Real Luke is…

			Beliar.

			I toss the dagger to Luke and hold my breath as he catches it and spins. It’s perfectly timed as Beliar lunges off the couch. The blade sinks into Beliar’s chest and his mouth parts with a gasp.

			For a horrifying moment, I’m sure I chose wrong. Then the ripped black shirt around the dagger starts molting, and so does the rest of Luke. But it’s not Luke, and that becomes more apparent by the second as pieces of his skin and clothes crack apart like the glass and porcelain littered across my floor. The edges curl like burning paper until he is consumed in an inky darkness similar to the shadow that clawed its way out of Debra last week. With a wretched scream, the darkness twists in a tornado of violet smoke, disappearing until all that’s left are wisps and a smell so foul, I fear no amount of body spray can save us.

			The dagger drops to Luke’s side as he exhales, rolling out his shoulders. He turns to me.

			“All it took was calling you Brianna?”

			I don’t realize how shaky I am until a shuddering breath escapes that’s meant to be a laugh. “The name thing has been pissing me off for weeks. I didn’t even think you knew my real name.”

			He frowns. “Of course I know your real name. I’ve only been calling you Brianna because—”

			Sirens sound from outside, cutting him off. He strides to my kitchen window to peek through the sheer curtain. Sure enough, two cop cars are pulled up out front.

			“Too much to hope they’re not here for us?” he asks.

			“If I were my downstairs neighbors, I’d assume that was the domestic dispute of the century.”

			“Fair,” Luke huffs.

			“What do we do?”

			I brace myself for him to leave me to clean everything up. Not just my trashed apartment, but also fabricating a story for the police. Not to mention the neighbors.

			“Where are you going?” I ask, following him into my room. He doesn’t gun it for the fire escape, which would align with my assumptions. Instead, he pulls my duffel bag from where it’s slung over the back of the chair in the corner of my room and tosses it to me.

			“Start packing. Only essentials. I’ll get the car and bring it right below your window. You have five minutes.”

			“I’m sorry, what?”

			He’s already on the fire escape. “Five. Minutes.”

			And then he’s gone. The sirens continue, and suddenly they’re joined by footsteps in the hall. Seconds later, a knock.

			“This is the Tarrentown police,” a deep voice says from the other side. “We were notified of a noise complaint and are here for a wellness check. Is everything alright?”

			“Yes!” I yell, the word kicking me into action. I tug open the underwear drawer Luke so thoughtfully closed, grabbing a fistful of options and a handful of socks before stuffing both into the bag.

			“Can we come in?”

			Another random assortment from the T-shirt drawer; a few pairs of leggings. “Uh, I just got out of the shower. All that sound must’ve been me dropping the shampoo bottle. I’m just clumsy!”

			Look, I never said I deserved an Oscar for my acting, okay?

			“Is anyone in the apartment with you?”

			I tug on the only pair of shoes in my room—my beat-up Doc Martens. “Just me! I’m single!”

			“We asked if you were alone, not if you were single.” The policeman sounds exasperated. “Can you please open the door?”

			“Coming!” I lie, shoving a crewneck in the bag along with fistfuls of toiletries. The last thing I grab is my glasses case, which also houses my contacts case. The duffel is so packed I can barely close it, but I manage to zip it shut as the knocking returns.

			“We’re going to have to force entry.”

			“No!” I shout, my gaze darting toward the door. I never locked it after letting Beliar in. “I’m coming!”

			I’m really not. The hum of an engine outside proves it. Luke gets out of his car, leaving the driver’s door open and gesturing down.

			It’s a long fall, but I don’t think twice before pushing my duffel out of the window and over the edge of the fire escape. Luke catches it, stuffing it into his back seat.

			I shrug on my denim jacket, which is in no way heavy enough for the weather. But I can’t go back into the living room to grab my puffy coat hanging by the door. As it is, the knocking has turned to pounding since I’ve stopped answering. Any moment they’ll realize it’s not even locked.

			The last thing I make sure I have before I leave is my ring. It sits on my right ring finger as usual, a small amethyst set against a gold band that was a high school graduation gift from my parents. I left nearly everything behind when I moved away from South Dade, Miami, but not this. It came with me then, and it’s coming with me now.

			I make it through the window as the policeman announces, “We’re coming in!”

			The doorknob turns.

			I don’t wait to watch it swing open, navigating down the rusted ladder with my heart in my throat. It might be code for apartments three stories up to have fire escapes, but I’m extremely skeptical of how up to code it actually is. Not to mention if this thing has a weight limit. While Luke might be tall and muscular, I’m not far behind him in height and definitely win when it comes to curves and a little extra around the stomach and thighs.

			But I didn’t survive crying my way through Hollister fitting rooms in my teens for a rickety ladder to take me out in my twenties. I make quick work of the climb, my feet finally touching the pavement below.

			“Get in!” Luke leans across the passenger seat to open my door. I slide in, barely closing it before he’s stomping on the gas. We roar onto the street, and he takes a sharp left away from the cop cars and sirens and nosy onlookers. Another series of turns makes me lose all sense of direction. I grip the panic bar, teeth clenched and seat belt firmly locked in as Luke maneuvers through Tarrentown’s innards like a Formula 1 driver.

			It’s only when we reach a long stretch of farm road and a sign that reads, “You are now leaving Tarrentown. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out!” that he eases up on the gas. We pass the last turn-off point and Luke’s eyes track it in the rearview mirror.

			“Don’t even think about turning around to leave me behind,” I threaten him.

			He scowls, gaze flicking toward me. “I don’t want you to come.”

			“Then why’d you tell me to get in the car?”

			He doesn’t respond right away, flexing his fingers on the steering wheel. “The dagger I stabbed Beliar with is obsidian. It’s the only thing that can truly hurt monsters. Demons especially. I thought Beliar left of his own volition after he came to my house. But he didn’t. He caught your scent, following it back to yours. Or maybe got your scent there first, then followed you to mine, and then back to yours again. I don’t know. But stabbing him should have sent him back to his world for good.”

			“To hell?” I turn to look at him. Luke hesitates, then nods. “So I was right. I’m his next target.”

			“You should be safe from him now.”

			“ ‘Should be’? Something tells me if you really believed that, you would have left me behind to deal with the fallout.”

			“Leaving you behind is still on the table.”

			“Well, take it off,” I argue. “I’m coming with you to save Krystal. End of story.”

			A muscle ticks in Luke’s jaw. I stuff my hands beneath my thighs so I don’t do something ridiculous like trace the defined line.

			We coast above the speed limit, though not as fast as before. Silence wraps around us as I try to make sense of the last hour of my life. Beliar Luke’s skin curling, like the fragmented pieces were burning off him. The smoke and the stench. It’s nothing I recognize, not quite decay but something worse. Something rotten and foul. Otherworldly.

			“You’re hurt.”

			“What?” I startle at Luke’s voice, and more aptly, the concern laced through it.

			He nods at my palm. Blood is smeared on it. “There are napkins in the glove compartment.”

			A stupor has fallen over me, his words landing a beat after they escape his mouth. “I don’t remember getting a cut,” I murmur, grabbing the brown napkins. “Must have been from the rusty ladder. Or the glass on the floor.”

			“Or the lamp,” Luke supplies.

			“Or the lamp,” I echo, wiping away the blood until all that’s left is a thin red line. I ball up the napkin, stuffing it into the pocket on the side of the door.

			“I don’t want you to come,” Luke repeats. I open my mouth to argue, but he continues before I can. “I don’t want you to come because hell is dangerous, and you could get hurt. Seriously hurt.” He nods at the very unserious cut on my hand, as if the idea of anything worse happening to me is his personal cross to bear. “But you’re right. I would have left you behind if I was completely certain Beliar was gone for good.”

			“And you’re not?” I ask as miles of woods blur past.

			“Unfortunately not.”

			“Why is that?”

			He blows out a frustrated breath. “That’s what I need to find out.”

			“Speaking of finding, how did you know which fire escape led to my apartment?”

			For a long second, Luke’s silent. “I came by your apartment Friday night after dropping Debra off to make sure you made it home, since I know you don’t like driving close to dark. It occurred to me I didn’t treat the situation as delicately as I should have. I’m sorry for that. I wasn’t trying to be creepy, I just happened to see you in your window. That’s how I knew.”

			“Oh.” My cheeks heat and I can’t help wondering if I was in any state of undress. Probably not, because I changed into pajamas as soon as I stumbled into my apartment. Still, the idea of him checking to make sure I got home sends a burst of unexpected warmth through my belly. “So you already knew my address?”

			He sports a slight tan so it’s hard to tell, but I swear the tips of his ears tinge with pink. “I may have looked it up in Carol’s holiday card Google Doc.”

			I can’t help but laugh. “Damn, why didn’t I think of that? I had to sift through the corporate employee directory for yours.”

			A smile tugs at his mouth before his expression hardens. “I know how to find Beliar, but it won’t be easy,” he says, back to business. “Hell has entry points from this world. We need to backtrack to get to the nearest one, then we’ll have to travel a few days to get to where Beliar is likely keeping Krystal and the others. The underworld isn’t like here, though it might look like it at first. There are monsters at every turn, always trying to trick you, or hurt you, or feast on your sorrow. They’ll know you’re a human. You won’t be the only one, but you’ll be fresh meat. If you’re going to come with me, I need you to understand the risk. We might not just be too late to save Krystal, but too late to save ourselves, too. The longer you spend in hell, the less likely you’ll ever leave.”

			I swallow. “So my choices are willingly go to hell with you and be part of a potentially fatal rescue mission, or sit at home lighting all my manifestation candles in hopes that Beliar doesn’t come back for me. Which, if he does, would inevitably make me part of the same fatal rescue mission, but on the damsel-in-distress end.”

			“I didn’t peg you as the manifestation type, Brie Benson,” Luke comments with a wry glance.

			I release a breath, leaning into the seat to hide how his use of my full name rattles me. “For the record, I’ve never been the damsel type, either.”

			“I wouldn’t have bet on it.”

			His eyes are back on the road, giving me the perfect opportunity to examine his profile. The short waves barely brushing his forehead. The dark lashes framing his eyes. The cupid’s bow of his lips. And that jawline. A jawline that Krystal was all too happy to make me overly aware of before, to which I’d rolled my eyes and pointedly ignored it, along with anything else that had to do with Luke aside from reports and work nonsense.

			Now, close enough to touch, everything about Luke is inescapable. Especially that damn jawline.

			“I’m coming with you.” Krystal and her wide grin are bright in my mind. I’m bringing her home to make sure her kids have every ounce of time I had with my parents, and hopefully decades more.

			“You’re going to slow me down,” Luke says, but it’s a half-assed argument given we’re still zooming away from Tarrentown.

			“Maybe you’ll slow me down,” I counter. “Besides, my usefulness as a co-rescuer might end up surprising you.”

			“I’m already plenty surprised,” Luke mutters.

			I gaze out the window. “Where are we going, anyway? Where’s this entry point you mentioned?”

			“Some might say hell on earth.” He scowls. “We’re going to Times Square.”
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			When we finally get to New York, Luke parks the car under a shaded overpass. For the past fifty miles, we’ve been chasing the glowing lights of the city. Now, we’re in the thick of it, the constant honking and sirens a cacophony of noise around us.

			“We’ll have to go the rest of the way on foot,” Luke says, tugging a backpack from the back seat. He hands me my duffel.

			“Thanks,” I say, voice rusty from disuse. We spent much of the drive in silence despite the hundreds of questions burning at the back of my throat. Every time I tried to ask one, Luke cut me off for a directions update or I swallowed it back down, not wanting to risk him changing his mind.

			Luke closes the back door and pops the trunk. My jaw drops.

			“Where did you get an entire arsenal?”

			“Shh!” He glances around to make sure we’re alone. Turning back to the trunk, he rummages through the weapons. Maybe I should have felt trepidation before now, but it’s not until Luke picks up a Glock and tucks it into a holster that I truly wonder if I’m in over my head.

			“How’s your aim?” he asks, pulling out another.

			“Nonexistent?” I stare at it, stomach flipping. “I shot clay pigeons with my ex once.”

			“How many did you hit?”

			“None.”

			“Out of?”

			“A lot.”

			He peers at the inside of the trunk. Despite there being dozens of metal and steel and pointy things, it’s organized. Some are in unzipped duffels and others hang on small hooks poked into the carpeted interior.

			“My best shot is with arrows,” I say.

			“As in a bow and arrows?”

			I nod. “I went through an archery phase, thanks to the Hunger Games phenomenon. I was pretty good, too.”

			“The Hunger Games?”

			“You’ve never heard of The Hunger Games?”

			He hesitates, then shakes his head.

			I gawk. “It’s only some of the most poignant literature to grace the shelves this century. A blend of social commentary on capitalism and greed and poverty and—”

			“Where does the bow come in?”

			“The main character—Katniss Everdeen—uses it. And don’t even get me started on Peeta Mellark, my first love—”

			“I don’t have a bow,” Luke cuts me off, clearly not interested in hearing my soliloquy about how the “if it weren’t for the baby” line single-handedly changed me as a reader. “Besides, they’re impractical. Too slow.”

			“I told you the same about our CRM software the week you started, but it still took you until last Wednesday to look into the new one I scouted.”

			“I knew you were bitter about that.”

			“You don’t take my suggestions seriously.”

			He frowns, as if deeply insulted I think he doesn’t value my opinions. “Not true.”

			He pulls a dagger from a secret compartment where a spare tire usually sits. The black blade is identical to the one he sent Beliar packing with earlier, which he tucked into the back of his belt and covered with his shirt.

			“They’re a twin set,” he explains, handing it to me by the blade so I can take the hilt. It’s not as heavy as I expected. “Should we get separated, drop it on the ground and it will point in the direction of its pairing. They’re like compasses. They’ll always find each other.”

			“Where am I supposed to put it?”

			Some more rummaging and he supplies me with a sheath. “Your thigh.”

			I strap it on my right thigh over my jeans and slide the dagger in. “I feel like Lara Croft.”

			“Who?”

			“Your pop culture knowledge needs some work,” I mutter as he continues outfitting himself with weapons. He finishes by shrugging on an oversized leather jacket that’s—you guessed it—black.

			Satisfied with his assortment, he closes the trunk. Arms crossed over my chest, I raise a brow. “What? You didn’t want to take the spear?”

			“I’m still debating if I want to take you.” He looks at the closed trunk like he’s considering locking me in it. “This is your last chance to change your mind. Once we’re on that train—”

			“It’s a one-way ticket to where the sun don’t shine,” I finish for him, forcing fake confidence into my tone. “I’ve read the fine print. I’m going. We’re wasting time.”

			He bristles but says nothing else as we step out from under the overpass. The darkness makes a familiar swell of fear rise. During the ride, I packed it down since it’s never as bad when someone else drives. Now, it’s impossible to ignore the lengthening shadows.

			“What exactly does an entrance to hell look like?” I ask as we turn into a more populated area.

			“Is this not hellish enough?” Luke gestures at the push of bodies we stop with, waiting for the crosswalk light to change.

			“Not a fan of the Big Apple, huh?”

			“A little too dense for my taste.” The light gives the walking go-ahead. Like a school of fish, we make our way across. “You?”

			“Love it. Used to come every December to see the Rockefeller Center tree with my mom,” I explain, keeping my pace brisk as if it might help me outrun the onslaught of memories. “We’d stay for the weekend and go to a Broadway show. It was my favorite place. When I moved away from home, the plan was to come here.” To run here. “But I didn’t have a job, or much in savings since I’d been in school. I only got as far as Tarrentown before—” I freaked out behind the wheel and almost crashed my car. Again.

			I stumble, both over the truth and the curb. Luke’s hand shoots out to steady me, and so does my well-worn excuse. “Before my car broke down. The fix was expensive so I started applying for jobs and apartments and never left. But New York is still my final destination. It reminds me of her.”

			“You were close with her?” he asks. We stop at another light.

			“Yes.” I smooth the simple word out on my tongue so it doesn’t sound as strangled as I feel.

			The icon changes and I plow onward. Luke’s steps match mine and we reach the other side in unison. Another turn has us entering the explosion of lights and screens that is Times Square.

			A smile cuts across my face, the magic of it shocking me like it always did when I was little. As usual, it’s packed with people. I glance at Luke to find him already looking at me with a strange expression, like he’s never seen me before. The lights dancing across his face make him glow in a purpley hue.

			“What?” I laugh. The energy in the air is contagious, the scent of roasted nuts and Krispy Kreme and halal food surrounding me in a tantalizing haze.

			The word breaks whatever weird trance he was in. He shakes his head, glancing at his watch. “Shit. We’re going to miss the train.”

			We hightail it through the crowd to the Forty-Second Street subway station. “Don’t we need to wait by the tracks?” I ask as we hurry past the turnstiles.

			“Not those tracks.” He pulls me toward a dirty, white-tiled wall that’s in the opposite direction of the crowd.

			I look behind me, confused. “There are other tracks below the main ones?”

			“If you know where to look.”

			I face forward in time to watch him push open a sketchy-looking door leading to a staircase.

			Except, the door wasn’t there a second ago. I’m sure of it.

			“What the—”

			“Like I said,” he says, ushering me through the doorway, “you have to know where to look.”

			That ominous nugget is all I get as the sound of our pounding feet floods the steep stairwell. We go down and down and down, the pressure making my ears ache. I try not to imagine the tons and tons of earth above our heads, not to mention the buildings and people and cars. If it were to collapse, no one would be the wiser that we’re buried down here, especially if, like me, they can’t even see the entrance. Maybe I would get added to Tarrentown’s growing list of vanishing women.

			Maybe I already have been.

			At the bottom, Luke holds the door for me and I burst onto a platform, sucking in deep lungfuls of musty, damp air. Unlike the regular tracks above, there aren’t stairways and elevators in the middle, just a giant slab of seemingly never-ending cracked concrete. A single light shines at the far end of the platform.

			“We’re not in the clear yet. We still need to get tickets,” Luke says.

			Despite the urgency in his tone, his palm on the small of my back nudging me toward the light is surprisingly gentle. Though my lungs burn, I force my legs to match his rushed pace.

			“Tickets?” I pant. “We need to pay to get to hell?”

			He shoots me a perplexed look. “Of course. How else are they supposed to fund the upkeep of infrastructure?”

			I match his bewilderment with my own. “I…didn’t think that was a thing.”

			His expression flickers with amusement. “I’ll explain more once we’re on the train, but it’s really not so different from the overworld in that department. Money rules all, even if it looks different from the money we’re used to.”

			“The overworld,” I echo. The word fell from his mouth so easily. “And I suppose we’re going to the underworld?”

			“It’s all the same thing. Hell, underworld, the abyss.”

			“So anyone can get to down under whenever they want?”

			He hesitates, though his steps don’t. “Not necessarily. The only reason we found the staircase is because I could see the door. That’s not normally visible unless you know how to look for it.”

			He stops suddenly. We’re close enough that I can finally see what the light is illuminating: a ticket booth. A lone person sits behind the glass.

			“Shit,” Luke swears, glancing at his watch again.

			“Why’d we stop?” I ask, wrapping my arms around myself. It’s freezing down here.

			His gaze jerks to mine, a line between his brows. “You can’t—”

			He’s cut off by the blare of a train whistle. The platform quakes beneath our feet.

			His hand wraps around my arm, tugging me toward the ticket booth. Shivers race down my spine as the temperature drops the closer we get.

			“Two tickets for the incoming train to hell,” he tells the woman behind the glass.

			“Please,” I add.

			She glances up from her monitor. Her glasses sit low on her nose and her pupils are so large her eyes look black. Despite not sporting wrinkles, it’s difficult to tell her age, like she could be anywhere from thirty to fifty. The name tag pinned to her black uniform reads Esmar—Customer Service Specialist.

			“Back of the line, sir,” she drawls in a voice that suggests she could do this all day.

			The line? I look behind me, but it’s just an empty platform.

			“We need to get on this train,” Luke insists as another whistle pierces the air. The train’s headlight shines onto the tracks, though it has yet to emerge from the tunnel.

			The woman is entirely unbothered, her nails making a click…click…click sound as she types something on her keyboard at a snail’s pace. “We closed outbound tickets for this train thirty minutes ago. You can purchase two for the next train that leaves at the same time tomorrow. If you buy online, you save ten percent. We’re trying to go paperless.”

			“We can’t wait until tomorrow.” I shoot Luke a panicked look as the train pulls up.

			“Sorry for the inconvenience.” Esmar does not look one bit sorry. “I’m happy to give you the number to our support line. A representative can transfer you to speak to a manager.”

			“I don’t want to speak to a manager,” Luke growls, “I want to get on that train.”

			He jabs his thumb toward the train coming to a stop. The door on the car closest slides open.

			“Unfortunately, there’s really nothing I can—”

			She’s cut off by Luke, who leans forward to speak directly into the intercom drilled into the plexiglass. A string of words in an unfamiliar language leaves his lips in a lethal hiss that makes Esmar’s eyes widen to the point where I can see the piss-yellow ring around her pupil.

			“Of course,” she sputters, her entire demeanor changing. Suddenly, she can’t type fast enough. Clickclickclickclickclick. A whirring sound. She pushes two tickets through the gap in the glass. I was wrong about her noisy typing being due to her nails. She has claws. “On the house.”

			“You’re too kind.” Luke grabs the tickets, passing one to me.

			“What did you say to her? Was that Latin?” I ask as we hurry toward the train.

			“Yes,” Luke replies, though he ignores my initial question. Another cold spell passes over me as we reach the edge of the platform. He gestures me through the door. “Ladies first.”
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			Luke follows me onto the car and the door slides shut behind us. With another whistle, the train chugs away from the station. We barely made it.

			The lighting is dim, as it would be on any other night train. I pass rows of empty seats, their black leather covers worn, some to the point of yellow foam bursting through. The luggage racks above are bare, confirming my assumption that the car is empty.

			“Let’s sit here.” Luke nods at a cluster of four seats that share a table. Before I can protest, he takes my duffel from me, slinging it onto the rack above.

			“Thanks,” I mumble. I move all the way inside to sit by the window, and he sits across from me. He drops his backpack into the empty seat beside him.

			I don’t know what I expected a train to hell to look like, but the fact it’s an average, run-of-the-mill train is ten times worse. As if anyone could step foot on the wrong one and be doomed for eternity.

			Uneasiness presses down as we zoom through the tunnel. I can’t see anything through the windows, though I imagine there’s nothing to see but the same bleak gray walls that framed the mile-long platform we came from. I’ve always appreciated graffiti as an art, but never so much as a comfort. Now, I miss everything it represents. Most prominently, life.

			“I think this is the quietest you’ve been since we left your apartment,” Luke comments.

			“I was quiet in the car,” I counter.

			“You hummed.”

			“I did not.”

			“You did.”

			“I didn’t,” I snap, my voice harsher than I mean it to be. His eyebrows shoot up and a flush flies through me. I ease back into my seat. “Sorry, I just— I don’t hum anymore. I haven’t since—”

			I cut myself off. Luke studies me with that inscrutable look he has, like he’s mentally evaluating me. “Since?”

			He waits for me to elaborate, but I won’t. Because that breaks my rule of getting too personal. Besides, why should I spill all when he’s only given me scraps of himself to piece together? Most of which I’ve scrounged up myself based on half-assed hypotheses and outlandish assumptions. If he’s going to be a lockbox, I’ll be a vault.

			I change the topic. “How close will this train bring us to Beliar’s lair?”

			His eyes glitter with amusement. “Lair? He has a house, you know. Most hell beings do. Or at least a townhome or apartment.”

			“You think he’s keeping Krystal and the others at his house?”

			“It’s not just his house. He oversees a shipping facility in what you know as California. The location is what I think is Death Valley in the overworld.”

			“What do you mean, what I know as California?”

			Luke sighs, clasping his hands on the table. “Unlike the overworld, hell doesn’t abide by state titles, though the same rough geographic definition exists. Instead, it’s divided into departments. What we’d call California is known in the underworld as the Department of Transportation. Right now, we’re in New York, but in hell, it’s the Department of Marketing and Publicity.”

			“What does hell need a marketing and publicity department for?”

			Luke gives me a quizzical look, like it should be obvious. “To market new policies and put out crisis fires, of course. Among other things. You’d be surprised how similar the underworld and overworld are. Though hell is arguably more organized.”

			This is absurd, but Luke’s expression is nothing but honest. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that there’s way more than what he’s letting on. “So Beliar lives at the shipping facility in California, aka the DOT? He lives at the same place he works?”

			“It’s not uncommon in hell. Most live where they work, or close to it. So they can work more.”

			I make a face. “That sounds like…hell.”

			His lips quirk with a rare, real smile. “Now you’re getting it. To answer your original question, if we take this train for the full two-day ride it takes to get to California, we can get off at a station close enough to make the rest of the way on foot. Though it might be wise to jack a car at some point, in case we need to make a quick escape.”

			I shudder at the idea of running for our lives on greater demon territory. I can’t imagine we’d get very far.

			“You know a lot about hell,” I comment, unable to keep the suspicion from my voice. “Is demon hunting a family lineage thing? Some people get coveted chocolate chip cookie recipes passed down from their ancestors and you got the ability to kick supernatural ass and navigate the underworld?”

			Luke shrugs. “Seems much more useful than a cookie recipe.”

			“Unless you’re on The Great British Bake Off.”

			“Why are the British baking off?” He cocks his head inquisitively.

			It makes me laugh. Almost. “Because they’re great. It’s in the title. Anyway. Answer the question.”

			“So demanding,” he muses with a smirk. “Yes, it is a family thing. Some inherit their mother’s law firm, others their father’s restaurant. Instead, I got stacks of books about hell and everything in it.”

			“That’s depressing.”

			“What did you inherit?”

			His gaze burns into me, a challenge if I’ve ever seen one.

			“My childhood home from my dead parents,” I say bluntly. Guilt slips between my ribs like a knife at the memory of locking up the cozy bungalow the day I left six months ago.

			I don’t care to see Luke’s reaction, so my gaze drifts to the bleak walls zooming by. I tuck my fists inside the pockets of my denim jacket, wishing I’d brought something warmer. This train is frigid.

			The gray shifts as we emerge from the tunnel. For a disorienting moment, I’m sure we got on the wrong train. The outside doesn’t look much different than what we left in New York. But like everything else with the train, there’s something off.

			The stars and moon dot the sky, and I can pick out the main constellations: The Big Dipper, Orion’s Belt. But it’s what’s behind them that stands out.

			The sky isn’t navy. It’s a deep, dark violet.

			“Is it normal for the sky to be—”

			The words die in my throat as I turn to Luke, startling at the person next to me. I whip around to look at the rest of the car. Nearly every seat houses a person with their head tilted down, so I can’t see their faces. The small man beside me is fixated on his lap as unintelligible murmuring spills from his lips. It’d make sense if he was looking at his phone or reading a book, but nothing is there.

			“Full train.” Luke’s voice pulls my eyes to meet his. I expect him to mirror my perplexed expression, but he merely lifts a brow.

			“Where did all these people come from?” I whisper. Even with my voice as low as possible, I’m sure the man beside me can hear. He doesn’t register it, though.

			“They got on with us,” Luke says. “Before us, technically, since we almost didn’t make it.”

			“I would have had to climb over him to get to my seat.” I tip my head toward the man. “This car was empty.”

			“Was it?” Luke asks, like I’m a student and he would love nothing more than to see me arrive at the conclusion on my own.

			He patiently waits as I slot the pieces together. “They were on the platform, weren’t they?” I recall what Esmar said about us cutting in line. “I couldn’t see them. Why?”

			“We were in the overworld. Like with the staircase leading down to the lower platform, you have to know what to look for.”

			“But you could see them?”

			“I’ve had more practice looking.”

			“What’s different about now?” I know the answer, but I need to hear him say it.

			He obliges. “We’re not in the overworld anymore. Welcome to hell.”

			I nod, the motion as mechanical as the air I’m forcing in and out of my lungs. I signed up for this. I asked Luke to take me with him. What did I expect? That he was lying?

			Perhaps a sliver of me hoped it was all an elaborate hoax, or one of the many nightmares I’d wake up from slick with sweat but safe, nonetheless.

			This is a nightmare, but not the sleeping kind.

			“Are you alright?” Luke’s voice is surprisingly gentle, as is the way his hand reaches across the table separating us to rest on top of mine. I didn’t even realize I was gripping the edge with white knuckles. “Breathe, Brie.”

			“Believe it or not, I’ve been doing that my whole life. It’s one of my most honed skills,” I joke weakly. But his words and the warmth of his hand do help. I release my assault on the table. His hand retracts and I immediately miss the feeling of it covering mine. “I’m okay.”

			He nods. “Now listen.”

			A shudder sprints through me as I tune in to the murmurs filling the train, some in languages I can’t understand. The man beside me mumbles in Italian. A woman a few rows behind is saying a string of Hail Marys, looped over and over again.

			“They’re praying,” I breathe, wishing Luke’s expression was half as horrified as mine must be.

			“Too late, I’m afraid. But often, people turn to it when they don’t know what else to do,” he says grimly. “These are souls on their way to their afterlife. To have a one-way ticket to where we’re going, they must have done something worse than not pray enough.”

			“Like what?”

			His eyes skate over the rows behind me. “Murder. Rape. Ruthlessness. Nobody knows what or who is right to believe in or not. Even me. So if there really are pearly gates somewhere, I don’t know what it takes to get through them. But what I do know is if you’re on this train, it’s because you did something that goes beyond not believing. Something unforgivable.”

			I’ve done something unforgivable. I bite back the words. Maybe I have time to avoid a seat on this train when my time comes.

			If it hasn’t already.

			I turn back to the window, too unsettled to keep my eyes anywhere but on the passing silhouettes of trees and whatever body of water we’re skirting the edge of. In the reflection, I can make out the translucent souls filling the train. It makes everyone look even more ghoulish than they already do.

			“What happens to them?” I force out. “When we get there, where do they go?”

			“We’re already there.”

			“Right. I just don’t understand. It looks so…normal. I mean, the sky is strange, but there’s water and trees and…”

			“The moon? Constellations?” Luke supplies. “What makes the underworld so dangerous is that it is just like the overworld. Everything will seem normal until it isn’t. The same moon, sun, and stars, but the sky itself is purple instead of blue. The same grass and greenery and trees, but instead of squirrels and songbirds living in them, there are vultures that feast on flesh and bones. A general rule of thumb is stay away from all shores, whether river or pond or lake or sea. Sirens and sea nymphs are known for their trickery.”

			My mind swims with the information. “Aren’t those like…mythology?”

			“Where do you think mythology stems from?”

			“The books? History? Years and years of ancient lore dramatized with each new interpretation? Next, you’re going to tell me vampires and werewolves are real.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous, of course they’re real.”

			I throw my hands up. “Maybe we should start with what isn’t real.”

			“Maybe we should start with you keeping your voice down,” he warns. “Right now, everyone assumes we’re souls doomed to eternal damnation. We need to blend in so that doesn’t change.”

			“Should I be praying?” I ask semiseriously.

			“You should be quiet,” he says. “Sleep while you can. As we get farther through the underworld, more people will board. They won’t all be souls. Monsters and demons have places to be, you know.”

			“How inconsiderate of me to assume they don’t just roam the underworld wailing,” I mumble. But I am tired, and the more I think about the darkness outside, the harder it is to calm my frantic thoughts. “You’ll take first watch and wake me up if anything happens?”

			He nods. I settle my forehead against the cool glass, imagining it’s a freshly flipped pillow and I’m in my bed back at home. Not my apartment in Tarrentown, but the colorful house I grew up in, that I inherited just to leave behind. That, and everything else.

			I clutch my phone in the pocket of my denim jacket. I never replied to the texts from my ex. Maybe I should have, but now it’s too late.

			I doubt hell has cell reception.

			

			• • •

			The nightmare starts like all the others.

			The ball dropping on New Year’s Eve. The press of Mom’s lips to my cheek. Dad screeching “Happy New Year!” so loud in my ears, they ring. The restaurant filled with cheers and noisemakers and glistening cheap party decorations that gave it a dream-like quality in real time. It was the same neighborhood haunt we spent every major occasion at. Birthdays, graduations, my parents’ anniversary dinner that I was always brought along to.

			Outside my body, I watch my parents and Past Me make our way toward the car. The pavement is wet from the recent rainfall. Dad says something that makes Mom’s laugh chime into the night, but Past Me doesn’t hear it because she’s waving goodbye to our fellow partiers. Despite having this dream nightly, I can never hear it.

			Dad and Past Me stand outside the driver’s door until she finally coaxes him to hand over the keys. I only had one glass of champagne, she reasons. Home is less than a mile away. We could walk.

			We should have walked.

			I try to scream that to Past Me, but she can’t hear. She slides behind the wheel while I’m in the back seat beside Mom. “Put your seat belt on,” I urge her. “Mom, put your seat belt on.”

			She doesn’t listen. She can’t listen, because it’s too late for me to warn her. Past Me adjusts the mirrors in the front. That’s the me that matters, not Dream Me, who replays this night like a scratched record, growing more warped and ruined with every iteration.

			Past Me turns down the back road leading home. A street lined with trees that tower over the cracked pavement. A path I drove so many times before, I could have done it with my eyes closed.

			I reach for Mom’s hand to squeeze one more time, but as always, it slides through my fingers. Then suddenly, it all slides through my fingers. The car disintegrates around me in a whisper of smoke, like it was never real at all. My parents curl up with it, along with my past self. I stand on the broken road, the darkness pressing in on all sides.

			My heart hammers. “Hello?” I call out, peering into the tangle of trees. “Is anyone there?”

			A branch snaps, then another. I tell my feet to move, but they can’t. Roots push through the cracks in the pavement and wind around my ankles, ensnaring me in their grasp. A scream rips from my throat, but not even the moon is out to hear it.

			Pinpricks of golden eyes shine through the dark. The same golden eyes I saw in front of my car that night in the middle of the street. “An animal,” the coroner said. “Likely a deer. It isn’t unusual for them to cross the road around that area. You swerved to avoid it and lost control, spinning into the tree.”

			A deer killed my parents. I killed my parents.

			Another rustle of leaves, a snapped twig, the thump of something hitting the ground repeatedly. It sprints toward me, its golden gaze growing closer. The roots have made it halfway up my body, leaving no hope for escape. It bursts from the trees—

			I wake with a start, banging my head against the glass window it was resting on. For a disorienting moment, I don’t know where I am. Then the murmurs reach my ears, and the violet sky comes into focus as I blink the blurriness from my contacts. I must have been out for longer than it seems because a sort of twilight has fallen, the sky shifting in color, like dawn is coming.

			I slept long past first watch. The realization makes me remember I’m not here alone, even if the empty seat across from me suggests otherwise. Luke’s seat. He left me.

			Or maybe he was never here at all, and this is another appendage of my ever-changing nightmare. Perhaps I’ve been stuck in it since Friday, when I first saw Luke perform an exorcism on Debra. I’m trapped in a dreamlike state that only gets weirder and weirder as time goes on.

			I thought the same thing when I woke up in the hospital after the crash. It’s all a dream. They pumped me full of drugs to staunch the unending panic attack, making it easy to bridge the gap between reality and delusion. But when it all wore off, it was impossible to ignore that it was all real.

			And so is this, despite every protection my mind is trying to conjure to explain why I’m sitting on a train of damned souls.

			Where the hell is Luke?

			I kneel on my seat so I can scan the car, but it looks the same as before, if not fuller. His backpack is gone and someone sits in the seat where it once rested. Did he ditch me and run off? Did I miss our stop, and he was just so kind, he didn’t want to wake me?

			There’s no way I missed the stop. Luke said it would take two days of train travel, and I may have slept longer than intended but it’s only Wednesday. He’s coming back. He wouldn’t leave me.

			At least, I don’t think.

			I try to wait, but the most evident sign of the passage of time is that my bladder is about to burst. Once the realization hits, it’s all I can think about. The only thing that might make a train ride through hell exponentially worse is to pee my pants like a toddler who chugged too much apple juice.

			“Excuse me,” I say to the man beside me. It doesn’t dent his prayers. “I’m so sorry, can I sneak past you to run to the bathroom?”

			He doesn’t register my words.

			“Scusi scusi,” I say, resorting to climbing over him. He doesn’t move or shift to make room. When I step over his legs, mine go through his. Just like the glass made him look, he’s a phantom.

			He’s also the same temperature as a cold plunge. That’s why a chill hangs in the air, why I’ve felt it since being on the platform. It’s them.

			I follow the signs toward the bathroom at the end of the car, the need to pee quickening my pace. When I get there, the door is locked. A patch of red indicates it’s occupied.

			Somehow, the idea that monsters and souls in the underworld still need to excrete is the most ludicrous similarity yet. Regardless, I don’t have time to waste. I push through the door and transfer to the next car, whose bathrooms are, of course, at the opposite end. I hurry through, huffing in relief when the green patch on the door signals it’s vacant.

			It’s like any other train bathroom in that it’s small and the floor is suspiciously sticky, a thought I force myself to dissociate from. There’s soap over the sink, the chalky pink kind that plagues most public dispensers. I do my business and get out, hoping Luke will be at our seats when I return.

			I’m halfway down the car when something rough wraps around my wrist.

		

	
		
			Ten
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			My first thought is the roots from my nightmare. They’re real.

			But it’s not the roots; instead, it’s a woman’s gnarled hand. Despite the ghastly appendage, her face is kind, creased with worry and lines of aging. “You’re not from here.”

			Her voice doesn’t match the rest of her. It’s silky smooth with a maternal quality to it. A soothing pillow I wish to sink into.

			She scoots into the empty window seat beside her and pats the spot she vacated. “Care to sit?”

			“I should get back to my seat.” I glance down the aisle.

			“So soon?” she asks. “Are you lost, dear?”

			“Oh no.” My laugh comes out brittle. “I was just using the restroom. I’m in the next car.”

			“No, I don’t mean lost on this train. I mean lost in life.”

			The gentleness of her tone tugs at my heart. I reach for words to refute her, but there aren’t any. “A bit,” I confide. “But hey, that’s what your twenties are for, right?”

			“So young,” she muses. “It’s been a long time since I was in my twenties.”

			How long? I wonder. “It feels like I’ve been in them for a long time myself.”

			She frowns. “Yes, I can tell. There’s a weariness in you seldom found in people your age. A hurt. It radiates from you. Do you tire from it?”

			Breathing is suddenly an Olympic feat. Her simple observations have cut me to the bone. “Always,” I whisper, as if I’m admitting something else, something I’ve had thoughts of but distract myself from before I can dive too deep into any of them. I am so tired. Tired of the nightmares and the grief. Tired of barely being able to drive without triggering a panic attack. Tired of the gaps my old life had filled. A life with a clear future and friends and a partner and my parents alive and well. I’m exhausted. And if I ever take a real moment to acknowledge it, if I don’t drown out every waking moment with work and reality TV and scrolling social media for hours, then it will be more apparent than ever just how tired I truly am. So tired I won’t be able to go on.

			“No one should carry that kind of grief,” the woman murmurs, eyes shining with empathy. They’re a light brown, darker around the rims—my mother’s eyes. My eyes. I’m startled by how much she looks like an older version of my mom. A version I will never get to see.

			I didn’t realize that at some point I sank onto the seat next to her. From her purse, she pulls a handkerchief and hands it to me. My cheeks are soaked with tears that drip down my jaw. “You don’t deserve to feel like this. You know that, right?”

			“No,” I contradict. “I deserve every bit of it all the time. I deserve to never feel happy again.”

			“Oh, sweetie, that’s not true,” my mom coos. But she’s not my mom. Just looks like her.

			Right?

			“You deserve to forget about the pain and guilt and grief,” she says.

			“I want to forget.”

			“I could help you,” she offers, her kindness a welcome change from Luke’s gruff demeanor.

			Luke. I should get back to him. Surely, wherever he went, he’s back by now. I need to—

			“Would you like to be happy and light?” she asks, taking my hands in hers. They don’t look as veined as they did moments ago. They’re soft and warm. “Do you want to be free from the pain and suffering once and for all?”

			“That would be nice.” My voice doesn’t sound like my own. It’s honeyed and haunted, like I drank too much to drown my sorrows, yet they still lurk at the bottom of the bottle.

			Her thumb runs over the back of my hand. “Say yes and I can do it. I can make all the hurt disappear. It will be a little deal between us.”

			Deal. Warning bells shoot through my head, ringing through the haze. I try to pull my hands out from under hers, but her grip is too tight and warm.

			“You’ll never have to hurt again,” she promises. “Not from loss or lovers, art or anger. You will be blissfully happy for the rest of your days.”

			“And how many of those will you graciously leave her with?”

			The animosity in Luke’s voice is as stinging as a slap. A needed slap. It breaks through the fog of my mind and startles the woman enough for me to tug my hands away from hers. At the broken contact, a rush of clarity washes away the honeyed haze. Luke tugs me to my feet, wedging himself between the woman and me.

			“As many as you can count on all the fingers of your left hand,” the woman says. Her familiar face transforms into one of quicksilver trickery. She’s not my mom. Of course she’s not. It was a ruse.

			“Five days?” I gasp. “I would have been dead in five days?”

			“Not dead—happy,” she counters, mischief dancing in her now-black eyes as she takes in Luke with a strange sniff. “You could use some happiness, too, I reckon. Your grief is just as aromatic.”

			“Let’s go.” Luke guides me down the aisle. I drop the woman’s handkerchief on the ground and he stomps over it with his boots. Using the cuff of my jacket, I dry my tear-soaked face.

			“How did she do that?” I ask Luke, quaking from the interaction. “She looked like my mom. But she—”

			“—is a demon,” he finishes as we go through the door at the end of the car and into the in-between section. Before I can push open the door to our car, Luke stops me. “She looked like you, but older. She was preying on your emotions and you almost just made a deal with a demon. A deal that would have had irreversible consequences.”

			His voice shakes with barely leashed emotion. Mine is no steadier. “I’m sorry. I—” I break off, unable to finish what I was going to say. I didn’t want to hurt anymore.

			As if he heard the words anyway, his tone softens. “That’s what demons do. They trick you by dangling what you want most in front of you. But that’s all it is—a trick.”

			“She said she could take all my hurt away,” I say, still feeling the offer’s tantalizing tug. Maybe if I go back, it won’t be too late to take her up on it.

			Luke gently grasps my chin, forcing me to meet his urgent eyes. “This is how they work. They lure you in. How do you think she could take it all away? Even the bad is just a branch from the good of the tree. She wouldn’t have just made you forget the hurt, she would have made you forget the love that causes the hurt. And that love is what makes you human. You wouldn’t have died in five days. You would have lost your humanity. That’s even worse.”

			“What happens then?” I ask, breaking his hold to wipe my eyes again. Maybe I should be more embarrassed for him to see my tears, but it’s not that which makes me turn away. It’s the intensity of his gaze and, more aptly, the fear. He was afraid for me.

			“You can’t go back.” His voice is heavy with the weight of the truth. “Lose your humanity and you won’t be able to pass back into the overworld.”

			I shiver. “No deals with demons. Got it.”

			“It’s not just demons,” he says. “The longer you’re in hell, the harder it is to leave. Not only because it’s dangerous and the odds of not falling prey to its inhabitants aren’t in your favor. The longer you’re here, the more your being will adapt to the underworld’s conditions to survive. Pieces of your humanity will fall away. And if you’re here too long, you might lose it entirely.”

			“So our rescue mission really is on a timer,” I realize. “We need to be in and out before it dings. How long do we have before we go monster mode?”

			He frowns, clearly unhappy with the term. “I don’t know. A week if we’re lucky. More than that and it gets dicey.”

			“You said we can stay on this train for two days and it should bring us close to Beliar’s lair. Two days there, budget two days for the rescue mission itself, then two days back. Six days. That keeps us within a week.”

			He nods reluctantly. “That doesn’t leave much room for error.”

			I open the door to our car, glancing at him from over my shoulder. “Then we won’t make any errors.”

			Before I can pass through the threshold, Luke grabs my arm. Unlike the woman’s grip, his spreads a comforting heat through me, his pulse palpable through his palm. Or maybe he’s gripping me so hard that it’s my pulse I feel. Either way, I kind of like it.

			“You just had to say it, didn’t you?” he asks.

			“Say what?”

			But then I see what he’s looking at. I jinxed us.

			At the back of the car, two massive men perk to attention at our entrance. Grins grow on their faces to reveal jagged teeth with pointed canines. Their ears are tapered as well, seeming to stick up past thick dark hair. If anything’s abundantly clear, it’s that these are not lost souls. Quite the opposite: they look like they’ve found exactly what they’re looking for.

			Us.

			“Shit,” Luke swears. He’s backing up, taking me with him.

			“My bag!”

			“We’ll get it,” he assures me. “But we need to lose these guys.”

			“Do you know them?” I ask as we shoot through the door we just came from.

			“We have a bit of a…past. I thought we’d have longer before they found us. We’re not safe.”

			“Because we were so safe before.” I can’t help the sarcasm dripping from my tone as we burst into the next car. We make it halfway down the aisle before the men enter.

			“Back so soon?” the woman with the honeyed voice asks, eyes alight with mischief.

			“Not for you,” I grouch in passing. We reach the end of the car and go through the door. “How are we supposed to lose them and get my bag? Trains are kind of a one-way road, you know.”

			“ ‘Lose them’ wasn’t the right phrase,” Luke says as we get through the vestibule and door of a third car. Like the previous two, this one is packed, but we run by too quickly for me to pick the damned souls from whatever else. “We need to get the upper hand.”

			We reach the door and make it through. As we cross the vestibule, the train bends on a curve, throwing me toward the metal wall. Before I can smack into it, Luke fists my jacket, sending me careening against his chest. He holds me there for a moment, just long enough to feel his breath fan against the back of my neck, before releasing me. I find my balance and force my feet forward with my fingertips pressed to either side of me until I’m through the next door.

			“How do we get the upper hand?” I ask as another jerk of the train sends me flying into the nearest seat. The cushion absorbs my fall this time. Gasping for breath, I stare up at Luke, who hasn’t so much as staggered despite the twists and turns of the track.

			His mouth curves in what might be the beginnings of a victorious grin. “We get an empty car.”

			He helps me to my feet with a strong tug. Unlike the car we came from, this one is bare, just rows and rows of seats. When I face Luke again, my eyes catch on the hulking figures of the men quickly crossing the vestibule. “They’re coming! Empty car, check. What’s next?”

			“You have the dagger I gave you?”

			“Yep.” I pull it from the thigh sheath just as the door slides open and the men emerge.

			“Good. Use it if you have to.”

			The men stalk toward us with dangerous grins twisting their already questionable features. It’s not just their heads sporting thick hair. It covers their faces in bushy beards and explodes from their shirt collars. The backs of their hands have tufts, and I wouldn’t be shocked if it covered every inch of them under their clothes. Paired with their ears, broad upper bodies, and bullish features, it gives them a beast-like quality that’s truly monstrous, though not entirely unattractive.

			“Gentlemen,” Luke greets them. “I don’t suppose you’d take a bit of advice and fuck off?”

			The swear is so casual from Luke’s lips, it knocks me off guard and an unwanted heat unfurls inside me. Bad time for that.

			“Advice from you?” The one on the right guffaws. He wears utility pants and a red-and-black-plaid flannel shirt. His voice is scratchy, as if dragged from the depths of his soul. Then again, maybe he doesn’t have one. “Why would we do that when we can feast on your flesh and pick the fat and muscle clean from your bones?”

			My stomach rolls at the visual. Luke holds firm, a wall between me and the men. “I can’t promise we’ll taste good. Might have a kick.”

			“All mortals taste good.” The man on the left eyes me hungrily, wearing a denim jacket darker than mine and ten times filthier. “We rarely have the opportunity to enjoy such a delicacy.”

			“So flattering,” I say, trying to mimic Luke’s tight grip on his dagger. His shoulders tense, as if he’s annoyed I spoke. But now that their attention is on me, it’s no use hiding behind him. “I should warn you. If you bite me, I can’t promise I won’t bite back.”

			That has them both hollering, but doesn’t stop their advance. I move backward, and Luke moves with me. Soon, we’ll run out of aisle.

			“Funny,” Flannel says. “Shame good humor is wasted on a mortal with such a tiny lifespan.”

			“About to be made all the shorter, I presume?”

			“Brie,” Luke hisses out in warning.

			“I’m a nervous chatter,” I whisper back. “What’s the plan?”

			“This is the plan.”

			“This plan sucks.”

			“You presume correctly,” Denim goads. “I don’t know why you’re here, but your mistake is our prize. When we bring you back to our boss, we’ll reap the rewards.”

			“Boss?” I ask. “You can’t escape corporate hierarchy even down here?”

			They share a look with each other as if to say what is this dumb bitch going on about?

			It’s exactly the slipup Luke needs to strike.

			He lunges forward, dragging the dagger in an arc through the air. Flannel parries, blocking with something that takes me a moment to piece together. Instead of his own blade, the nails on his fingers are inches long, nearly the length of the dagger and just as thick. They curve at the tips, destroying any hope of texting, though something tells me that’s the least of his concerns.

			My point drives home when Luke twists to avoid a vicious swipe and Denim’s nails slice through the sacrificial seat cushion like it’s tissue paper.

			The unfortunate truth is that while Luke has one blade, between the two of them and their razor-sharp claws, they have twenty.

			But Luke doesn’t have one blade. He’s hiding a weapon stash. And he has me.

			Until he shoves me behind him, so I have no choice but to back up past the last row. “Go to the next car!” he orders, dodging another attack. Luckily, the aisle is working in our favor, not allowing enough room for both Denim and Flannel to attack at once without nearly swiping each other. But it also doesn’t leave much space for maneuvering, and Luke can’t evade them forever.

			The door at my back is locked with a heavy lever that reads DO NOT OPEN in bright red.

			It’s not a door to the vestibule and another car. It’s a door to the outside.

			“Bad news!” I yell, retreating. My back bumps into Luke after only a step. They’ve trapped us. “We’re in the caboose!”

			“Open the door,” Luke orders, swiping wide with his attack. From the howl that emits from Denim’s mouth, I don’t need to look to know Luke got him. But, apparently, here a scratch isn’t enough. Denim nurses his wound but lunges forward with eyes fury bright. “Now!”

			Against my better judgment, I throw my weight onto the lever, cranking it open. The door swings outward, its rusted hinges shrieking. I careen with it, slamming against the back of the train.

			“Brie!” Luke yells after me, still fighting them inside.

			“I’m okay!” I exclaim, my voice immediately swallowed by the whipping wind. There’s a ledge beneath my feet, but I can’t ignore how nauseous the blurred tracks make me. We are going fatally fast.

			“Stay there,” Luke commands. My hands wrap around the rusty iron railing.

			Fear seizes my chest as Luke outmaneuvers Flannel, grabbing him by the back of his collar. In the same breath, he fists Denim, turning toward me.

			“Now get out of the way.”

			He throws them through the threshold and I barely have enough time to press myself to the back side of the train to avoid their flailing limbs. They ram into the railing, and it breaks with their weight. Denim tumbles right over the edge.

			A gasp erupts from me as he skids across the tracks, the velocity of the train as deadly as I thought. A spray of black blooms in the air, but we’re zooming away before it can splatter me. It’s like spilled ink against the lightening sky.

			Flannel narrowly avoids Denim’s fate and screeches expletives while trying to steady himself. Before he finds his footing, Luke tugs me back into the car.

			“Run back to our seats, get your bag, and meet me at the front of the train.”

			“Meet you?” I ask incredulously. “I’m not splitting up—”

			“You will lock this door behind me and leave, do you understand? I will meet you. I promise.”

			“How? You won’t be able to get back into the cars!”

			His gaze burns with determination. I look down at where his fist is wrapped around my arm, tight enough to make sure I won’t fall off the caboose but not harsh enough to bruise. “I’ll find a way. Now go. We won’t make it far with him still after us.”

			To emphasize Luke’s point, Flannel lunges at him, ten claws out. Luke releases me and spins, slamming his shoulder into Flannel’s stomach so they both push back onto the ledge. “Do it, Brie!”

			I swing the door closed, latching it just as a body gets thrown against it, though I have no idea whether it’s Luke or Flannel. One slip of a foot and Luke will be just like Denim, and I’ll probably be trapped in the underworld for all eternity, full of regrets.

			But I’m used to living with regrets, so I leave him behind.

		

	
		
			Eleven
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			Irace down the aisles in a mad dash to return to the car that has my bag. Now it’s more obvious than ever who’s a soul and who’s a monster. The souls don’t register my movement, but others—some of whom look deceivingly human—glance at me with startled or annoyed expressions.

			When a hand wraps around my arm, I’m expecting it this time. I wrench out of the grip, but the woman stands, slipping into my path with a speed that squashes what little inkling I had left that maybe her human facade isn’t a ruse.

			“Thought about my deal, sad one?” she implores. I lean back to put distance between myself and the lilting pull of her voice. Her face is already transforming, becoming eerily familiar. “Ready to succumb to a lifetime free of pain and suffering?”

			“A short lifetime,” I correct her, needing to hear it out loud. It’s too easy to fall into her melodic voice that pulls me in, blurring the lines between fact and fiction. Luke can’t save me this time. Maybe he’s already dead, pushed off the caboose and lying on the tracks in a pool of blood.

			The thought is sobering and a good reminder I will always need to save myself.

			“Let me go,” I snarl. Stay angry. It might literally be life or death to keep holding on to something that keeps me rooted. Even if it’s the worst part of me.

			“I’d be doing you a favor,” she purrs. Her finger comes up to touch my face. I jerk back before she can make contact, remembering how when her hands touched mine, I lost all thought. Whatever power she has feels like the tide trying to drag me out to sea. I fist my hands at my sides, my nails biting into my palms to give my head clarity.

			“Word on the street is that your favors have a price.”

			The compassionate smile on her face doesn’t shift, but her eyes harden, flickering from brown to black. “That man that was with you. He convinced you I’m a liar, didn’t he? I can assure you, he’s the liar you should beware of. Just like your pain, I can see his. And it’s the pain of someone hiding something disastrous.”

			Her words unsettle me. I know nothing about Luke, and I’ve rationalized that by not letting him know much about me. I thought it was protecting me, but maybe I’m hurting myself.

			“If you don’t let me pass, I’ll have no choice but to stab you,” I warn, wrapping my fingers around the hilt of the dagger strapped to my thigh.

			She reaches for my face again. “I’m your friend, sad one. Not your ene—”

			When the warm tips of her fingers brush my chin, I whip the knife out and plunge it into her stomach. She gasps, eyes wide. I gasp, too. I’ve never stabbed anyone before. I expected more resistance, more time for thought. But the dagger slides in to the hilt, a sound a little too close to squelching filling the air.

			“Unfortunately,” I say, twisting the knife, “I have to assume everyone’s my enemy here.”

			I rip it out, stumbling back as black and purple shadows race up her body, wrapping around her. Only her face has yet to be consumed. The face of my mother. Me. But that shifts, too. Her eyes shine with a visceral hatred, purely black again.

			“You are going to die here, mortal!” she screams, her voice too loud for the tin can surrounding us. “Mark! My! Words!”

			The end of “words” sounds like steam, held out in a boiling hiss as the shadows climb inside her open mouth. And then, just like with Beliar in my apartment, she’s gone. Nothing but wisps of dissipating smoke in her place.

			A breath shakes out of me as I clutch the back of the nearest seat to stop my legs from crumbling beneath me. I just killed someone. Maybe a demon—obviously a demon—but that doesn’t thwart my horror. Nor the self-loathing at the realization that I don’t regret it at all. I don’t feel bad, or conflicted, or scared. None of that. It feels good.

			What did Luke say about being here? The longer we stay, the more our beings will adapt. Is this me adapting? Losing my humanity piece by piece? Or is this just me being grateful to be alive? Reassuring myself I did the right thing?

			“Oh my devil, she killed Melinda.”

			I spin to take in the passengers blinking back at me. Passengers who are very obviously not mortal. And not souls, either. These passengers are of all shapes and sizes and skin colors that include shades of cornflower blue, grass green, and brick red. Some have horns and others have pointed teeth like Flannel and Denim. A few peer at me with eyes that are eerily human, while others are so not I can’t even guess what they might resemble.

			Demon isn’t the word to describe everyone who stares back at me, though I’m sure a few must be. These are monsters. The kinds children fear lurk under their beds. The kinds that low-budget horror movies are made about. The kinds that shouldn’t be real.

			“And did Melinda say…mortal?” a second voice asks, an edge of what I can only pin as delight in it. I frantically search the faces before coming upon one of the green-skinned beings. He has a large, crooked nose and larger ears that come to points behind him. He’s huge, and his growing grin shows a mouthful of jagged yellow teeth. “What are you doing on this train?”

			His question is punctuated by a type of glee that unsettles me all the more as a black tongue darts out to lick his lips. Is everyone in hell a cannibal?

			The train’s whistle blows as if in a resounding yes.

			“I have a ticket.” I pat my pockets. I have no clue where the ticket even is. It’s gone. “But actually, I’m on my way off. Here’s my stop.”

			I break for it, sprinting down the aisle and catapulting myself toward the door at the end. A stampede of footsteps follows me as I burst into the car Luke and I were sitting in. It’s quieter, full of souls still saying their prayers. No monsters, but that doesn’t stop the ones on my tail. I’m only halfway to my seat when the door opens behind me, a clamor of voices disturbing the peace.

			“Stop her!”

			They rumble after me, but are slowed by pushing and shoving each other to make it down the narrow aisle. I finally reach our row just as the train whistle goes off again. Hauling my duffel from the luggage rack Luke slung it on, I turn toward the doors to the next car as the green-skinned monster reaches a spindly finger toward me.

			And gets flung back.

			The train screeches along the track as it brakes, hurling us to the floor. I fall on my duffel, softening the impact. The monsters lurch backward, tumbling over each other.

			“Brie!”

			I jerk up at Luke’s voice. He stands in the open doorway I was nearly through, but the force of the fall has thrown me back several rows. His eyes are bright with panic as he reaches for his dagger.

			Mine is still in my hand. I leap to my feet and spin, coming face-to-face with a wall of monsters rushing me full bull-at-red-flag style. My dagger might take out one, maybe two, but there’s no way I can destroy them all. Luke’s panicked expression is entirely warranted.

			I test my luck on making it to Luke, but my foot catches, tripping me. With my duffel slung over my shoulder, its weight propels me to the ground and I flip onto my back in time to see the monsters barreling toward me. Luke’s too far away.

			My eyes slam closed against the impending assault. A few seconds drag by and a huff of anger makes me open them.

			“Move!” a being with mottled blue skin snarls, fangs descending from his upper jaw. “Get out of our way!”

			Over me stands the soul I was sitting beside. His head still hangs and Italian prayers tumble from his lips, but he acts as a barrier between the monstrous assault and where I’m sprawled on the ground. He’s joined by more souls, people who walk over me with their incorporeal forms. I wince as a bare foot goes straight through my stomach, though I don’t feel anything aside from an icy swoosh.

			The same laws don’t seem to apply for my assailants. They push and snarl and swipe against the thickening wall of souls, but the souls hold firm. They’re protecting me.

			A swell of emotion rises at the realization. “Come on,” Luke says, hauling me to my feet.

			I step into the vestibule just in time for the door leading to the platform outside to slide closed. “No!” I yell, throwing myself against it. The platform blurs by as the train pulls away from the station.

			“Move,” Luke orders. He digs his fingers between the space where the door meets the wall. The worn leather of his jacket pulls taut across his shoulders as, with a grunt, he pries the door open. “We have to jump!”

			“Are you crazy?” I yell, wind whipping my hair into my mouth. “It’s going too fast!”

			“Not yet it isn’t. We have to jump now!”

			He pulls me to the edge with him. The ground swims before me. All I see is the spray of blood from Denim’s body hitting the tracks. I wonder if Flannel joined him, since Luke’s here and he isn’t.

			“Ready?” he yells.

			“What kind of question is—”

			“Now!”

			His hand is in mine, so I have no choice but to leap with him. The feeling of soaring through the air is one I could not possibly despise more. The weightlessness of it, the panic, the absurdity.

			And then—the inevitable crash.

			At some point we unlink, so when I hit the ground, I have no clue where Luke is. It’s just me, the grass, and the pain that explodes through my body upon impact. I roll and roll, losing my duffel in the process, until I finally come to a stop on my back with a mouthful of hair.

			The train whistles away, literally leaving us in its dust. A groan slips past my lips as the breath sticks in my lungs, the force of the fall washing me in terror that something important is broken. I’m too scared to move and find out.

			Luke apparently doesn’t harbor the same fear. From several feet away, he rolls onto his stomach, then pushes up to his knees. His black T-shirt is torn in the center and flapping open, revealing a strip of his abdomen. I rip my eyes away before I can stare too hard, focusing on the lavender sky growing lighter with dawn.

			“Shit,” he groans, getting to his feet and checking his leather jacket to ensure he didn’t lose any weapons. “Are you alright?”

			“I don’t know.” I wince, pushing up onto my elbows. Now that I can breathe again, a sharp pang spurs my side on an inhale. Bruised ribs, but hopefully not broken. Bruised everything, if the pain in my arms and legs is any indication.

			His hand appears above me as an offering. I take it, letting him help me to my feet. Not expecting the strength of his pull, I stumble into him. His fingers dig into my waist to right me and sparks shoot up my torso. With the station out of view at least a mile or so back, it’s just him and me and the towering trees.

			“What happened back there?” Any concern that was in his voice a moment ago disappears like the train, replaced by a bite that tells me the plan has gone to shit and I might be to blame.

			Pissed that this is somehow my fault when he’s the one who left me, I launch into an explanation. “I stabbed the demon—her name is Melinda, by the way—and on her way to wherever the dagger sends her, she shouted that I’m a mortal. That caught the attention of all the monsters, who, apparently, are mostly cannibals, which would have been such helpful information to know beforehand, thank you very much. They were looking at me like I was a snack.”

			“You are a snack,” Luke snaps. His hands still press into my waist to steady me, but being this close to him makes me even woozier. I wrench out of his grip and put some distance between us.

			“You flatter me,” I mock. His brows knit, clearly not catching the reference to the modern compliment. The guy probably hasn’t been on a dating app in his life, along with not watching any movies that came out after 1990, apparently.

			“That wasn’t a compliment,” he retorts. “Here’s your next lesson: most things here will eat anything, including you. If not a demon desiring your soul or humanity, then a monster ravenous for your physical form. So yes, you are a snack to them. And you’re also bleeding.”

			“Am not,” I say, like a petulant child. But when I look down, my right knee is soaked in red. The denim is ripped to reveal a mangled mess of skin embedded with bits of grass and gravel.

			“Take them off,” Luke orders, nodding at my jeans.

			“What?” I sputter.

			He stares at me evenly. “Another train won’t come for at least a day. We can’t wait that long. We have to continue on foot and find a car. But the next town isn’t for miles. We should clean up your knee first. An infection will delay us even more. So take your pants off so I can patch you up and we can stop wasting time.”

			He grabs his backpack from where it fell and starts rifling through the contents. I thought it was bad enough to send him a picture of my underwear drawer. This is a whole new level.

			But I know he’s right. Leaving my knee untreated will only invite problems.

			I slip off my boots and shimmy out of my jeans, wincing at the movement. I’ve never felt so ridiculous standing before someone in my underwear—a basic black pair of hipsters, though at least they have a lace fringe.

			“Sit,” Luke commands, though the word sounds pinched. He nods at the raised wooden tracks. I ease onto them and he drops to a crouch in front of me. Despite his frustrated air, his hands are gentle as he straightens my right leg to peer at my knee. I hiss in pain as the raw skin stretches with the movement.

			He doesn’t apologize for it, nor does he apologize when a yelp flies past my lips as his fingers pry out pieces of gravel. It sparks a memory of my dad doing something similar after I fell as a child rolling around the street with my chunky Barbie roller skates. He scolded me for not wearing the matching kneepads, but his voice was laced with the same pedantic patience as always.

			“You have disinfectant?” I ask, forcing the memory down.

			Luke nods, pulling it from the first aid kit he took from his backpack. He cups my leg, swiping a damp cotton pad across the abrasion. I suck down a gasp, trying to focus on anything else. Like when the last time I shaved my legs was. There’s not a morsel of my soul that wants to care what he thinks of me, and yet that’s the only other thought in my head. It’s been a few days, at least.

			“That should be good,” I tell him once most of the dirt and blood are wiped away. “Now you can go in with the antibacterial ointment.”

			His eyes snap up to mine. Something flickers in them. Amusement.

			“What?” I ask, peeved.

			“You’re kind of back-seat driving me trying to take care of you. I know how to clean a wound.”

			“Oh,” I say, not even having realized that’s what I was doing. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

			“From when you were in med school?” He grabs a small tin pot from his backpack. “I’m going to use this balm, which should help the healing process.”

			“How’d you know I was in med school?”

			“You mentioned it after I exorcised the demon from Debra.” Everything from that afternoon is a blur. “How far did you get?”

			I close my eyes, tilting my chin toward the sky as he smears the balm over my leg. “Year three. I started rotations and did one in a pediatric office and the ER.”

			“You dropped out,” he states the obvious.

			“With barely a year until graduation.”

			“Why?” His curiosity is surprisingly genuine while lacking judgment.

			I swallow, grateful he’s too busy shuffling through the first aid kit for gauze and medical tape. He finds it and begins wrapping the wound.

			“I don’t know,” I lie, biting my lip as he tightens the bandage. “Ow.”

			“I’m sorry,” he says. This, too, is surprisingly genuine. It feels deeper than the moment, like maybe he’s also sorry for snapping at me for ruining our cover, or for leaving me in the first place.

			The stillness of dawn blankets us. With one more cursory look at his workmanship, he zips up his backpack and stands. I let him help me up, testing my weight on my leg. It hurts, but I’ll manage.

			“What’s the report?” he asks, handing me my jeans.

			“Not too shabby,” I say, taking them. “Though your bedside manner could use some work.”

			A brief smile grants me a flash of his white teeth. “Noted.”

			Standing makes the reality resurface that I’m half naked in front of him. His eyes linger on my body, but when he catches my stare, he clears his throat and looks toward the sky.

			I try to wiggle back into my jeans, but it’s hard to bend my leg with the bandage. “Oh shit,” I say, nearly toppling over. His hands grab my hips, the warmth of his palms against my bare skin making me stave off a shudder. I can’t help thinking about all the places he’s touched me in the past thirty minutes, leaving fingerprints on my skin. First my waist, then my leg, and now my hips.

			He only releases me when I start to tug my pants over his grasp. He steps back quickly, as if he hadn’t realized what he’d done. I meet his eyes as I button my jeans. He’s the first to rip his gaze away.

			“Put this back on,” he instructs, grabbing my dagger and sheath from where I dropped them. I do, then follow it with my boots, which I prop on the wooden rail to tie.

			“We should get going,” he says gruffly, shouldering my duffel. I go to take it from him, but he sidesteps me. “I’ve got it. The nearest town is probably a few miles, maybe more. Let’s hope we find something drivable there. It’s a long way to Beliar, otherwise.”

			He starts walking in the direction the train zoomed off in. Though the burn to thank him for patching me up rises in my throat, I can’t force the words out. But the silence is too pressing and loaded with a question I can’t choke back.

			“Melinda said you’re grieving someone, too. Who?”

			Luke’s body goes so still I’d assume rigor mortis was setting in if he wasn’t standing. The quiet makes it feel like we’re the only two people left in the world.

			“My brother.” He breathes deeply, like admitting it out loud is difficult. With his back to me, I can’t see his face, but I can hear the pain behind his words. “He’s not dead. But he might as well be. What about you?”

			With the adrenaline leaking out of me and my knee throbbing, I’m powerless to stop myself from obliging. “I’m grieving the old me. The one who used to be in med school. Who had friends, and a fiancé, and a life, and parents.”

			He looks at me. The tenderness in his gaze, like he’s sorry for who I was and who I am now, makes tears clog my throat. Understanding passes between us, giving me the courage to continue.

			“And then she lost her parents, and realized the life she thought she wanted as a doctor didn’t appeal without them being alive to see it happen, and her fiancé thought she was throwing her future out, so she threw him out, and then all her friends sided with him, so they left her, too.”

			It’s not the full truth, especially using a word as cavalier as lost, but it’s easier like this. To talk about me like she, some poor unfortunate girl I don’t know.

			“I’m sorry,” he says, low and even and so sincere I want to break eye contact, but some greater force won’t let me. “You didn’t deserve that.”

			My humorless laugh cracks the quiet like an egg smashed against the pan before its guts spill onto sizzling heat. I start walking, brushing past him. “Maybe I did. Maybe that’s what you get when every choice you make is for someone else. To keep them happy, or proud, or calm, or—”

			“Safe?” he offers.

			I turn, taking in the way his jaw clenches and his chest rises and falls with his breath. He gets it. I don’t know how, but he does. I nod. “But the second I couldn’t keep up the show, it all fell apart. And when I got off the stage, I realized I have no idea who Brie Benson actually is.”

			Luke’s shoulder brushes mine as he matches me step for step. There’s a comfort in the gesture that I don’t want to dissect, even as he glances at me as if he’s really seeing me and says, “I’m starting to realize neither do I.”

		

	
		
			Twelve
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			The sun rises steadily during our walk, but its position is impossible to pin, thanks to the plum clouds that rolled in shortly after dawn. They collect overhead, a foreboding presence that casts everything in shadows. We’re following the tracks, keeping them to our left and the unending forest to our right. Luke deduced we made it far enough by train to nearly get out of Pennsylvania—aka the Department of Mining—which might have felt like a success if we hadn’t started there, albeit in a different world.

			“You keep looking up at the sky,” I observe.

			“A storm’s coming,” Luke replies. He still carries his backpack and my duffel, neither of which seem to be slowing him down. I, on the other hand, am on the brink of exhaustion. My knee throbs, my ribs ache, and the cavernous pit that is my stomach has been growling for the past two hours.

			“Very cryptic,” I comment. “Do we need to find shelter?”

			He shakes his head. “It wouldn’t help. Those clouds aren’t a normal storm. They signify…”

			He trails off ominously. “What?” I ask, trotting a few steps behind him. His gaze is locked on something in the distance.

			“Oh, thank God.” I sigh in relief. “A diner!”

			I pick up my pace, heading toward the quaint establishment. There’s a little sign next to it telling us we’re at the next train stop. The diner itself is planted on the side of the tracks in a silver boxcar that gleams despite the blocked sun. Across the length of the front, in neon-green letters, are the words “Sullivan’s Diner & Delights.”

			“Brie, wait.” Luke stops me as I stride up to its propped open door. He glances around, lowering his voice even though it’s just us out here. “We should keep moving. We’re farther from the next town than I thought.”

			“Sounds like we need to ask for directions,” I wager, planting a hand on my hip.

			“I don’t need directions.” Luke’s jaw clenches in annoyance. “I know where we’re going.”

			“So you’ve said super convincingly over the past six hours while I’ve kindly pretended not to notice the way you keep looking around and pulling out the coffee-stained map in your back pocket while your frown gets deeper and deeper. But I’m getting hangry, so the kindness is on its last legs. You can say it: we’re lost.”

			“We are not lost,” he argues. “Things just look different than I remember.”

			“Another thing,” I muse, continuing toward the diner. “You still haven’t told me how you know your way around so well. Or much about anything, actually.”

			“I’ve spent the past six hours telling you about all the hell beings here.”

			“With very long stretches of silence in between,” I remind him, though our conversation has been helpful. While not every hell being fits into a category, per se, I did my best to explain to Luke some of the ones I saw on the train. Those with green skin and pointed ears are usually goblins if they’re small, or redcaps if they’re large, which are basically extra violent and murderous goblins. Either way, they eat anything and everything, including me. Monsters with blue skin typically are cold-blooded and belong to a reptilian genus. Demons are either composed of shadows and darkness and decay, or take on a human form, like Melinda. Vampires and werewolves also are easy to mistake for humans, but are good at minding their own business. Luke reiterated that staying away from large bodies of water is a must, as water demons and sirens can coax you to drown. Which, I pointed out, sounds a lot like mermaids are real. He rolled his eyes, but didn’t deny it.

			“Besides, aren’t you hungry?” I ask.

			He hesitates. “A bit.”

			I roll my eyes. “Well, I haven’t eaten in nearly a day, so a bit doesn’t even cover it for me.”

			“Fine,” he relents. “But diners here have some…stipulations.”

			

			• • •

			Inside, the stipulations Luke warned of are 1,000 percent clear: the menu is chaotic at best, stomach-turning at worst. There are normal items, like burgers and fries and milkshakes, and then there are very not-normal items, like goat hearts and woodland finches and a glass of mortal’s tears. I try not to think too hard about where they get that last one and if they might be in the market for more.

			The clientele is less surprising. While a corner booth adjacent to ours hosts a very mean-looking fang-toothed being, the few other patrons around the diner seem normal.

			“Stop staring.” Luke taps my menu to redirect my attention. “You’re going to give us away.”

			“It looks like there are other humans here,” I observe quietly, looking at the dessert special. Spleen pie. Great.

			“Human-appearing,” he corrects. “And there’s a possibility we might run into actual humans. Ones who make deals with demons or nail a satanic ritual end up here. The longer they’re here, of course, the less human they become. But they start that way at least, so we’re not entirely alone.”

			“And monster hunters come here, I presume?” I prod.

			“Only if they have to.” He peers out the grime-covered window. “And most don’t come back.”

			“You did.”

			His eyes latch onto mine. “I got lucky.”

			The itch to know more burrows under my skin, but a petite woman who could pass as human at first glance comes up to our booth. On second glance, the strange, wrinkled texture of her pale skin, like dried paper that was previously soaked in water, makes me think not.

			“What can I get ya?”

			Her voice is low, with a raspy edge. She wears straight jeans and a button-down black shirt that slips off one shoulder. Dirty bare feet stick out beneath the frayed hems of her pants.

			“A burger, rare, and fries,” Luke says, handing her the menu. “And tea, if you have it.”

			I scrunch my nose up but don’t comment. “I’ll have chocolate chip pancakes. Full stack. And coffee, black. Thanks.”

			She nods, taking my menu and retreating to the kitchen. Luke quirks a brow at me. “Chocolate chip pancakes? Really?”

			“The menu says breakfast all day.” I shrug. “I’m in the mood for something sweet. Any meal could be my last, you know.”

			He cuts me a glare, glancing beyond our booth to make sure the other patrons didn’t hear that. “Watch it.”

			“What is she?” I ask, nodding at our server.

			“Likely a minor demon or a young hag.”

			“And what is all this?”

			“All what?”

			“The diner. The train. The clothes.”

			“Did you think everyone walked around naked all day in hell?”

			“Kind of,” I admit. “I certainly didn’t expect pancakes, with chocolate chips, no less.”

			A laugh barks out of him, but the bastard covers it up by pretending to cough. “Yeah, well, not everyone here thrives on misery and blood and deception. Some need to eat regular food, and some don’t need to eat at all. Turned humans and half-demons—those born of both a demon and human parent—are prone to eating normal food. Sometimes because they have to, and sometimes just for the comfort of it.”

			“But how is it made?” I press. “Are there farms? Factories?”

			“All of it. Iowa is hell’s Department of Agriculture. Most apparel is imported from overseas, but the Department of Textiles is roughly in Georgia’s whereabouts. Since we’re still in the Department of Mining, you haven’t seen many buildings and skyscrapers yet. But they exist.”

			“I can’t believe hell beings go to work every day. It’s just like Monsters, Inc.”

			He frowns. “I have no idea what that is.”

			“You’re deprived,” I comment as plates of steaming food get set in front of us. “It’s an animated movie about monsters who make their living by scaring kids. It was one of my favorites growing up.”

			“It’s not like that here. Some monsters might be in places of power, but most aren’t responsible for bottom-tier work.”

			“Who is?” I soak my pancakes in syrup and shove the first bite into my mouth. Something is off about it, whether the syrup is too sweet or the pancakes are, but I’m too ravenous to let it stop me.

			Luke picks up his burger, which looks like every other diner burger I’ve ever seen. “The souls.”

			My giant bite of pancake turns papery in my mouth. I force it down with a sip of my water, which I nearly spit out at the strong sediment flavor that sticks to it. I guess they don’t have Britas or filtration in hell.

			“Like the ones who stopped the monsters from attacking me on the train?”

			Luke nods. “They’re on their way to the other side of the country, where the boss will sort them to their positions for the rest of eternity. The hell beings themselves are more suited for office jobs. Meanwhile, souls work in factories and on farms and pretty much anywhere that manual work needs to be done. But souls are used for something else, too.”

			One word sticks out, making my hunger ebb. I set down my fork. “The boss?”

			“The devil. Hades. King of Demons. Prince of Darkness. The Leader. He has a lot of names. Pick your favorite.”

			“He’s real?” A chill sweeps over me. I figured he must be, if everything up until now wasn’t some ludicrous dream. But still, the idea of some greater being sitting on a throne behind it all is a reality check I didn’t need. I take a sip of my coffee to warm me, but it’s too bitter.

			“Think of it like all of hell is a huge corporation,” Luke explains, keeping his voice low as he bites into a fry. “Hell beings serve as employees at varying levels of management. You have the ones directly below the devil, in what is aptly called the D-Suite. The right-hand man, or Designated Operations Officer, makes sure things are running smoothly. He’ll advise where the souls are needed most. Then there’s the left-hand man, the Designated Financial Officer, who oversees hell’s economy. And then the Designated Executive Officer, the devil, also called the DEO, is above them all.”

			I pick my fork back up, but I’m not half as hungry as I was moments ago. “He passes judgment on the souls, dooming them to a life of servitude?”

			“Nobody down here passes judgment. Not in that scope. If the souls are on that train, judgment has been made. The devils are just responsible for figuring out where they belong.”

			“Devils…plural?”

			Luke takes the final bite of his burger, chewing thoughtfully. For someone who was only a bit hungry, he inhaled his food. I itch to snatch one of the last remaining fries, but stay my hand.

			“Plural. This same structure, more or less, is repeated for every branch. Or continent, I guess.”

			“There are seven devils?” I gawk.

			“Shh,” he hushes me as our waitress comes back.

			“Can I get ya anything else?” she asks. I shove another bite of pancake into my mouth to disguise the fact that I’m still reeling from this new information.

			“Just the bill. How far are we from the nearest entrance to the Night Market?” Luke asks.

			“Probably ten miles or so,” she says.

			“What about a junkyard or garage? Anything nearby?”

			Bringing her pen to her lips, she gnaws on the cap thoughtfully. “On your way to the Night Market, you’ll pass through a small town with not much to see. But you might find something. Once you’re there, the market entrance is only a few miles away.”

			“Thank you,” Luke says.

			She nods, pulling the half-chewed pen cap off with her teeth and swallowing it as she places a handwritten bill on the table before ambling back to the kitchen.

			Luke turns back to me, brow creasing as I push away my half-eaten plate of pancakes. “You might want to finish that. I can’t guarantee when our next meal will be.”

			“I’m still stuck on the whole seven-devils thing,” I admit, though I do manage one more bite.

			“Actually…eight.” Luke’s wary expression might’ve made me laugh if I didn’t feel so queasy. “The seven devils that manage their respective branches make up the board that serves the true devil, who acts as the Chairman of the Board or President. But nobody has ever actually seen him.”

			“So how do you know he exists?”

			Luke picks at his remaining fries. “You just do. It’s not so different from the overworld. Angels walk among you, as do smaller, lesser-known guardians. But nobody ever sees what’s beyond that. It’s about faith, isn’t it? If people have faith up there in one deity, it’s not outlandish for people to have faith down here in the other. There always has to be a sense of balance between the worlds. This is it.”

			“Do the devils get along?”

			Luke’s nose wrinkles, a look so boyish that my belly warms, though maybe that’s the pancakes.

			“They mostly keep to their branches, which is for the better. There’s no reason to interact except for the centennial Devils’ Summit. It’s basically a big conference.”

			“That sounds like a blast,” I drily retort.

			“Couldn’t tell you.” He shrugs, sipping his tea. “Anyway, we should get going so we can reach the Night Market right when it opens. It gets busier as the night goes on.”

			“What’s at the Night Market?”

			“Since we need to make the rest of the trek to Beliar on our own, we’ll need some things. Primarily, money. I have just enough to cover this. At the market, I can make trades for more.”

			“I take it they don’t accept Venmo?” I joke as he digs around in his backpack. He shoots me a look and I raise my hands in surrender. “Sorry. I’m going to the bathroom. Thanks for paying.”

			I find the restroom and do my business in the tiny stall. As I wash my hands, my reflection stares back at me in the dirty mirror. Pale olive skin begging for vitamin D, thick dark brows, two-day-old mascara, lips chapped and sporting bite marks from my teeth chewing them up. I’m just a girl in a shitty diner bathroom. Nobody would guess I’m in hell, least of all me.

			Outside, Luke is waiting. I grab my duffel from him and this time he doesn’t argue.

			We walk for the better part of the afternoon, and the sky continues to darken as the clouds knot together. When we come to the next train stop, Luke pauses to check the map and directs us to veer down a road. It brings us to a patch of worn-down houses.

			“Is this town abandoned?” I ask Luke as we make our way down the cracked street. Weeds and wilted wildflowers push through the gaps.

			“Apparently.” Since leaving the diner, he’s grown tense. His hand hovers near his waist, where his dagger is tucked.

			“Are we still in Pennsylvania?” I ask, looking at the outline of skyscrapers in the distance.

			“The Night Market entrance is on the border of West Virginia, which is the Department of Commerce, so yes.”

			“What do you mean the entrance?”

			“As I said, hell is incredibly orderly. It has to be, otherwise it will devolve into chaos. But the Night Market is different—a lawless place for trade, some legal, but most not. It’s a type of subliminal space that exists on its own plane with entry points throughout hell. All lead to the same place, but when you leave, you end up where you started.”

			“Sounds like a place we should avoid.”

			“Absolutely,” he agrees. “But we don’t have a choice.”

			We enter the main section of town as the creepy houses are replaced with boarded-up storefronts. Paired with the overcast sky, it’s the perfect set for an eerie horror movie.

			“It feels like something happened here,” I murmur, taking in shattered glass windows and doors swinging open in the breeze.

			“Stay close,” is all he says, which is about the least comforting thing ever.

			“That looks like a junkyard.” I point at a gated section up ahead. It’s farther than it looks, and when we finally arrive outside its open gates, I lean against the metal to catch my breath.

			“Maybe you should stay out here,” Luke suggests, which immediately makes me perk up.

			“No way,” I argue. “We can’t separate in an abandoned town. That’s horror movie 101.”

			“I’m not so sure it’s abandoned,” he murmurs, gaze sweeping behind us like he thinks someone’s following. “If you’re coming, be ready to run. We’re about to commit a felony.”
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			“We’re stealing a car?” I ask Luke as we stroll through the junkyard.

			“Assuming there’s someone to steal from, yes.”

			On either side of us, decrepit vehicles line the narrow stretch of dirt path we walk along. Some are missing doors or windshields or bumpers. Others are so rusted I can’t make out the original color. The overall trend is they’re all in subpar condition, looking as if they might crumble if anyone sits in them, let alone hits the gas. That’s assuming they even run on gas and not on, like, the screams of tortured orphans or some equally dark shit.

			“Not that I want to walk all the way to Death Valley, but I’m kind of doubting these will get us there any faster,” I say as we pass an exceptionally rough-looking truck that is more of a steel skeleton than anything else.

			“All we need is four wheels and an engine.” Luke turns down one of the many rows. I go one over from him to cover more ground.

			“Even that’s a tall order,” I mutter. Most vehicles have two or three tires or none, and are propped up on cinder blocks. “How do you plan on starting it?”

			“Using a key?”

			“I thought maybe you’d have to hot-wire it.” The visual of him leaning under the hood of one of these beaters with his brows scrunched in concentration makes a wave of something I’d rather ignore sweep through my lower body.

			“Maybe I will. But a key is preferable.”

			I move on to the next row, but each option is worse than the one before it. By the time Luke and I make it through half the yard, the sky has darkened past the point of the clouds. Night crept up.

			“What’s the verdict?” I ask, shivering as the crisp air turns biting.

			“We keep looking.”

			“Here?”

			“We have to find something,” Luke says, the patience in his voice wearing thin. “I don’t want to go to the Night Market on foot.”

			“You want a car in case we need to make a quick getaway?”

			It’s mostly a joke, but he hesitates before saying, “As long as we’re not detected, a quick getaway shouldn’t be necessary.”

			A realization hits as I lose him behind the van separating us. “You want a car so you can leave me in it, don’t you?”

			We emerge on the other side of the van. He stops and turns to me. “I want to be in and out. No scenes. The Night Market is full of deception and tricks. If you don’t escape it by dawn, when it disappears, you disappear with it until the next night when it reappears. We don’t have time to waste a day stuck in it.”

			“I already told you splitting up is a bad idea,” I remind him, trying to keep my tone office-pleasant and not betray the frustration brewing within. “If you get stuck in there while I’m sitting in the passenger seat of one of these rust buckets waiting for your return, we’ll be no better off.”

			Luke’s eyes light up. “Perfect.”

			“What?” I ask. But he’s not paying attention to me. I turn in the direction he’s heading. “What are you— No.”

			“You’ve never ridden a motorcycle before?” he asks as we stop at a black bike.

			“No, and I don’t plan to. Besides, we can’t make it all the way across the country on that.”

			“Why not?”

			“We’d get permanent crotch cramps! Not to mention back issues. There has to be something with more than two wheels.”

			He sweeps a hand at the junkyard surrounding us. “Take your pick. Everything needing four wheels only has three or less. At least this can run on two and they’re in decent condition.”

			“It probably won’t start,” I say with equal parts hope and dread. The latter intensifies as Luke plucks a chain with a key dangling from it off the left handlebar.

			“Let’s test our bets.”

			He inserts the key and the engine sputters. With a huff, he tries again, meeting similar results. He glances at me. “Don’t look so smug.”

			“Me?” I say with an air of innocence. “Never.”

			“It’s got gas, so it might just need a kick.”

			To make matters worse, my suppressed visual comes to life. Luke drops his backpack and shrugs off his leather jacket, leaving him in just his ripped black T-shirt. I lean against a nearby truck with the bed rotted out, but my gaze betrays me to wander over to him. He’s on his knees inspecting the exposed engine of the bike, hands already dirty. His T-shirt stretches across the broad expanse of his shoulders and a bout of longing to run my nails over his skin beneath the thin fabric slugs me.

			I force my eyes to the sky, where a moon must hide behind the congealed clouds. Despite the coverage, it’s not as dark as it could be. We still have enough light to see by. For now.

			“Can I ask you something?” I say after the press of silence and his noises of annoyance become too much.

			“Do you have to?” he grunts.

			“Yes.” I suck down a deep breath, preparing to ask the question I’m not sure I want the answer to. “You’ve been here before, obviously. Hell. Why? For how long?”

			From his backpack, he’s removed a few small tools, which he tinkers with on the bike.

			“Exorcisms don’t work on all monsters,” he finally says. “Some need a more direct approach.”

			“What about the obsidian blades?” I ask. “I thought those can send anything back to hell?”

			He takes a minute to answer, fixated on the engine. “When a demon possesses a human, I can’t just stab them. It will hurt the human, too. Besides, these blades are very rare and I don’t like dragging attention to them, so don’t go waving it around.”

			I tug mine out to inspect it. “How’d you get these ones?”

			“My mother,” is all he says.

			“So they’re a family heirloom? Are they both yours, or was one your brother’s?”

			Faster than I can comprehend, he’s on his feet and in front of me, so close I press my body into the truck to make more space. He glowers down at me and says, “I let you come with me. I let you deflect my own questions with your cryptic responses and half-hearted humor. I let you keep your dirty little secrets. So let me do the same. We don’t need to get to know each other past niceties.”

			His words sting, but even worse is the way dirty makes my body flush with heat. I refuse to let that be what wins, so I choose the closest boiling emotion to replace it: anger.

			“What makes you think I have dirty little secrets?” I challenge him.

			His intense eyes flick down to my lips, which are so close to his I can feel his breath ghost across my mouth. He leans forward until I’m sure they’re going to touch. At the last second, he shifts to whisper against my ear, lips brushing the shell. “Beliar wouldn’t want you if you didn’t.”

			It feels like a slap, because it’s true. I do have secrets. And as Melinda confirmed on the train, so does he.

			I push against his chest and he steps back, allowing me enough room to escape the cage of his body and the heat burning between us. But it’s not enough. I need to be away from him before I pull him back to me and do something I’ll regret. Before he sees how much his words have shaken me.

			Turning my back on him, I head in the opposite direction of the bike.

			“Where are you going?” he calls after me.

			“To find some helmets in this fucking ghost town!”

			Storming away feels childish, but standing before him as our unspoken dirty little secrets stretch between us is worse. He doesn’t come after me, which is all the better.

			On the other side of the junkyard, there’s a mountain of crap I passed earlier. Still fuming from our heated exchange as my eyes blur with frustrated tears, I start rifling through the things closest to me. Most are random engine pieces and filthy car carpets. I handle them with my fingers pinched like tweezers, not sure what kind of critters lurk in hell and might have made the pile of shit their home.

			“What are you doing?”

			I all but leap out of my skin, spinning to take in a little girl just a few paces away. She stares at me curiously, her blond pigtails lopsided. Her right hand holds the paw of a stuffed bear that’s seen better days. Its feet drag on the dirt.

			It’s a disconcerting image in itself, made worse by the fact that her pink dress is splattered in what looks a lot like dried blood.

			“What are you doing?” she repeats, voice high-pitched. Instead of sweet, it’s grating. “You’re not stealing, are you?”

			My heart hammers as I carefully place the busted side mirror in my hands back on the pile. I force my voice to come out casual. “Of course not. What are you doing?”

			“I live here,” she says simply. “You?”

			“Passing through town,” I say. “Sorry to trespass on your home. I can leave.”

			She frowns. “Not yet. You have to stay for the tea party.”

			I do a quick surveillance of my escape options. She’s blocking the direct route back to Luke, but the junkyard is a labyrinth of paths. If I go right or left, surely one will lead back to him.

			I hate that I can’t do something as simple as look for helmets on my own. Maybe I am in over my head and should have stayed back in Tarrentown.

			Too late now.

			“Sadly, I’m more of a coffee girl,” I tell her, backing up. Demonic little girls should have been higher on my list of hell expectations. She blinks innocently up at me, but Luke’s not going to catch me slipping again. I’m onto her.

			“Mommy doesn’t let me have coffee,” she murmurs. “Says it’ll stunt my growth.”

			“She’s right. You should listen to her.” I can’t back up any farther with the pile of junk behind me, so I work at an angle, rounding it until I’m in line with a clear path between two cars. It might not be a straight shot to Luke, but at least it’s open.

			“I can’t listen to her anymore,” the little girl says remorsefully. “Not since I slit her throat.”

			There it is. I give the creepy child a smile, hoping enough space is between us to get a decent head start. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

			I turn on my heel, sprinting in the opposite direction. Expecting the patter of footsteps to follow me, I glance back after a handful of sharp turns and shimmies between cars, but no one is there. I pause to catch my breath, pressing my back against the front of a decaying semi.

			“Why did you run away?”

			My neck cracks to the side, where the girl blocks the direction I was running toward. She wasn’t there a second ago. There’s no way—

			“Why. Did. You. Run. A. Way,” she repeats, fury simmering beneath her words.

			“I—”

			My voice is stolen by the roar of an engine. Luke skids past her, stopping in front of me. “Get on!”

			Helmets be damned. I scramble on the bike as the girl starts screaming her head off.

			“I can’t leave, so you can’t, either! We can never leave! Nobody can leave!”

			“Hold on!” Luke commands. I wrap my arms around his waist as the bike lurches forward. Instead of dodging the little girl, he hits her.

			“No!” I gasp against his back, squeezing my eyes shut. Because suddenly, it’s not the little girl we’re hitting, but an animal with glowing golden eyes. We’re not in a junkyard, but driving along a forested stretch of road. And Luke’s not steering—I am.

			I’m back in the car the night my parents died.

			“Stay with me!” Luke’s shout tugs me out of the traumatic flashback, bringing me back to the here and now—speeding through the maze of car corpses and junk.

			I tighten my hold around him, trying to look back at the little girl. “We just hit—”

			“We went through her,” he shouts back. “That is no normal little girl.”

			“Where did she come from? She appeared out of nowhere!”

			“You were right,” he says, taking a turn so sharp I’m sure the bike will teeter over. I cling to him, fingers digging into his abdomen, and he somehow rights us.

			“I was?”

			He brakes hard as we come to the intersection of two paths. A crossroads. “You said this place is a ghost town. I should have realized it as soon as we entered and everything felt deserted. It’s a town of vengeful spirits. They sleep during the day and wake at night to haunt the place.”

			“An entire town of vengeful spirits? Full homeowners’ association–style? Are you serious?”

			“Unfortunately. We have to get out of here before others wake up.”

			Something flickers past his shoulders. “Might be too late for that.”

			I nod at where the little girl materializes with a woman at her side. Her mother, I assume, if the gaping wound on her throat and matronly nightgown is any indication.

			“Not that way, then,” Luke mutters, gassing the bike and making a sharp left. We fly down the alley between two rows of boxcars, emerging at the other end.

			And slam to a stop.

			“What the fuck?” I breathe against the back of Luke’s neck. The gates to the junkyard are blocked by what look like civilians, until I truly take them in. Their clothes hang loosely on their bodies, their eyes shine with a phosphorus glow, and all are sporting open wounds or injuries.

			“You’re not leaving.” The little girl is at the front of the lineup, her bear still clutched in one hand and her mother’s hand in the other. “Not until the party’s over.”

			Luke revs the engine of the bike, which sounds like it’d rather he didn’t if the responding sputter is any indication. He tilts his head so I can hear him over the roar and says, “I really wish you’d found those helmets.”

			“What’s that supposed to— Ah!”

			He guns the gas and we bowling-ball ourselves straight toward the spirit pins.

			When we hit them, the bike fishtails but Luke miraculously keeps us from careening into the ground. I bury my head in Luke’s back to make myself as small as possible. Shrieks from the spirits rise past the howl of the engine, though the bike bursting through their ghoulish forms doesn’t seem to harm them. Fingers reach for me, dragging against my arms and legs, there one second and gone the next. Pain blooms in their wake, the marker of an unpleasant truth that these ghosts aren’t as incorporeal as the souls on the train. I have no doubt my jeans and jacket are sporting fresh rips. My knee throbs as my legs press in to hug the body of the bike.

			“You okay?!” Luke yells as we soar through the gate and skid onto the cracked pavement of the main road we came from.

			“Peachy!” I reply shakily, though my vise grip doesn’t relent. “Did we lose them?”

			“I was about to ask you. I’m driving!”

			Glancing over my shoulder, my chest spasms at the sight.

			“Well?” he asks.

			The spirits follow us, descending the hill we zoom down in a tirade. They move swiftly, like they’re floating, their feet dragging against the ground. Despite the speed we’re going, they’re not just keeping up.

			“They’re gaining on us,” I tell him. “A lot of them. Twenty, maybe thirty. And it doesn’t look like they’re slowing anytime soon.”

			“Shit.” He hauls us impossibly faster. The boost puts more space between us and the spirits, but not enough to ditch them. “Remember how I told you I didn’t want to make a scene at the Night Market? Change of plans.”
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			The endless darkness is broken up by a smattering of lights in the distance.

			“Is that the Night Market?” I ask, hope searing through my chest. The spirits are gaining ground, and every bump in the road feels like an invitation for the bike to fall apart beneath us.

			“Let’s hope so,” Luke yells back. We zoom toward it like a moth to flame, the lights growing brighter by the second. “Spirits don’t mix well with others, hence them having their own rural town. They’re basically anarchists that can’t be trusted in the office. Leading them here is going to unleash chaos in a place chaotic enough on its own. The faster we can lose them and leave, the better.”

			He grinds to a stop as we arrive outside where the stalls start, lingering in the shadows of the first tent. “Get off.”

			“Me?” I ask, as if we picked up a hitchhiker and he’s talking to someone else.

			“You want to be a part of this as an equal? Now’s your chance. We need to cheat the clock. Time is different in the Night Market. It slips by unknowingly, with seconds actually minutes and minutes really hours. To give ourselves as much time as possible, we need to be in two places at once. You take our bags and find the stall with Hazaar. He sells potions. He’ll bargain with you for the contents in mine. Accept no less than two hundred soul jars. Don’t eat or drink anything, don’t make any deals with anyone else, don’t even stop to talk or look at other stalls. Find Hazaar, and I’ll find you. Got it?”

			He unloads his backpack and my duffel into my arms. I gape at him as he gets back on the bike. “What about you?”

			“They’re called vengeful spirits for a reason.” Luke nods back at where the spirits are still rushing toward us. “They won’t give up easily. I’ll give you a head start to slip inside the market and then I’m going to lure them in after me, giving you enough time to go make the trade.”

			Every piece of me quakes, but this is what I wanted, wasn’t it? To actually help.

			“Got it.” I raise my chin and straighten with false bravado. “I’ll see you when I see you.”

			I don’t linger to take in the flash of surprise in his eyes at my easy agreement, though I badly want to. I enter the Night Market, the cracked pavement beneath my feet turning to uneven cobblestones and the atmosphere taking on a multicolored festive air.

			During my trips to New York City with my mom, we’d go to the Winter Village at Bryant Park. I can still remember ducking in and out of tents while shopping for gifts to bring back for Christmas, fingers warm from a cup of overpriced hot chocolate I’d nurse until it cooled. This reminds me of that, though the tents vary in color and are packed as tightly together as the bodies. Blending in won’t be an issue here, though from the sheer volume of stalls, finding Hazaar might.

			I keep my head down, pressing myself between crevices of creatures with one eye or six, skin flesh or scales, four appendages or more. Chatter fills the air as monsters barter with vendors, dumping handfuls of jars into waiting, greedy paws. Moving through the crowd with the bags is cumbersome. I pull off to the side to rearrange them so they’re not bumping into everyone.

			“I smell something tasty in there,” a voice crows to me through an open tent flap. A vendor stands behind a table covered with mason jars. Inside are things I can’t make out past the murky liquid they float in.

			“Care for a pickled piglet hoof?” the vendor offers, raising a jar. He picks up another. “Or perhaps the pickled beaks of parrots? We sell everything pickled to your delight.”

			“I’m all set,” I say with a gracious smile. “Can you point me in the direction of—”

			A chorus of screams steals our attention, punctuated by the distinct roar of a struggling motor. Luke.

			“Spirits!” someone with a growly voice shouts. I step fully into the tent to hide. “You are not welcome here!”

			“Always something,” the vendor mutters, straightening the jars. “Those damn ghosts can never rest. Have to come terrorizing the market, chasing away our business. Bah! What a bunch of ghouls.”

			“Um, yeah.” I peek outside the tent to ensure Luke and his trail of vengeful spirits have passed. “So anyway—”

			“This place has been going to pot since the new leadership took over. It doesn’t help that everyone’s acting up with the eclipse coming.” The vendor huffs, taking a seat on the stool behind the table. I could have mistaken him as human if it weren’t for the hooves peeking out beneath his pant legs. Having pickled piglet hooves on the menu seems a little close to home, but what do I know.

			“If it’s not the damned ghosts running amuck, it’s the redcaps waging war every other day. If not them, it’s the demons bringing filthy mortals back from the overworld like souvenirs. If not them, it’s the lousy vamps ruining the blood market. If not—”

			“Wait, what did you say about demons bringing back mortals?” I interrupt, heart racing.

			He heaves a dramatic sigh, straightening a pair of thin wire-framed glasses on his nose. “This is just a rumor, but apparently every time The Reckoning happens, more hell beings escape into the overworld. Word on the street is it’s mostly demons, since they’re the ones who’ve always been oddly fascinated with the overworld, though anyone with wits knows it’s a dangerous place to be. But the greater demons have no problem blending in.” He humphs. “Lucky them.”

			“What’s a—” My lips stall around Reckoning, wondering if the question might give me away. I stuff it aside for Luke. “I’ve heard some demons are collecting multiple humans from the overworld to bring here. Maybe for a sacrifice?”

			I hold my breath, hoping there isn’t anything too suspicious in my words. Thankfully, the vendor seems all too happy to gossip. “For the sacrifice of sacrifices. The Total Lunar Eclipse, Penumbral Lunar Eclipse, and a Partial Lunar Eclipse are happening in four days’ time, three hours after midnight on Sunday’s morn. It will result in a super blue-blood moon, the rarest of moons. It’s said that a substantial sacrifice of mortal blood can weaken the veil between worlds, which is already weak if the increasing Reckonings are any indication. If that’s true, then I fear the end of life as we know it is upon us.”

			Questions brim, but each feels like something I’m supposed to already have the answer to. All I know is Krystal has four days left, maybe less. We have to kick this road trip into high gear.

			A clap of thunder spooks me and the vendor guffaws at my fright. I force an easy smile, repeating Luke’s words from earlier. “A storm’s coming, huh?”

			“A storm indeed. This’ll be the second Reckoning this week. Devil forbid anything stays at rest for long around here. Are you gonna buy something?”

			“Uh, no, sorry.” I duck out of the tent before he responds, molding back into the crowd. The sky presses down, as if the clouds got closer. White flashes of lightning streak across them.

			Even more disconcerting is I can’t hear the rumble of Luke’s bike anymore. I don’t know where he and the ghosts might have escaped to, or if they got him. All that fills my ears is thunder and chatter and laughter piercing the air.

			“Excuse me,” I say to another vendor I pass. She has big round eyes like those of an insect and green-tinted skin with yellow splotches. “Can you point me in the direction of Hazaar’s stall?”

			“Hazaar.” She tastes the name—literally. A split tongue darts out of her mouth and licks the air. “Anything he’s selling, I have better.”

			She sweeps a hand across her table at a smattering of different objects. Some papery, some iridescent, some furred. All varying sizes.

			“They’re wings,” I realize. Different kinds from different creatures, by the looks of it.

			“Ripped off the backs of their owners myself.” She smiles. Every gleaming white tooth in her mouth comes to a point. “Where would you like to start?”

			“I’m all set.”

			I plunge back into the throng, wandering deeper into the market. The air feels charged as I pass a busker with a fiddle, his voice crooning over the cacophony of sounds.

			“It’s coming, the end, a new dawn is brimming,

			Hold tight to your friends, we’ll go down singing,

			Since the year’s turn, nothing’s been the same,

			Our king disappeared and dodged all the blame.”

			The street performer looks human, raggedly so. On the sides of his face running from temple to jaw are two deep red scars. He catches my stare and winks at me. I hurry onward.

			“Where are you, Hazaar?” I mutter, peeking inside the open flaps of tents and pulling away when I take in goods that are decidedly not potions. I want to check my phone to see what time it is, but doing so might be too telling, so I amble on.

			It’s only a few minutes later when I come across the street performer again. His tune is faster, bloody fingers strumming with an intensity that makes me wonder if the strings will snap.

			With how meandering the alleys are, I must have accidentally done a square to get back to him. To avoid making the same mistake, I turn a different way than before, passing a row of tents. One sells candles made from ogre earwax, another displays a ghastly collection of faces frozen in terror in giant jars, suspended in some type of liquid. The third spikes my hopes with what looks like potions, but I’m quickly corrected. It’s a steaming pot of a shepherd’s flock. Ew.

			I check every tent on the strip with increasing levels of disappointment. When I emerge into the small square at the end of the row, I stop short.

			The same busker from before is here, but that’s impossible. I just saw him, and I only made one turn. But it is him.

			This song is even faster, as if his hands and mouth can’t keep up with it.

			“Beware the monsters who prey on pasts,

			Beware the time which ticks too fast,

			Take it from me, a ruined man,

			Who entered the Night Market, now trapped in sand.”

			The song is joyful—a silly, if not rushed tune. But his eyes are anything but. He’s warning me. Trying to tell me that I could get stuck here forever like him. Maybe I already am. It seems like every alley I go down, I end up right where I started. I’m caught in a loop. I need to get back to the man selling piglet hooves or even the lady with the wings. At least they weren’t part of this warp.

			Now that I’ve realized it, I can feel it. The charged air isn’t just an incoming storm. An invisible current pulses around us, keeping me locked in this vortex.

			My eyes catch on a narrow stretch of space between two tents. Unlike the dazzling colors and bustle of the loop, the alley slips into darkness. It’s the exact type of place I would normally avoid, but I barrel toward it, not caring who I shove out of the way in my pursuit. I slip between tents and down the alley, the frantic music fading behind me.

			I’m clearly in a different part of the market. These tents are dirty and ancient, their color faded or so filthy they look black. Unlike the constant noise of the rest of the market, it’s quiet. People walk with their heads down, as if they don’t want to be known. The excitement is replaced with an air of secrecy. I glance into a tent as I pass and see a sign advertising “Blood of a virgin.”

			I don’t notice the person right in front of me until I’m slamming into their hairy chest. “Oh!” I gasp. “I’m so—”

			My words die as I take in the face grinning down at me. A face attached to a body I watched fall off the back of a train and end in a plume of blood.

			“Sorry?” the monster in the denim jacket who chased Luke and I down the train asks, his grin growing to reveal yellowed fangs. “I think it’s a bit late for that.”
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			A squeak escapes. “How are you—”

			“Alive?” Denim asks. His namesake jacket is now awash with dark blood. “I don’t suppose your friend is with you, hm?”

			“He’s not my friend.” I try keeping my voice casual. “And yeah, he’s around. You should go find him.”

			“Why would I, when I have the thing that will lead him straight to me?”

			“First off, I’m not a thing,” I say, wagging a finger. “Second—”

			I take off running down the ominous alley. He yells after me, his footsteps unwanted assurance he won’t let me off easy. While this part of the market isn’t as crowded as the rest, there’s still enough bodies to weave between to give me a leg up on Denim. He shouts behind me, shoving people out of the way. I might have the upper hand for the moment, but I can’t evade him forever. Especially when I haven’t completed the one thing Luke needed me to do.

			A hell being comes out of a dark maroon tent and I slip inside. Sultry music encompasses me, the lighting dim and directed toward a stage. Women dance on poles wearing outfits that leave little to the imagination. Others walk around the room pouring glowing liquids into crystal goblets. It sloshes over the rims as the holders guffaw or lean toward the women to whisper in their ears.

			A glance over my shoulder shows Denim emerging through the entrance. I duck lower, hoping his gaze will miss me. From the sudden uproar, I can tell he isn’t being half as tactful as I am about who he’s shoving aside. Groans and complaints rise around me. When I look again, Denim is caught behind a wall of two men, or…something like that. They’re even taller than he is, and mangy tails whip back and forth through the air.

			“Ah!” I yelp, slamming into a body. Hands right me before I can fall and bright green eyes with a slit through the center cut through the darkness.

			“You alright, hon?” one of the dancers asks. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. I’ve heard they’re around tonight.”

			“Yeah, sorry, I’m just, uh, kind of in a hurry, and—” I look back toward where Denim is pushing past the two bouncers.

			“Is that hound bothering you?”

			“You could say that.”

			“I can sneak you out the back.” She grabs my hand. Her skin is cool and has a strange texture I can’t pin. She pulls me through the crowd, only stopping to beckon two other dancers over.

			“See that hound back there in the jean jacket?” She smirks. “Go give him a little love.”

			Wicked grins transform their lips and they snake toward him. When we finally reach the flap at the back of the impossibly large tent, I glance back to see the women draped over Denim, who sits on a velvet chaise, expression half murderous and half tempted. As one of the women leans down to kiss him, the latter wins as he pulls her onto his lap.

			“Like a bitch in heat.” The woman still gripping my hand cackles. “I’m Shonda, by the way.”

			“I’m Brie,” I say as we step out of the tent and into an alley that’s even quieter than the last. “Thanks, you saved my ass.”

			“Don’t mention it. Hating the hounds is what ties us all together. Fuck those devil mutt boys.”

			“Hounds?”

			“Hell hounds,” Shonda explains. “One part minor demon, one part bloodhound, which is where they get their tracking skills, hence the surplus of body hair.”

			“I just assumed they were Greek or Italian.”

			Shonda’s laugh hacks the air. “They might also be part mortal. But trust that they’re pure-blooded horn suckers. I’ll leave it up to your imagination which horn they’re slurping on.” She winks at me. “You new here? Struck a deal with someone you shouldn’t?”

			“Something like that.”

			She nods in understanding as a flash of lightning makes her eyes glow. It illuminates the faint lines across her skin. No, not skin—scales. Snake-like.

			“Well, I hate to break it to you, but if that one in there has got your scent, you’re shit out of luck. He’ll stop at nothing to bring you back to the big guy.”

			“Is it too much to hope I’ll keep conveniently running into beautiful, kind women like yourself to save me?” I joke weakly. Denim having my scent makes disgust curl through my stomach.

			Her painted red lips stretch in a Cheshire cat grin. She tosses her hip-length braids over her shoulder, looking back at me as she grabs the flap of the tent we just fled through.

			“You have a sly tongue for a mortal.” My expression must falter. She laughs. “Were you trying to keep that a secret? You smell like one, plus your question confirmed my suspicions. Anyway, the devil will appreciate your mouth. I’ve heard he’s quite the charmer. I’ll meet him in a few days at the Strangers’ Soiree. He’s asked our troupe to put on a show. Maybe I’ll see you there. Hopefully alive.”

			With another wink, she steps through the flap.

			“Wait!” I say. She pops her head back out, raising a brow. “Where can I find Hazaar?”

			

			• • •

			When I step into the green-and-gold tent Shonda directed me to, bells jingle overhead.

			Unlike the deceiving exterior of the club tent I left Denim in, this one is quaint inside. Shelves to my left and right are lined with small glass bottles with colorful liquids and cork stoppers. In the back are five enormous pots suspended from cables looped into the ceiling to hang over small fires. Cauldrons, if I’m being honest with myself.

			A man stands on a step stool, bent over the center cauldron and stirring its contents. He hums a cheerful tune I don’t recognize. After a few moments of him not turning around, I clear my throat.

			“I’m only blind, not deaf, too. I heard the bells when you arrived,” he says in a raspy voice.

			“Sorry,” I say. “Are you Hazaar?”

			He lays his giant wooden spoon across the top of the cauldron. Descending the small step stool, he wipes his hands on his white apron before turning to me.

			“To some. What brings me the pleasure of your visit?”

			His eyes are white, as if they rolled all the way to the back of his head and got stuck there like adults love to warn sassy teens about. Aside from his apron, he’s dressed simply in tan trousers, a T-shirt, and a newsboy cap on his bald head. A sheen of sweat shines across his brown skin. If it weren’t for his eyes, I’d assume he’s as human as me.

			“I was told to come find you. I have some things I’d like to trade.”

			I drop my duffel to the ground so I can shrug off Luke’s backpack and unzip it. Hazaar comes closer, sniffing the air. “You do indeed. Who sent you?”

			“My fr—colleague. Luke D’Angelo.”

			His brows pinch as if trying to place the name. “Interesting. He’s here with you?”

			“Somewhere.” I thought he would have found me by now, given all my detours.

			Like me, I assumed Luke had packed his bag full of clothes and essentials. Instead, I pull out mason jars and notebooks and tiny bottles no bigger than a nip. Hazaar holds out an expectant hand and I place the biggest jar full of a bubbly gelatin into it. He removes the top and takes a whiff.

			“Mmm,” he hums approvingly. “Sourdough starter.”

			“Huh?”

			He takes another jar, opening it to dip his finger into the amber contents. Bringing it to his lips, he sucks on it with a pop. “Just as I’d hoped. Honey.”

			I shuffle through the other things. More honey, a jar of what looks like coconut oil, a packet of sunflower seeds. “This is all normal stuff. I thought it would be, like, the tongues of baby kittens.”

			“Normal to you, perhaps.”

			I realize my mistake too late. “I didn’t mean it like—”

			He laughs. The easiness of the sound is so similar to my father’s hearty bellow that my lungs are stunned. My throat tightens at the unexpectedness of the parallel, asphyxiating me. I can’t breathe—

			“Be calm, mortal.” The rasp of Hazaar’s voice makes my father’s laugh fade until I’m able to suck down a breath. “I’m not interested in anything but the wares you bring. Which are incredibly rare to find in the underworld, by the way. Your Luke knows my desires well. These are pure. Things that would never grow here. I can make some delightful concoctions. How much do you want?”

			He thought my reaction was because I’m scared. To prove him wrong, I clear my throat and aim high, stuffing down the urge to correct him that Luke isn’t my anything. “Five hundred.”

			He rubs the few wiry hairs extending from his chin. “Three.”

			“Four fifty,” I wager.

			“Three fifty.” It’s more than Luke told me to get, but the burn to impress him floods me.

			“Four twenty-five. Final offer.”

			Hazaar laughs, but this time, it’s nothing like my father’s and trickles into a dry cough. “You’re quite the barterer. How about an even four hundred, and I’ll throw in something to sweeten the deal.”

			Deal. The hair on the back of my neck rises, but this is the one person I was given the OK to make a deal with, so I ignore the discomfort. “What kind of something?”

			“You’re wise to be suspicious. Had I been more jaded, like yourself, maybe I wouldn’t have made a deal that led to me losing these.” He gestures to his unseeing eyes but smiles. “Good thing I don’t need them for this line of work.”

			I don’t know if I’m supposed to laugh or not, so I smile back before remembering he can’t see it. “You were going to tell me about what else you’re including.”

			“All business, you are! I respect it.” He piles the contents of Luke’s backpack into his arms and deposits them onto one of the already-crowded shelves to my right. One jar nearly rolls off and I open my mouth to belatedly warn him. He catches it despite the words never making it past my lips and sets it down safely. “Close call. Good thing my ears are as strong as my nose.”

			He pulls two empty glass vials from the shelf and ambles to the cauldrons. Using a serum dropper—something I was well acquainted with when my now nonexistent skincare routine was at its peak—he sucks up some of the dark green liquid and releases it into the vial, corking the top. He does the same with an opaque yellow liquid a few cauldrons down.

			“This”—he holds up the green vial—“is a poison so powerful, it will slay even the strongest of demons, sending them into a fitful rest bound to last a hundred years and six days, impenetrable by neither Reckoning nor summoning. All it takes is a sip or coating a blade that punctures flesh. A scratch, even. I call it Fatality.”

			I take it from him. He raises the yellow vial. “This is Vitality. As with all things, balance is needed. While Fatality brings death to your door, Vitality brings life. This single dose can save you from certain death. It’s invaluable to a fragile mortal like yourself.”

			“I appreciate it,” I say carefully, as thanking a demon—if that’s what Hazaar is—seems like something Luke would warn me against. “And hope I won’t need to use either.”

			“Hope,” he muses. “Such an overworld thing to do.”

			He reaches into the pocket of his apron and scoops out a handful of tiny jars no bigger than the tip of my thumb with corks just as small. A blue glow emanates from inside. “I’d advise you to count them, but I’m not sure it’s in your best interest to take the time. Dawn approaches.”

			“Dawn?” Surely, I haven’t been at the Night Market that long? But Luke did say time worked differently here. I have to find him and get out before it’s too late.

			Hazaar dumps handfuls of tiny jars into Luke’s backpack. There’s a separate pocket near the top with slots for pens. I tuck in the vials, wishing I had more to protect them.

			“Some of these are my best souls, so tell your Luke he better mind his next trades,” Hazaar advises. “Good workers, they are.”

			“The souls inside the jars are…actual souls?”

			Luke did call them soul jars, but it’s unbelievable that the same beings on the train get condensed into such tiny, obscure forms.

			“Oh, sure.” Hazaar continues digging in his apron for more jars. “They’re our main currency. You can either keep them in the jars to trade or release them to do your bidding. But make sure the task at hand is ready. If you release them with nothing for them to do, they’ll dissipate and be free to finally rest. That’s good money you’d be wasting. Really screws up the economy, too.”

			Regardless of whatever horrible things the souls once did to get damned here, it sours my stomach to think of them being used for all eternity. Before I can do something stupid, like smash a handful of jars on the cobblestones, I zip the backpack closed.

			“Pleasure doing business,” I say, hoisting up the significantly lighter backpack.

			Hazaar smiles, but his unseeing eyes make it chilling. “The pleasure is all mine.”

			I’m one foot out of the tent when my nose collides with its second chest of the night.

			“You’re here.” Luke sounds impressed to see me, which is both gratifying and insulting.

			“I was starting to think you ditched me,” I lie to cover the very real fear that’s been worming at the back of my mind—that the ghosts got him.

			“I had to take care of the spirits and then I ran into some…other trouble,” he says.

			“That trouble is back,” Hazaar interrupts, holding up a finger to signal silence. Outside the tent, footsteps thunder past, accompanied by the unmistakable gruff growl of Denim’s voice.

			“He went this way!”

			Luke and I only relax once the footsteps outside fade, replaced by the faraway whispers of music, the crackling fires beneath the cauldrons, and the bubbling liquids within.

			“They’re gone,” Hazaar says, turning his back to us to stir the green liquid. Fatality. “I remember you.”

			Beside me, Luke bristles. “Oh?”

			“Your voice,” Hazaar says, continuing his stirring methods. “Your scent.” He brings the spoon so close to his mouth that I suck in a breath, sure it’s going to touch his lips. Instead, he inhales deeply, smiling at whatever the aroma is. With so many fragrances battling for dominance inside the small space, it’s hard to tell what might be what. “Your air.”

			“Then you know I’m a friend,” Luke says. “Dawn approaches and we need to leave.”

			“You do,” Hazaar agrees. “The hourglass is about to flip.”
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			“What kind of cryptic shit was that?” I ask Luke.

			“I’ll tell you when we’re out of here.” Luke takes a turn so sharp my struggling feet stumble beneath me. Seeing me nearly eat shit, he slings the duffel from my shoulder to his in a fluid motion. “We have minutes, maybe seconds before dawn. If we don’t make it—”

			He stops and I ram right into his back. Any normal person would topple over, but Luke barely budges. “Why did you—”

			“Looks like you’re in a rush,” a voice taunts. I peek from behind Luke—and wish I hadn’t. Denim stands in all his hairy, hell hound glory, and he’s flanked by four beings of similar muscly stature. They bare their teeth like the mutts they are.

			Luke procures his obsidian blade. I follow suit.

			“I have a message for you to bring back to your boss,” Luke says. “Can you do that for me, Badulf?”

			The grin on Denim’s—Badulf’s—face grows. “I reckon you’ll get to do it yourself when we finally throw you at his feet. And the girl, too.”

			“Funny. Arrogance is what led Zekiel to sputtering at the end of my blade as I pushed him off the roof of a moving train. If only you could have joined him.”

			Badulf’s eyes flick toward the sky. “I reckon we’ll be reunited soon enough.”

			“Not soon enough for me.” Luke lunges, slashing out with the dagger. Badulf expects the attack for himself, so he doesn’t have time to react when Luke pivots and slices the blade in an arc across the throat of the hell hound to his left. The being can’t even summon a scream before disintegrating in a swirl of black-and-plum shadows.

			It leaves four, including Badulf, and they all pile on Luke at once. Feeling utterly helpless, I clutch the dagger, trying to find an in where I might be of assistance. Despite the uneven matchup, Luke has no problem holding his own. He fights like a character from an action movie, twisting to evade before diving back into the fray with his dagger always leading. Another hell hound bursts into shadows, concealing all of them for a moment.

			The sky grows lighter despite the thick clouds overhead. Dawn is coming. Dawn is here.

			“Luke!” I yell as he fatally stabs another hell hound. “We have to go! The sky!”

			He glances up, and that momentary distraction is all that Badulf and the remaining hell hound need to pounce on him. His dagger goes flying in the opposite direction, skidding off the cobblestones and to the dirt ground beyond. The exit of the Night Market. We’re so, so close.

			Luke’s still trying to elbow his way free, so I make an executive decision and rush them. I’m not nearly as fast, or as coordinated, but I manage to catch the side of the nameless hound with a nasty gash. He howls as black blood flows and shadows take him, releasing Luke.

			“Catch!” I toss Luke my dagger. He snatches it out of the air, plunging it deep into Badulf’s chest in the same motion. The two hell hounds disappear as one, floating to join the clouds above as lightning streaks through them, practically right over our heads.

			“Come on!” Luke yells, his voice caught in a sudden roar of wind. I run down the alley with him, the gale pushing against me like it’s trying to lock me inside the Night Market. Hopelessness crashes over me like a wave, making tears sting my eyes.

			“What’s happening?” I scream, my voice snatched from my lungs. “Luke?”

			“I’m here!” His hand wraps around mine, warm and secure as he tugs me toward an exit I can no longer see. We’re suddenly in the eye of a tornado, violet lightning flashing around us as the plum clouds become fog-like, coating the air so I can’t see anything at all. All I know is Luke’s palm and the distant scream of a song breaking through the vicious wind. It’s the fiddler, but his voice is chilling and raw, grating against my ears where it once was joyful.

			“They’re coming back, they always do,

			The monsters will come for you,

			So this warning hymn I sing,

			To celebrate The Reckoning.”

			“We’re almost there!” Luke promises, dragging me through the wind. “Hold on—”

			The wind stops, and all the dirt and debris it swept up falls like a single sheet of rain. Luke barrels on, passing the last of the tents. Hand clutching his, I step out of the Night Market.

			But cry out as claws sharp as knives dig into the skin of my other arm.

			My hold with Luke breaks as I’m roughly yanked back, sending Luke careening away from me onto the dirt. Blinking my contacts back into focus, I stare up into the worst possible face.

			“It’s just not your day, is it?” Badulf grins down at me.

			Despite my having just watched him get sucked up in a swirl of smoke and shadows, he’s wholly here and, to my horror, not alone. He’s flanked by the other hell hounds we just sent packing, and also by Flannel. Or Zekiel, as Luke referred to him, who rolls out a kink in his neck.

			“Let her go!” Luke snarls, my dagger in his hand as he storms toward us. But we don’t have time to fight. With the clouds gone, the sky is in full view. It’s the most beautiful shade of lilac. Or at least, it would be beautiful, if it didn’t mean dawn was here, and I’m still inside the Night Market.

			“It’s really not my day,” I agree with Badulf. “But not many are. I’m used to it at this point.”

			I let his yanking win so I slam against his chest, putting me entirely too close to the pungent, decaying stench of his breath. I throw my head forward as hard as I can, and stars blast across my vision when my skull makes gruesome acquaintance with his nose. His black blood spurts onto my face and I use the last of my wits to shove at him. He flies into the other hell hounds and they fall like dominoes against the trembling cobblestones.

			“Brie!” Luke tugs me so harshly that I crash against him. We go down together, rolling backward in the dirt. A deafening pop fills the air, like a needle taken to a balloon, and I right myself in time to watch the Night Market collapse in a shaking, shuddering avalanche of color. A blink later, it’s gone, taking the hell hounds with it and leaving nothing to convince me it was ever there in the first place. Just cracked pavement and dirt and yellowing grass.

			Luke pants, each rise and fall of his chest making me move with him. He stares at me with wide eyes, lips parted in shock.

			“Hi,” I squeak, unable to ignore our position. Me on top of him, every part of us pressed flush and our legs tangled. His heart hammers beneath my palm, so reassuring it takes everything in me not to rest my ear on his chest to count the beats.

			“You terrify me,” he admits. The words send a shiver down my sweat-soaked back.

			“Was watching me headbutt a monster not on today’s agenda?”

			His laugh catches in his throat. “Definitely not.”

			He’s not pushing me off, and I would get off myself, I would, but I can’t remember the mechanics of moving my limbs. Besides, his hand is on my back, warm and weirdly comforting, keeping me in place.

			“I bet you really regret bringing me now, huh?” I joke weakly.

			A frown creases his brow. “Not yet.”

			“Jury’s still out.” My words sound light, but between our proximity and the heat between us, the feeling is everything but. Especially when I shyly question, “Why did you let me come, anyway?”

			“I think something’s wrong with the veil separating the worlds, which is how Beliar got into the overworld to begin with. If that’s true, then he can probably get back. And if I’m here, and you’re there, then—”

			He breaks off, gaze sticking on my lips.

			“Then what?” I prod.

			“Then I can’t protect you if we’re worlds apart.”

			My sharp intake of breath is masked by his chuckle and my whole body rumbles with the movement. His thumb ghosts over what might be the imprint of Badulf’s nose in my forehead. A great souvenir that fucking hurts. “Not that you need my protection, clearly.”

			His words have left my own mushed up on my tongue like chewed-up food. To my dismay, his hands gently shift me off him and onto the dirt. He grabs my duffel from where he dropped it. Rifling through it, he adds, “I also let you come because I figured Krystal might want a friend. I don’t know what conditions Beliar is keeping her in, but I can guess they’re nothing good. She’ll need you.”

			She’ll need you. I haven’t been needed in a long time.

			To get past the lump growing in my throat, I ask, “What are you looking for?”

			“Water.”

			“I could use some water,” I agree as he finds it. I finally push myself up with a wince. My cut knee stings like a bitch.

			Luke proceeds to dump the entire remains of my bottle onto my face, soaking me in seconds. “Um, excuse you?”

			“We need to wash the hound’s blood off before it burns you badly. It’s ichor. Demon blood.”

			He wipes my face with the hem of his shirt, which is hot in theory since I’m nearly eye level with his crotch. Tilting my chin up to the sky, he uses his thumb to rub the remaining ichor off with a level of care that grants him a much-improved bedside manner report.

			“Isn’t that hurting you?” I ask.

			“I’m used to it,” he replies, brows creased in concentration. “And sorry for giving no warning. I didn’t want it to sit on your skin and scar.”

			I touch my face, feeling how sensitive the skin is where the ichor was on it. “Thanks,” I say, though my voice sounds hollow as I stare up at him, and he stares down at me. His gaze burns with an intensity that makes me clear my throat, averting my own eyes to the ground. Something shimmers within reach. “Oh, hey. Your dagger.”

			Picking it up, I stand and hold it out to him. “Trade ya?”

			He pulls mine from where he tucked it in his belt and hands it to me, taking his. They’re identical, so it’s a silly swap, but somehow feels necessary.

			“I think you broke Badulf’s nose,” Luke commends with a proud grin. Breathing is suddenly harder than it was a minute ago. He grabs the backpack and my duffel. I don’t bother arguing with him over carrying it, because I’m too fucking tired to be a feminist at the moment.

			“Maybe it will make him look more attractive.” I match his pace. “You know, give him the whole ‘rugged bad guy’ look.”

			Luke laughs, the sound clear as the morning sky. “As if he needs any more bad guy in him.”

			My soft chuckle joins, but it dies as the tornado we just survived catches up with me. “What was that with all the wind?” I ask him.

			“It’s known as The Reckoning, when all the slain monsters and demons sent to the abyss with obsidian and exorcisms rise again. Usually with a penchant for vengeance.”

			“Got that part,” I retort. A hopeless thought hits. “Does that mean Beliar is back? Since you stabbed him with the dagger, he would have been in the…”

			“Abyss.”

			“Right. Which is just the clouds, from what I gather. But now he’s not?”

			Luke’s lips press together. “Unfortunately. Hopefully he’s only back in the underworld, though, not the overworld.”

			Hopefully isn’t very reassuring. “One of the market vendors said that the Reckonings are happening more often. That’s bad, I take it?”

			“Very. They used to only happen during lunar eclipses every ten or so years. The last lunar eclipse happened almost a year ago and it sounds like there’s been multiple Reckonings since.”

			“Another lunar eclipse is happening on Sunday,” I tell him, remembering what the pickled hooves vendor said. “A big one, apparently, that’s going to result in a super bloody blue moon.”

			Luke glances at me with amusement. “A super blue-blood moon?”

			Heat rushes to my cheeks. “I was in med school, not an astrophysicist.”

			“Beliar is going to make his sacrifices then to—”

			“Weaken the already weak veil?” I finish for Luke. “Pickled Hooves thinks so, too.”

			Luke scrunches his nose in confusion. Like in the diner, it’s adorable, and I’m disgusted by that thought. Nothing about him should strike me as adorable.

			“Do I even want to know who Pickled Hooves is and how you know them?”

			I wave him off. “You had your Night Market detours and I had mine. All that matters is the timeline. Can we get to Death Valley by Saturday on a motorcycle?”

			“Don’t have to.” Luke pulls a ring of keys from his pocket, clicking the unlock button. He turns me to face the field to our right. In the tall grass is a lone rusted minivan. It’s impossible to tell what color it used to be, or even the make. The windshield is cracked and only one headlight blinks on.

			As if anticipating my displeasure, Luke so helpfully points out, “You’re the one who didn’t like the motorcycle.”

			“You couldn’t have found anything better than this piece of shit?”

			“It’s a piece of shit that runs and has seats and might even have intermittent air-conditioning if you talk to it real nice instead of insulting it.” Luke jerks open the back door, which shrieks with the movement. He tosses my bag in and adds his more carefully since it’s full of the soul jars. We’re closest to my door, which he opens for me, raising a brow. “Now say thank you and get in.”

			“Thank you,” I say, overemphasizing the words. It is better than a motorcycle, and likely safer, though not by much. I guess I’d rather die crushed in a soccer-mom death trap than skidding down the highway like a skipping stone.

			Luke slides behind the wheel, adjusting his seat and lone side mirror since the one on my side is gone. Sticking the key in the ignition, the van chugs to life before lulling to a dull rumble that has me nearly certain it’s missing a catalytic converter. I’m guessing they don’t care much about emissions and the ozone in hell.

			“Here.” Luke wiggles the map from his back pocket and hands it to me as he turns out of the field. “I shouldn’t need directions, but keep your eyes on it just in case.”

			“We’re heading straight to Death Valley?”

			Luke nods. “It should take a little over twenty-four hours once we pick up Route 666 in what we know as Chicago.”

			“Tell me you’re joking.”

			He side-eyes me. “Why would I be joking?”

			“Route 666? Really? It’s Route 66 and you know it.”

			His lips quirk into a light grin. “Gotta keep you on your toes.”

			I roll my eyes, but can’t help the smile peeking through. “How long until we get to Chicago?”

			“A few hours. We’ll stop for lunch, stock up on food, water, and fuel, then keep going.”

			I nod, satisfied with that game plan. Leaning back into the surprisingly cushy seat, all my aches and pains hit at once. Aside from my throbbing knee, my inner thighs feel like they’re on fire, my loose jeans protecting me from the worst of the chafing but not all of it. Shallow cuts I don’t remember getting mar my exposed skin. I flip the mirror down and gasp at my face.

			As if the canyon-deep eye bags weren’t enough, my cheeks sport red splotches from where Badulf’s blood hit me. Though the water soothed it, my skin still smarts when I press the pad of my pointer finger against it. The placement makes it look like my tears left scars.

			“That’ll fade,” Luke reassures me. “If it still hurts, the balm in the front pocket of my backpack where the med kit is should help.”

			“It’s alright.” I close the mirror before I can analyze the rat’s nest that is my hair.

			“How’d things go with Hazaar? Did you convince him to trade two hundred?”

			“Actually, I got four hundred.”

			His brows shoot up. “Really? How’d you manage that?”

			There it is again. That impressed voice of his that should make me scoff but has warmth flooding through me.

			“I drive a hard bargain.”

			“That you do,” he says softly, almost to himself.

			Silence envelops us and exhaustion slugs me. I pull out every trick to keep myself alert, biting my filthy nails and sipping Luke’s water since mine is empty. Despite it, my eyes droop. My nightmare will surely meet me at the crossroads of sleep if I let myself fall into it, but I have no tricks left.

			“I owe you an apology.”

			Luke’s voice breaks the stillness. I blink, my contacts all messed up from starting to doze.

			“What for?”

			“For what I said in the junkyard.” Luke glances at me, bringing me to full alertness. “I was frustrated we couldn’t find a decent vehicle option, but you didn’t deserve that.”

			I’m not used to men apologizing to me, something my ex never did sincerely. I bite my tongue against my initial instinct, which is to spew the usual “No worries!” bullshit when I, in fact, thrive on worry. Instead, I let his words stretch thin between us like pulling candy.

			“I appreciate that,” I say. “I could have picked a better time to interrogate you.”

			“Like now?” The look on his face is daring, as if he almost wants me to prod.

			“Depends.” I shrug. It’s my turn to play the evasive one. “Are you going to snap at me again?”

			“Depends what you want to know.”

			I contemplate what’s worth knowing. “Hazaar said he knew you. The hell hounds seem like they do, too. How? I can’t imagine even during your peak monster-hunting days you gallivanted around hell figuring out friends from foes.”

			“You’re right. I don’t know my way around thanks to my career in monster hunting,” Luke says simply. “I know because I grew up here.”
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			“How?” I ask in horror. It’s bad enough being here as an adult. I can’t imagine being a child.

			“Don’t look too upset. It was all I knew for the majority of my life,” Luke says. “And how I grew up here isn’t the important question. You should be asking why.”

			“Okay, then why?”

			He glances at me. “You’re going to want to buckle up for it. Literally.”

			I didn’t realize I wasn’t wearing my seat belt. I click it into place, but the mere action catapults my mind back to that night. Telling my mom to buckle up had been on the tip of my tongue, but we were almost home. It seemed a silly thing to do.

			“I’ve never met my father,” Luke starts, tugging me away from the edge of falling into the familiar flashback. “For the record, I’ve never wanted to. He got my mom pregnant with twins and left her on her own. During the second trimester, she got very sick. The doctors told her that, ultimately, it would be her or the babies. While crying over it on a bench near the hospital, a man came up to her. She didn’t know she was sitting at a crossroads. She didn’t know he was a demon.”

			“I didn’t know you’re a twin,” I comment.

			“I never said I was one of the babies.”

			“Oh, you’re not?”

			“No, I was. You just shouldn’t jump to conclusions.” The corner of his mouth twitches in a grin. I whack his arm and he continues, gaze glued on the endless road and lilac sky. “The man offered my mother a deal. She wanted healthy babies so she wouldn’t have to live without them, and they wouldn’t have to live without her. He said she could get that. For a price.”

			“Why would she pay it?”

			“Do you ever order something online and when you get it, it’s nothing like it was in the picture? That’s how demon deals are. You think you’re the one getting a steal. That they’re the idiots. But that’s how they work. He promised her the opportunity to have healthy babies so they could all be together. Hopeless and alone, she agreed to the deal. But when she went to sleep that night, he came for her. She woke up on the train to hell.”

			“And the babies?”

			“Were born in hell. Grew up in hell. Assumed they would die in hell, until…well, plans changed. The end.”

			I gawk at him. “You can’t just the end. Until what? How’d you get to Tarrentown? And was everything you told me on the train a lie? You’re not from a lineage of monster hunters?”

			“It wasn’t a complete lie,” Luke says, though he sounds apologetic. “You jumped to that conclusion. It seemed easier than telling the truth, that the monsters hunted us. My entire childhood was spent running. The books you saw at my house were ones I collected in the overworld, but I did have others passed down to me from my mom. Once the reality set in that we were here to stay, she did everything she could to protect us. Read every text, made us memorize every demon and monster type, moved us constantly so we were never in one place for long, and taught us to fight. You saw what it was like on the train. Humans don’t last here. The odds were never in our favor.”

			I deserve an award for biting my tongue against making a Hunger Games joke right now. “You said the longer we’re here, the more we start to lose our humanity. But if you lived here for years, then how are you still…”

			I trail off. It’s probably uncouth to ask him point-blank if he’s human.

			He picks up what I’m putting down. “The same rules don’t apply to children. They have an innate innocence that protects their hearts until they’re older and lose that. For others, it’s a slippery slope. While some lose their humanity, many cling to whatever scraps they can despite turning monstrous on the outside. My mother always said her love for us kept her human at heart. I guess the same could be said for me. Most beings here have nothing to lose, but I lived in fear of her and my brother getting killed. Fear keeps you human.”

			“That must have been a horrific childhood. I’m sorry.”

			He lifts a shoulder in a shrug. “I knew nothing else. And not everyone here is terrible. Some, like Hazaar, helped us at certain points. Others did not.”

			My gaze snags on the faint horizontal scar across his throat, wondering how he got it and if there are more in places I can’t see.

			Before I can think too hard about what resides beneath his clothes, I ask, “When did you make the switch from being the hunted to the hunter?”

			He’s silent for a long beat, as if trying to pinpoint the exact moment. “Most demon deals have some kind of loophole, if you can find it. The deal my mother made was my mother’s, meaning that while she was trapped in hell for all eternity, it didn’t mean I was. I was betrayed and desperate to leave, so I went to the one person who can grant pardons through the veil. The devil. I wagered that if he would grant me passage to the overworld, I’d travel the globe hunting down whatever monsters caused trouble in it. He agreed to my terms and let me go.”

			I try to imagine Luke confronting the devil, some silver fox man staring down at him from a throne built of bones or brimstone or human teeth. Maybe all three.

			“Wouldn’t the devil want a presence in the overworld? So he could…” I gesture vaguely, searching for words. “Try to take over?”

			“It’d be more trouble than it’s worth,” Luke says. “Besides, the devil is responsible for keeping hell beings in check, which can only be done on their turf. It’s ideal for everyone to keep to their respective worlds.”

			“So you escaped hell just to end up back in it. That sucks.”

			“Big-time.” Luke blows out a breath.

			“I bet the overworld was a culture shock,” I mention.

			“It certainly took getting used to. I had romanticized it, so there were some harsh awakenings to contend with.”

			“Like that McDonald’s fries aren’t actually that good?”

			His laugh surprises us both. “So awful,” he agrees. “Soggy and too salty yet not salty enough.”

			“Burger King’s better.”

			“By far.”

			I mull over everything he’s said, unable to scrape my mind of two little boys playing hide-and-seek in the chaos of the Night Market. Or of his mother, and what she looked like. Or who betrayed him, a hurt that drove so deep it made him move worlds.

			I’m about to ask when his voice cuts the quiet.

			“You did well, Brie,” Luke says softly. It’s so simple, three words and my name, and yet the pressure of tears is suddenly, stupidly, behind my eyes. It’s been months since anyone has told me that and meant it. “You’re doing well. And I’m not just talking about the bargain with Hazaar. It’s not lost on me how horrific the underworld is for those who’ve never been. You’re brave and I would never blame you if you weren’t, but you’re taking all this much better than I expected.”

			“And what did you expect?”

			“A lot more trembling. Maybe some vomit. A gallon of tears.” He glances at me, gaze warm. “At least a few moments where you groveled for me to take you back to the overworld.”

			“I bet you were looking forward to that. Me groveling.”

			The words suspend themselves. I didn’t mean it to sound so suggestive, but the air between us changes instantly. He sucks in a breath, grip tightening on the wheel. His eyes shift to meet mine, lingering for long enough that I’m glad we’re the only ones on the road. I wonder if he has the same appalling image in his mind that I do of me in the position I was in after escaping the Night Market, on my knees but begging for him.

			Desperate to shift things back, I reach for the nearest truth. “If you’re surprised I’m not as fazed as you expected, that’s probably because the most awful thing that could happen to me already did. After driving the car that killed my parents, everything objectively horrific pales in comparison.”

			Well, that’s one way to squash the vibes. But in case that wasn’t enough, I add, “I’m also on some powerful SSRIs.”

			Not that I’m good at consistently taking them, but he doesn’t need to know that.

			A yawn escapes and Luke all but pounces on the conversation change. “You should rest. You could go in the back, where it might be more comfortable.”

			“So you care about my comfort now?” I tease, trying to pretend that whatever moment just sizzled between us didn’t leave me short of breath. “Where was that when I asked for a new desk chair with lumbar support?”

			“Budget cuts spare no one.”

			“What about you? You didn’t sleep on the train, right? You’ve been up for days.”

			“I’m fine.” But is it my imagination, or does he sound a bit breathless himself? “I’d rather get us to Chicago.”

			I climb into the back and make a pillow with my duffel. Even the motion of lying down has my mind fading. Before sleep can take me, a question bursts from my lips.

			“Is your twin identical?”

			“Fraternal.” Luke glances at me in the rearview mirror. “And before you ask, yes, I am the more attractive one.”

			

			• • •

			Luke wakes me mid-nightmare, expression unreadable.

			“Sorry,” I apologize. Realizing maybe my moaning and groaning could be mistaken for a sex dream, I add, “I have a reoccurring nightmare about the night of the car accident. That’s all it was.”

			He frowns. “We’re in Chicago. I was debating letting you sleep, but I guess I’m glad I didn’t.”

			“Me, too. I hate it but can’t kick it.”

			Nodding in understanding, he says, “I used to have nightmares often. Now, I don’t dream at all.”

			“I wish.”

			We stop at a gas station and convenience mart to load up on food and water. I excuse myself to the bathroom to freshen up and change my ripped jeans for a pair of soft leggings. My hair is a lost cause, and since it’s curly, I can’t comb it unless it’s wet and I have a handful of conditioner. I rake my fingers through the worst of the knots, throwing it up into a ponytail. Whether it’s the nap, the much-needed bathroom break, or the outfit change, I emerge feeling like a new woman.

			“It’s like a 7-Eleven,” I tell Luke, meeting him in front of the mart.

			“Where’s your dagger?” Luke asks. I turn to show him where it’s strapped to my thigh, blending in with my leggings. “I want to put as much distance as possible between ourselves and the Night Market so the hounds don’t have a shot at catching up once it reappears and frees them.”

			“Good point.” We amble back to the car with our bags, all of which include nameless snacks. Luke had to pick them out since I nearly took a container of freeze-dried eyeballs because I assumed they were candy. He paid using a handful of soul jars. The employee inside looked about as bored and tired as any other 7-Eleven worker I’ve ever seen, indigo skin aside.

			“It’s strange,” I comment as we walk. “Hell has convenience stores and diners, but I have yet to see a park. There are chips and pretzels, but not slushies. There are cars, but they look old. Why?”

			“Hell beings hate to admit it, but the underworld is largely modeled after the overworld. With limited ways to access it until recently, thanks to whatever shit is going on with the veil, replicating what the overworld has is built on guesses and memories. Most things that are similar are thanks to the humans who have made hell their home after making unfortunate deals with demons that trapped them here.”

			“There’s no Bean,” I comment as we walk past what should be Millennium Park but is another skyscraper.

			“You won’t find many artistic touches here,” Luke comments as we reach the van. “Especially since Illinois is home to the Engineering Department.”

			“Of course it is,” I mutter, climbing into the passenger seat and tossing my duffel to the back.

			“What do you want to start with?”

			He holds open one of the bags to show the assortment of snacks. It hits me suddenly that I don’t want any of them. I don’t want food at all, actually.

			“What is it?” he asks, catching my frown.

			“I’m not hungry. Except…We haven’t eaten in over twenty-four hours. I should be starving. I’m always hungry.” A brittle laugh escapes as I meet Luke’s eyes, swallowing down panic. “Why am I not hungry?”

			His eyes betray a hint of worry. “Hunger for food is a very mortal feeling. Hunger here is different. Hell beings can go weeks without food, or at least whatever food is for them.”

			“Is that what’s happening?” I suck in a breath. “We’ve only been here two days. Am I turning into a hell being already?”

			“No.” The word is finite and convincing. “This is your body trying to adapt. You need to eat. Force yourself. That’s another key to staying human. You need to do everything exactly as you would if you were in the overworld.”

			He starts driving and I start eating. I stuff my face with chips and crackers and down a full bottle of water, polishing everything off with a packet of crushed Oreos I find in the pocket of my duffel. By the time we’re on Route 66, the floor beneath my feet is littered with empty bags and used napkins. I’m full, I think. Or, at least, I should be.

			But every bite was less appealing than the last.
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			“Why are we stopping?” I ask hours later, jolting out of another doze. A sign beside the road reads “Welcome to the Customer Support Department.” In the distance, the skyline glows with what look like office buildings. I glance down at the map, doing some quick calculations to guess we’re somewhere near Tulsa, Oklahoma. Not even halfway to Death Valley.

			Luke grunts in frustration. “Because I’m falling asleep at the wheel.”

			Duh. “You’re going on what, sixty hours without sleep? At least? You said it yourself. To stay human, you need to do human things.”

			His mouth flatlines in annoyance that I’m throwing his own advice back at him, but the exhaustion is evident in his features. The whites of his eyes are bloodshot, and bags rest beneath them that rival my own. Even his posture is slumped.

			“I don’t need long,” he promises. “We can get a room here, eat some dinner, and rest for a few hours. I’ll make up the time on the road so we get to Beliar by sundown tomorrow.”

			I follow him out of the car, staring at the blinking neon sign before us advertising a motel and tavern. I’m less hungry than ever, but it’s been nearly eight hours since we left Chicago and I ate the snacks. Still, stopping feels like wasting precious time.

			“I can take over,” I offer. Without waiting for his rebuttal, I slide into the driver’s seat. The AC stopped working halfway through our journey earlier, so I lean out his open window. “Get in.”

			He doesn’t move. “It’s dark.”

			“I can see that,” I say, though my vision is questionable. I’ve never been great about taking my contacts out every night, something I’ve been warned will likely make me go blind someday, but three days is pushing it even for me. They feel fused onto my eyeballs, and not in a good way.

			“You don’t like driving in the dark.”

			Don’t like is an understatement of epic proportions. But the idea of sitting through a meal I once would have devoured and now can hardly stomach is enough to make me reconsider facing my fear. “We’ve barely passed anyone on the road,” I say. “I think I can manage for a few hours.”

			Luke relents quicker than expected and gets into the passenger seat, a sign of his bone-deep exhaustion. I start the van, adjust the mirrors, and shift it into drive before I can overthink it. Slowly, I turn out of the gravel lot and onto the dark road.

			No streetlights. Fissures in the cracked pavement. Trees towering on either side. It’s all familiar, eerily so. As if hell is taunting me.

			“Is your seat belt on?” I ask Luke, but my voice is pinched and breathy. Panicky. It’s like a brick sits on my chest, a whole stack. As if the street isn’t dark enough already, my vision dims. The lights of the nearby buildings feel thousands of miles away.

			“It is.” Luke’s voice is measured. “You can pull over.”

			“I’m fine.” I am so not fine. It’s evident in the quiver behind my words, the sweat soaking my palms. I can’t catch my breath for shit.

			“It’s okay, Brie. Just stop the van.”

			I do the opposite. I jerk the wheel, tires screeching as I pull a U-ey, and zoom back into the parking lot of the motel we just vacated. I barely made it a tenth of a mile down the road. I throw the van into park and plunge my head into my arms folded against the steering wheel. The horn gives a pathetic honk as the cherry on top.

			The sound of my gasps fills the car, despite how hard I dig my teeth into the skin of my forearm to staunch them. “I’m sorry,” I shake out, but it’s too close to a sob. I’m fucking twenty-seven and having a panic attack. I hate this. I hate that after all these months since the accident, I still can’t handle driving after dark. “I’m so sorry.”

			It’s been nearly a year. I should be better by now. I should—

			Luke’s warm palm against my skin shocks my thoughts still. He rubs soothing circles on my bare lower back, exposed from my shirt riding up. “You have nothing to be sorry about,” he says, voice low and calming. “Let yourself be afraid. Fear keeps you human, remember? It’s a good thing.”

			I nod against my arms, willing my racing heart to slow. I focus on the radius of the circles, the roughness of his palm, the steadiness of his own breaths. It’s almost like he’s over-accentuating them to encourage me to match mine to his.

			It works. I finally get my breathing under control enough to lift my head. His hand falls from my back and an unwelcome chill fills its place.

			We stare at each other over the center console. His eyes are bright in the dark, but not unkind.

			“I’m sorry,” I repeat, voice hoarse.

			“Don’t be.” He pushes my hair out of my face and behind my ear so there’s no way to miss the sincerity in his gaze. His fingers graze my cheek. I lean into his touch against my own volition. But then it’s gone, like it was never there at all. He exits the car and opens my door: an invitation. “Let’s eat.”

			

			• • •

			The dimness inside of the tavern is so similar to every other one I’ve ever been in that comfort washes over me. At the chipped wooden bar, a few people sip tall glasses of dark liquid, as regular bar patrons would. Even the menu isn’t that bizarre, save the fact that it largely caters to carnivores with mostly meat entrees. The place isn’t a vegan’s paradise, that’s for sure.

			“One ribeye, rare, and one burger, medium,” the waitress says, setting my burger in front of me. Her auburn hair is in a messy knot on the top of her head with tendrils cascading down to frame her face. Dark red lipstick stands out against her pale skin and her amber eyes are rimmed in smudged black liner. “You sure you want that medium, sweetheart? Cook says it’s barely bleeding.”

			“Looks great to me,” I say.

			She shrugs, as if to say, to each their own, and saunters off.

			I take a bite of the burger and literally moan at how delicious it is, washing it down with a handful of fries. Luke’s amused gaze latches on to me as he cuts into his steak.

			“This is really good,” I say around a mouthful. “So— Wait, this tastes good. I’m hungry again!”

			I look down at my plate, half my fries already gone.

			“You felt fear over driving in the dark, and it connected you to your humanity,” Luke explains. “Fear is a hungry emotion itself, feeding off you. Why do you think so many hell beings down here feast on it? It’s very satiating.”

			“So being afraid keeps me hungry?” I take another chomp.

			“True fear. Deep fear. Not just momentary fear, like running away from the Night Market. Fear that festers is best.”

			“What’s your festering fear?”

			The question shoots out of me. As if it really was a bullet, Luke flinches. When his eyes finally meet mine again, I’m taken aback by the weariness in them. Krystal and I could never guess his age because he seemed older than his body. Now knowing how he grew up—where he grew up—it all makes sense. But something else is there that I’ve never seen before. A maelstrom of emotion he keeps carefully guarded, but feels close enough to touch if only I could reach inside him and pull them out, one by one.

			The door to the tavern flies open, slamming against the wall. The bartender—a man with long dreads in a half-up, half-down style—scolds the offender to be more careful. A chill cuts the room, dropping the temperature as the newcomer strides in. Luke tenses, our brief connection broken.

			“Shit, sorry, boss,” the bartender apologizes. His hands start making a drink though his eyes never leave the face of the approaching stranger. “The usual?”

			“Please.”

			The voice is feminine with a husky, seductive edge. Her entire body is swallowed by a giant black fur coat and her face is hidden by a matching cowboy hat tugged low. Since night fell, the temperature has dipped to the point where I shrugged my denim jacket on before coming in, but the fur still seems excessive.

			“Check, please,” Luke says to our waitress. She slaps down a bill and before he even reads it, Luke scatters a handful of soul jars on top of it. Looking at me, he says, “Let’s see if the room’s ready.”

			I still have a fistful of fries on my plate, but he’s already out of the booth. Since being ladylike isn’t one of my strong suits, I shove the remaining fries into my mouth and follow him.

			We’re nearly out the door when the woman’s voice slides over the room, hushing every other. “Now, Luke, don’t tell me you’re running away from me. Care to chat with an old friend?”

			Luke’s eyes flutter shut as if he longs for the ground to open up and devour him. It doesn’t, though given hell’s bizarre track record, I’m not sure how much that would surprise me.

			“Get the room,” he tells me, passing our bags over. “I’ll meet you there.”

			I glance past him at the woman leaning against the bar, hat now off and on the wood. She’s breathtaking, with tumbling black waves, high cheekbones, and light brown skin. Her lips quirk in a smirk, catching my gaze. She waggles long ring-studded fingers in a wave.

			“She looks like she could kill you,” I tell him honestly, admiring her tight leather pants, stiletto boots, and bright scarlet lips.

			“She’s already tried,” he mutters. “Please go.”

			It’s the please that does it. “As long as you promise not to actually die.”

			“Go.”

			Outside, I amble over to the window Luke and I approached before to reserve a room. A new person is inside the small hut, a boy who looks like he can’t be much older than fifteen. He’s pale, with messy dark waves that hang in his amber eyes.

			“Can I help you?” Boredom drips from his tone. Glad to know teenagers are the same no matter what world they’re in.

			“We were waiting on a room to be ready. I think it’s under Luke?”

			He flips through a notepad at a sloth’s pace, pausing for five seconds to yawn. “Follow me.”

			We walk up a set of outdoor stairs and down a row of doors, stopping at one with the number twenty-one in tarnished brass. He unlocks the door. Before handing me the plastic motel key chain, he breathes in deeply, eyes shut. When he opens them, the color has shifted to something darker, indiscernible with the lack of lighting. “Enjoy your stay.”

			My fingers fumble for a light switch since the room is cloaked in shadows. When I flip it on, I yelp at what’s inside.

			A lone double bed.

			“Sorry, but we asked for a room with two separate—”

			I turn to the teenager, or where the teenager was. He’s gone. All that remains is the cool night air ghosting across my skin like a warning, though I don’t know what for.

			Before getting too comfortable, I go through all my usual home-away-from-home checks. Making sure no one’s under the bed or in the closets, pushing the shower curtain all the way to one side, pressing my finger to the mirrors to make sure there’s a space and they’re not double-sided. The room passes everything, except for the vibe check. It’s dated, with a dingy green carpet I’d rather peel off for fun than sleep on top of, and though there is a love seat against the far wall, it’s too short for me or Luke to lie horizontally on since we’re both tall.

			I turn to the bed, taking in all its paisley-patterned comforter, one-mattress glory.

			A laugh burbles up my throat, starting small and turning hysterical. Krystal would be fucking dying if she knew I was about to share a bed with the admittedly attractive—yeah, I have bad eyesight, but it’s not that bad—man she’s been teasing me about. She’d tell me I might as well be a character plucked straight out of her favorite romance novel.

			And maybe I could be. If that character happened to also be in hell.

			The laughter subsides, leaving my cheeks wet with tears. I drop back onto the bed so I’m lying down with my legs off the edge. How did I end up here? Not just literally here, at a skeevy motel in hell, but as a twenty-seven-year-old med school dropout with no future, no prospects, no family. And maybe no job, since I’m technically playing hooky right now, thanks to having no PTO yet. Though the whole missing thing might grant me a pass. If anyone’s even noticed I’m gone, which I doubt.

			In the silence, noises float toward me. The rumblings of voices in the room next door, the wind picking up outside, the distant moans of someone using the motel as a campground for sinful delights. I wish there was a TV so I could flip to a random channel and tune it out. Do they have Food Network in hell? HGTV? Streaming services? I’ll have to ask Luke.

			Luke, who I’ll have to share a bed with. If he even comes back. I’m growing more doubtful as the minutes tick past. Something was off between him and the woman. The way he was trying to leave before she saw him, and how her smile grew when she said the words “old friend.” If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s his ex.

			Which is fine. I have an ex, too, albeit not in this world. He doesn’t exist in the same league as the woman, but neither do I. The thought makes something inside me plummet, though I really don’t want to examine why.

			A knock sounds, followed by Luke’s voice. “It’s me.”

			I scramble off the bed to let him in. He makes it two steps inside before noticing our predicament. “I asked for two beds.”

			“I know. I tried to tell the kid working, but he didn’t stick around to listen. I already slept in the van, so the bed’s all yours.”

			He frowns, noticing the love seat. “I can take that.”

			“I’m not tired.” Suddenly, I’m annoyed, though I can’t pin the reason. “Take the dumb bed. Besides, we’re adults. If I do want to sleep, we’ll just have to share. It’s not a big deal.”

			I say the words, but by the way the room suddenly feels like a sauna, I’m not sure it’s the truth.

			“How’d things go with that woman?”

			He shrugs off his jacket, laying it over the back of the love seat, though it falls to the cushions, thanks to its weighted pockets. From his belt, he removes the dagger and places it on the nightstand.

			“Look at the clouds.”

			I’m still holding the door open, so I pop my head outside to take in the dark sky. Like last night, it’s filled with deep purple low-hanging clouds, so dense they block out the moon. I turn back to Luke, locking the door behind me. “Another Reckoning?”

			He nods, sitting on the edge of the bed facing the love seat so his back is to me. “Tatianna says it will be the sixth one this month. They’re getting closer together.”

			Tatianna. A beautiful name for a beautiful woman. Not synonymous with charcuterie cheese that pairs best with fig jam and prosciutto.

			“And you trust her because…?”

			His laugh is sharp. “Oh, I don’t trust her. But she has no reason to lie about this.”

			“How do you know her?”

			He’s silent for a long moment. I come around to the love seat and sit so I can see his expression, but it’s guarded.

			“We were lovers in a past life.”

			Lovers. The word is passionate, so much more so than calling her an ex.

			“It was a long time ago,” Luke continues. “I was young, barely more than a teenager. We weren’t together very long. It was all fast and exciting and like a match. Burned out far quicker than expected. We had some very big differences.”

			“Like how she’s a vampire?”

			His expression fractures, all the indication I need to know I’m right. “How’d you know?”

			I’m glad he doesn’t insult me by refuting it. “Just some hypothesizing. All the red meat on the menu. The boy who took me to our room could smell the blood from my leg, I think. Every drink the bartender poured was darker and thicker than normal beer. I didn’t know blood on draft was a thing.”

			“They get creative these days, don’t they?” He chuckles. “Yes, vampires. Tatianna is the leader of the Midwest clan.”

			“Did you know this was their territory when we stopped here?”

			“I did. Vampires tend to be fairly hospitable. But I was hoping not to run into her.”

			“You’re on her turf.”

			He grimaces. “I’m more than aware. We’re not staying long.”

			“If the other vamps find out we’re human, are we screwed?”

			He shakes his head, leaning back on his elbows. “Doubtful, unless we do something to really piss them off. They have more than enough blood on hand to sustain them. For this clan, sucking blood straight from the source tends to be more of a…sensual thing.”

			I’m assaulted by a visual of Luke and Tatianna mid-bloody make-out session. Two objectively hot individuals with red handprints and kiss marks dotted across each other’s skin, clothes shredded—

			“Brie, are you listening?”

			I’m snapped out of the pervasive daydream by Luke’s amused voice. “Huh? Yes. Of course. What’d you say again?”

			He stares at me with a wry expression. “I asked if you mind if I shower first.”

			Fifteen minutes later, Luke emerges from the bathroom in a cloud of steam. Unlike the movies, he is not barely covered by a white towel wrapped around his waist that shows off the abs I’m 99 percent sure he’s sporting. Instead, he’s fully clothed, which, good, he should be. If I can’t walk around in a towel showing off my nips, neither can he.

			He wears a nearly identical outfit as before, though his black shirt is fresh and rip-free. His dark hair sticks up at all angles as he runs his fingers through it.

			“Will it keep you awake if I shower, too?” I ask, stretching as I rise from the love seat, where I’ve been reorganizing my duffel.

			Luke shakes his head, flopping onto the bed in a way that I find endearing but the springs don’t, if all the squealing is anything to go by. I pick up the stack of my things to take into the bathroom and am nearly to the door when his tired voice makes me pause.

			“I didn’t know you wear glasses.”

			I glance back at him. “Usually contacts, but I had to take them out. I’m not a fan of how I look in glasses.”

			“I like them.” In the low light from the bedside lamp, his eyes appear darker than usual, his spiked wet lashes accentuating them. There’s a line between his brows, like it troubles him that he didn’t know this miniscule fact about me.

			“Thanks,” I manage to get out. I turn to slip into the bathroom, but his sleepy voice stops me.

			“I like you, too.” He yawns. “We make a good team, don’t we?”

			If I turn around, he’ll see the ridiculous flush burning my cheeks, not to mention the smile pulling at my lips. “I like to think so.” Before I close the door, I add, “For the record, you’re not so bad yourself.”
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			I take the everything-of-everything shower.

			We’re talking full naked mole rat shave down, using every last drop of hot water, letting the entire travel-sized bottle of conditioner marinate on my hair for an obscene amount of time like it’s a steak prepping for the grill. The grill being my aching fingers that do the labor of detangling it since, while I remembered my razor, I didn’t remember a brush. Once I work through as many tangles as I can, I twist my curls into two French braids, the best style to keep it from snarling again.

			Luke sleeps soundlessly on his back on top of the covers, as if he might be a vampire himself. The visual of him covered in blood with smoldering eyes comes back with a vengeance, but instead of Tatianna, he’s looking at me. I shove the image as far from my brain as possible.

			Exhaustion sneaks in now that I’m warm and clean and hair-free (not for any particular reason or anything). My eyes droop as I place my dirty clothes in my duffel and tuck away my toiletries. The fresh pair of leggings, sports bra, and cozy crewneck I pulled on feel like luxury pajamas. I find an outlet and plug my dead phone into it—I might need it when we get back to the overworld.

			If we get back.

			As expected, my feet hang off the edge of the love seat, and even with my duffel supporting my head, I can’t get comfortable. After tossing and turning for several minutes, I finally relent to the truth: I need to buck up and bunk with Luke.

			Careful not to disturb him, I lie down in the space beside where he’s mindfully contained to his half, closest to the door. The bed is tiny, and it doesn’t help that neither of us is particularly on the small side. It’s impossible not to touch him. If we’re both on our backs, his right side presses to my left, and if I turn to face the love seat, my butt presses against his hip. I’m the one who told him we’re both adults who should have no problem sharing a bed together. Yet here I am, ready to crawl out of my skin at our proximity.

			But there’s also a comfort to it, especially when his body subconsciously notes my presence and shifts to accommodate. He rolls to his right side, effectively spooning me. It is the most space-efficient option.

			This is fine. People can spoon. His hand resting on the curve of my waist? Normal. Where else is it going to go? And it’s on me that my top rode up so his palm is flush with my skin. I should have pulled that down before lying on the bed.

			What’s not on me is the way he nuzzles my neck, inhaling deeply before his exhale ghosts across my spine. Goose bumps erupt even though I’m burning hot. His hand is like a brand, and I can’t help but wish his fingers would inch up a little higher. Find the band of my sports bra and dip under it.

			Stop it. I shouldn’t feel this way about him. There’s still too much I don’t know, too many secrets stretching between us. My mission is saving Krystal. I need to keep my eye on the prize.

			But it’s made all the harder when he pulls me impossibly closer so I can feel every facet of his body pressed to mine. And I mean every facet. Even the press of—

			Breathe. Go to sleep. Tell your sex-deprived brain to shut the fuck up.

			In. Out. Tomorrow will be a long day. I need sleep. I need—

			“Brie,” Luke groans against my neck. His fingers flex on my waist and he repeats my name, softer yet. Like he’s dreaming. But he said he doesn’t dream. He said—

			Something unintelligible tumbles from his lips, but the feeling of them brushing against my skin sets me on fire. I wiggle out of his hold, eel-mode activated, and land unsteadily on my feet beside the bed. Without my glasses, my depth perception is off, and I stub my toe against the leg of the love seat. A stream of soundless swears flees my lips as I hop around the room holding my battered foot, trying not to wake Luke. Thankfully, he sleeps like he’s dead and clutches my pillow in my absence.

			I put my glasses on but seeing him clearly in the low light seeping through the curtains makes the want burn even brighter. My gaze is glued to his dumb face. A shadow of stubble lines his jaw and his hair that usually is so neatly mussed is now wild and damp from his shower. All I want to do is lie down again. Feel his mouth moving against my neck—

			Holy hell, I need to get out of here.

			I shove my feet into my boots and grab the key to the room. Slipping out the door, I let it lock behind me and make my way back to the tavern.

			Since the crash, I’ve tried everything to drown the memories out. Luckily, I realized early on that alcohol is a temporary fix at best. At worst, it can ruin you. But the only thing I long for to clear my head is a cold, bitter beer.

			“What can I get ya?” the same bartender as before asks.

			“What do you have that’s not blood?”

			He laughs. “How about an ale?”

			“Perfect.”

			It turns out they don’t only have blood on draft, as he tips a pint glass under a spout and fills it with amber liquid. He winks before going back to wiping down the counter.

			I’m mid-gulp, still trying to cool my horny head, when someone sits on the stool beside me.

			“You know,” I say, tossing my braid over my shoulder and baring my neck to Tatianna. “If you want to, you can take a sip.”

			She glances at me with amused amber eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

			“I’m sure whatever you have on draft is better than what I’ve got.”

			“That we can agree on.” The bartender slides a glass her way and she catches it. Her pointy black nails are like tiny stakes and make a tinkling sound when she taps them against the glass. “I don’t know what I admire more about you. Your bravery or stupidity.”

			“Why not both?”

			She takes a sip of her drink and grins at me. Her teeth are coated in red and her canines come to lethal points. “Luke tells me you were Beliar’s next target. You must not be as innocent as those little pigtails suggest to have a greater demon after you.”

			The mention of Beliar makes a cold fear resurface that drowns out some of the heat I fled in the motel room with Luke. “Yeah, well, not everything is as it appears. Especially here.”

			“Astute observation.”

			For a few long drags, it’s just the two of us sipping our respective beverages. The cold beer is tart and slides down my throat, bringing both clarity and not. I down half the glass in seconds, which is the only excuse for the question that shoots out of my mouth. “Are you the one who betrayed him?”

			Tatianna pauses, glass halfway to her lips. “Be more specific.”

			She knows what I’m talking about. I can see it in the spark in her eyes. But I give her what she wants. “He said someone betrayed him, which led to him moving to the overworld. Was it you?”

			Her expression shifts while I speak, just a slight narrowing of her eyes, but I can’t tell what it’s in response to. “While I’d love to think our lost love is what led him on his current path of destruction, that’d be giving myself a bit too much credit.” She smiles, but the amusement is gone. “He and I were lovers long before he left hell. Toward the end, we weren’t very kind. But I never betrayed him. The thing with Luke is he wants to be the hero when he’s destined to play the villain. That’s the real reason we didn’t work. I didn’t give him anything to save.”

			Her words strike me. Whether she knows they’re blows or not, they hit to bruise. “I didn’t know he had a savior complex,” I tell her, trying not to seem as frazzled as I feel.

			“I’m not sure I’d call it that. It’s more like Luke always has an ulterior motive. I didn’t like spending so much time in the dark.”

			“Maybe whoever betrayed him didn’t, either,” I suggest.

			Tatianna grins with her gleaming red teeth again. “I think that may have been the only time poor Lukey was the one in the dark.”

			Lukey. I’d never call him that.

			“Aside from being on the run from Beliar, what’s your relationship to him? I can’t imagine he’d bring a mortal to the underworld for fun.” She snorts into her glass of blood.

			“We’re coworkers,” I answer, though it doesn’t feel as true as it would have a week ago. Moments from the past few days flash before my eyes. Him bandaging my knee. His hand in mine, tugging me through the Night Market. The warmth of his palm on my back, pulling me off the brink of a panic attack. All very un-coworker things to do. As if to convince myself, I add, “Just coworkers.”

			She nods at the hilt of the dagger strapped to my thigh. “That’s a very nice blade you have. From him, I assume?”

			“Yes,” I say. And just in case she gets any ideas— “It’s obsidian.”

			“I can tell from a mile away. He has the match?”

			“Yep.”

			“Hmm.”

			I can’t tell what kind of hmm that is. Perhaps a slight air of judgment. I reach for the closest reason I can find that she’d react that way. “Did Luke give it to you when you were together?”

			I picture him suddenly as a frat boy with a smattering of girlfriends, giving each a coveted hoodie, just to take it back and pass it to the next after the relationship burns.

			“Oh no, not me. His brother always had it. Twin blades for twin boys. If you want to talk about betrayal, you should ask him about his brother. That might get you somewhere.” Tatianna pauses as if, for the first time, she’s wondering if she’s said too much. But she must remember that Luke is her ex, and he’s sleeping on her territory. She owes him nothing. “I never wanted the blade. As you can imagine, I don’t get along well with obsidian.”

			She drains the last dregs of her blood, slamming the glass down on the counter. Sliding off the stool, she leans over my shoulder so her breath whispers across my neck.

			“Take a word of advice.” Her lips brush the shell of my ear. I suppress a shudder of discomfort and, horribly, a bit of pleasure. “The storm’s coming, and it’s a big one. Don’t get caught in the eye.”

			I finish the last sip of my beer and, by the time I turn around, she’s gone. So are the other patrons. The tavern is empty, eerily so. Outside, the wind picks up.

			The storm. The Reckoning. I flee the tavern, my braids whipping my cheeks as soon as I step outside. Like before, a hopelessness strikes my chest, as if the wind pelts me with the weight of my guilt and grief. I sprint up the stairs of the motel, trying to push my way past the torrential gales to get to our room. Loose sediment slices through the air, stabbing me like tiny knives. I reach the door but have to close my eyes, fumbling blindly to fit the key into the lock.

			The door swings inward despite my stilted progress and I stumble over the threshold. Luke catches me before I hit the carpet, pulling me the rest of the way in and kicking the door closed.

			“What is wrong with you?” he asks harshly. I flinch, twisting out of his grip to stand properly. “Why did you leave the room? What were you thinking? No, don’t answer that. You weren’t thinking. I woke up and you were gone.”

			I stare at him, unsure what question to answer first. I’ve never heard him spew so many at once. From the way he stares back, eyes wide and worried and illuminated by bursts of lightning, I’m not sure he wants the answers to them anyway.

			I finally find my voice. “I’m sorry I left. I went back to the tavern for a drink—”

			His expression darkens. “You went back to the tavern?”

			“Yes, I went back to the tavern,” I snap. I will not be the woman I used to be, who cowered in the face of disapproval. “And I’ll have you know I had a very insightful conversation with Tatianna.”

			All the color drains from his face.

			“Found out some pretty interesting things about you.” Just to piss him off, I expose my neck and add, “I offered for her to take a sip.”

			It doesn’t have its intended effect. Instead of goading him on, panic fills his face. Before I can blink his fingers are running up and down the length of my neck, leaving a stream of goose bumps in their wake. “Tell me she didn’t bite you. Tell me her teeth didn’t even graze you. Tell me—”

			“She didn’t! I’m okay,” I reassure him. His hands stall where my jaw meets my throat, fingers splaying against it as his thumbs press into my cheeks. There’s a wildness in his eyes. He’s frightened.

			My own hands come up to mimic the placement on his face so he has no choice but to see the truth in my eyes. “I’m okay. She didn’t bite me. I just said that to…” Get a reaction out of you. But why should I even want one from him? “I don’t know. I don’t know why I said it.”

			We stand still, his gaze boring into me in a way that makes my legs tremble. I know he can feel the thrum of my pulse beneath his finger, because I can feel his. His eyes break away from mine to race across my face, scanning every inch as if to reassure himself that my words are true. They stall on my mouth, and it makes me realize how near we are. All one of us would need to do is pull the other a smidge closer and our lips would brush.

			Kiss me. The two words chant in my brain, like if I think them hard enough, he will.

			But then I remember what Tatianna said about Luke always having an ulterior motive and I step back out of his hold.

			He blinks, inhales deeply, and drops his hands. I fight every urge to tug him back to me. I liked him touching me. Holding me. I wish I’d never gotten out of the bed an hour ago.

			Taking my hands in his, he flips them over. He raises my wrists up to the dim ceiling light, running his thumbs over the unmarred skin. I force myself not to shiver at his faint touch.

			“It’s The Reckoning,” he murmurs, dropping my hands to run one of his own down his face. “It can make the worst emotions heightened in the moment, like fear, anger, anxiety. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so demanding. I panicked when the storm woke me up and you weren’t here. It’s just— Fuck. I would have never forgiven myself if she did something to you just to spite me.”

			“Sounds like it’s over now,” I mention, taking in the silence outside.

			Luke nods. “We should get out of here.”

			“You were barely asleep for two hours. You need more rest,” I argue as he moves about the space like his own personal tornado, an echo of the one that just took place outside.

			“It’s not up for debate.”

			Luke shoves my duffel into my arms, slinging his backpack over his shoulder in the next motion. He nudges me out the door and turns back to do one last scan. With a huff, he storms inside, emerging with my phone and charger in hand. He stuffs them into the pocket of his leather jacket.

			We’re halfway across the parking lot when Tatianna’s voice cuts through the night.

			“You’re really going to leave without saying goodbye?”

			Her words are playful, but nothing about her face is. She’s flanked by the bartender and waitress. Their lips curl to reveal the glint of their fangs.

			“We’ve overstayed our welcome.” Luke looks between us and the van, then back to Tatianna and her clan, as if weighing whether we’d make it out of the lot before they caught up to us.

			“Come back any time. I like watching you squirm.” Tatianna grins with teeth. “And bring your newest toy. I rather enjoyed our little chat.”

			With dawning horror, I realize she’s talking about me.

			Luke steps toward her, fist clenched around his dagger nearly as tightly as his jaw. Tatianna’s eyes flash scarlet in the darkness. The two stand mere feet apart, gazes locked and blazing.

			A long moment drags by. Luke doesn’t lower the dagger, but he doesn’t lunge at her, either.

			Finally, her stance relaxes. She spits at his feet. “You weren’t worth my time back when we were lovers, and you’re not worth my time now. I’ll let Beliar deal with you.”
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			The silence inside the van is crushing. Or, at least, it would be, if it wasn’t punctuated by honks and Luke cursing the sea of vehicles surrounding us.

			“How about a fucking signal next time?” Luke barks at the sedan cutting us off.

			From the open window of the perpetrator, a furry fist protrudes holding up a middle finger.

			After fleeing the motel and Tatianna, Luke tore down the open road, tension building with every mile. I’ve refused to be the first to break the quiet yawning between us as Tatianna’s “advice” swirls through my brain. Getting trapped in the special hell that is rush-hour traffic is the cherry on top of our shit-storm sundae.

			“This is ridiculous,” Luke huffs. “I hate the Midwest departments because everything’s too spread out. In the bigger divisions, employees either live in the same buildings they work in or in a compound within walking distance. Not this mayhem.”

			I pointedly stare out the windshield at the seemingly endless cars.

			Luke’s thumb taps on the wheel. “You’ve been quiet. No comments about my road rage?”

			It’s been a herculean effort to bite them back, but I’ve managed.

			He sighs. “I’m sorry Tatianna called you a toy. That was inappropriate.”

			“Your newest toy.” I can’t help but correct him.

			He swallows, eyes flicking to me. “What did she talk to you about in the tavern?”

			There it is. What I’ve been waiting for.

			But I want him to sweat. To crack. I’m sick of the secrets. “All kinds of fun things.”

			“Like?”

			I inspect my nails, feigning casualness. “Like that you have a hero complex. Which kind of checks out, because why else would someone willingly go to hell.”

			He drags in an aggravated breath. “I don’t have a hero complex. I’m protective of the people I care about and can’t sit idly by if there’s something I can do.”

			“We also talked about your brother.”

			His mouth closes so fast I can hear the crack of his teeth snapping together.

			“My brother,” he echoes. Were the steering wheel a neck, it would be broken in his white-knuckled grip. “What about my brother?”

			“That he betrayed you. That my dagger was his.”

			Something severs inside me, the events of the past night—the past week—boiling over as I drop the act and face him. “I’m tired of being in the dark and dancing around the things we won’t say. I’m sick of not knowing who or what to believe about you. We need to trust each other if we’re going to save Krystal and the others. If Beliar is half as clever as he was in my apartment, we have to be that much more so. We can’t if we’re both holding our cards to our chests. Show me yours, and I’ll show you mine.”

			Admittedly, not the most mature ending line. He stares ahead. The seconds drag on, silence stretching taut as a rubber band on the precipice of snapping.

			“My brother.” Luke’s voice is rough, as if he’s scraping each word from the bottom of a grave. There’s pain there, buried beneath the contempt. I hate that this hurts him. I hate that I care.

			I soften my tone. “I know we said we don’t have to get to know each other past niceties but—”

			“I do want to know you,” Luke interrupts, meeting my eyes for a sincere split second. “The big things, like what you wanted to do instead of med school, but also the small things. Your favorite food and flower. If you like rain or loathe it. I want you to know me, too. It’s just…a lot.”

			Butterflies swarm my belly. Hello, you mutant caterpillars, I’m trying to hold my ground here.

			But his words shake loose the truth: I want the same. I gesture at the bumper-to-bumper traffic. “Looks like we’ve got plenty of time.”

			Though his eyes are trained on the cars ahead, they seem anywhere but. “Growing up here, it was just my mother, brother, and me. My brother was the only friend I had and the only one I needed. We were two halves of the same whole.”

			He says it simply, but the realness behind the words makes an ache throb within my rib cage. It’s the longing for a sibling, for someone to grow and laugh and deal with shit with. The loneliness of being an only child had never hit me as hard as it did once my parents died and I had no one to split the responsibilities of the aftermath with. It was all on me.

			I couldn’t handle it. Avoided it so hard I ended up in hell.

			“When did that change?” I gently prompt to avoid my own inner spiral.

			Remorse reflects in his dark irises. “I didn’t lie to you about making a deal with the devil. I did. But it wasn’t to go to the overworld. It was to protect my family. I thought it was a good thing—the only thing—to change our situation, but…my brother was furious I did it without consulting him.” Tatianna’s words come back to me. Luke always has an ulterior motive. “That’s when the resentment started. After that, it only got worse.”

			“It sounds like you were trying to do the right thing,” I offer.

			A laugh chuffs out of him as the traffic finally lets up enough for us to crawl forward. “I was trying to survive.”

			“I get it.” I swallow, thinking of my own unorthodox means of survival.

			“Yeah?” It’s his turn to do the gentle prompting. “This is a two-way street. You can show your cards. That recurring nightmare you have…you said it’s from the night of the car accident, right?”

			I nod, focusing on my hands and the ring on my finger. “The night I killed my parents.”

			He frowns. “Emphasis on accident.”

			“I guess. But I’ve gone over it a million times. I only had one glass of champagne, but maybe I was drunk and didn’t know it. My dad wanted to drive, but I convinced him to let me. I knew not to swerve for animals in the road, but the deer appeared and I freaked out and turned the wheel and the woods were there and—” I break off, sucking down a deep breath. “We hit the tree on my dad’s side. My mom went through the windshield. Dead on impact, both of them. Yet somehow all I got was a concussion and minor injuries. How is that fair?”

			“It’s not,” he says softly. “Things rarely are. But it doesn’t mean you deserve to hate yourself forever for a split-second decision.”

			I shake my head, my dirty little secret boiling up my throat like acid. “You don’t get it. It wasn’t just that. Sure, that night was the start of it. But then there was everything else. After my parents died, no one even blamed me. My friends were there, my fiancé and I made up and he helped plan the funeral, my supervisor encouraged me to take as much time off as I needed. Everyone was kind and nice and there. But I hated it. I didn’t deserve it.”

			Tears burn the back of my throat. “So I lashed out. I broke things off with my fiancé because I couldn’t stand how disappointed he was in me when I quit school. I said really awful shit to make him leave me alone, and yet he’s still checking in on me. My friends tried to call and I convinced myself they hated me. I inherited my parents’ house but couldn’t stomach sleeping in it knowing they were never coming home. So I just—left.”

			I laugh through the tears streaming down my face. “I left without saying goodbye, I blocked people, deleted my socials, and gave South Florida a big middle finger as I drove north. I was trying to get to New York City.”

			“Because the city reminds you of your mom,” Luke remembers. Of course he does.

			“Yeah. And it seems to be where lost souls go.” I pause, chuckling. “Damned souls, too, apparently. I thought it would fix me. But…I couldn’t do it. You saw last night how I get behind the wheel, especially when it’s dark. I can’t see straight, or breathe, or stop shaking. My car got messed up in Tarrentown because I panic-swerved into a curb, and the fix was expensive. By the time it was ready, I lost my nerve. So I never left.” Realizing how dismal that trauma dump was, I add with forced cheer, “The plus is that the whole dead-parents thing works like a hat trick—got me a mechanics discount, an apartment, and a job.”

			Luke doesn’t find the humor in it. Or, maybe, he just doesn’t know what a hat trick is.

			“You said you had to make up with your fiancé.” Of all things for him to hang on to, I don’t know why it’s that. “What happened there?”

			I prepare myself, aware how ungrateful I’m about to sound. My ex’s word, not mine. “We got engaged right before Christmas. The ring was silver. I know it sounds crazy, but—”

			“You only wear gold,” Luke finishes for me.

			I stare at him.

			“What?” He nods at the amethyst stone sitting on my finger. “That ring you wear all the time is gold. I’ve seen you nearly every day for the past month. Not once have you ever worn silver.”

			Krystal loved to tease that she caught him looking at me. And sure, I caught him, too, sometimes, but I assumed it was just him needing my attention. He almost always followed up with a mundane office ask or, most recently, testing me to spill the beans about his exorcism-after-hours antics. I didn’t think he was really looking at me.

			“Yeah,” I say softly. “That was it. I mean, not just that, but it made me realize if he didn’t know me after all our years together, he never would. I said yes anyway, but me being upset caused a huge fight between us. I moved back in with my parents and we agreed to do our own thing for New Year’s Eve. Then the crash happened and I could see things I didn’t before.”

			I think back to the months following the accident, a cloud of grief and heartache and, weirdly, clarity. “Having grandkids was important to my parents, and that pressure fell on me since I was their only kid. They had me when they were older, so the clock was ticking. But being with someone romantically doesn’t come easy to me unless I really know them, so starting over seemed like a waste of time. Losing my ex meant losing the perfect future I’d built up in my head. But then I lost it all anyway and everything felt pointless.”

			Resting my glasses in my lap, I use the sleeve of my crewneck to wipe my eyes as the truth wobbles past my lips. “I’m the bad guy. I ran from my old life because it hurt too much to stay, and I’ve been running ever since.”

			My sniffles are the only sound punctuating the silence of the van. Even the honking outside has died down. But when a warm hand rests on my thigh, thumb tenderly rubbing over the thin fabric of my leggings, I’m not surprised. Just grateful.

			“I don’t think you’re the bad guy for prioritizing survival,” Luke says. After a brief hesitation, he adds, “If it makes you feel better, I think the veil is torn because of me.”

			I blink at him. “The veil between the overworld and underworld? The one Beliar supposedly wants to sacrifice Krystal to rip completely and make literal hell on earth? That veil?”

			Luke nods grimly. “The one and only. You asked about my brother’s betrayal, and here it is. I didn’t want to leave hell. Maybe I should have, because now that I’m back, I see how truly awful it is, but it was home. Once I made the deal to ensure my family’s protection, I didn’t care about the overworld. But my brother never forgave me, and things between us got worse and worse until he did the unthinkable—got me kicked out.”

			“Of hell?”

			“It’s not easy, but there are ways. Loopholes, like with everything else. But I think that’s where things went wrong. Letting someone pass between worlds involves a lot of paperwork and proper documentation. It’s like a backward exorcism. When done incorrectly, it messes with the fragile balance between worlds. Think of the veil like the ozone layer. The more things disrupt the balance, the larger the tears get, until it’s torn wide open. A sacrifice like the one Beliar’s planning would be enough to tip the scales. But my brother getting me sent to the overworld might have been enough to start the rip. I wasn’t sure before, but I am now.”

			I shiver. “So what happened? You just…appeared in the overworld?”

			“In Silicon Valley.” Luke nods. “I was disoriented and furious and had nothing except for these blades. I’d taken his as soon as I realized what he was doing. I knew I could get back to hell if I could get to the station in New York, but getting to New York was a three-thousand-mile cross-country endeavor. I had no car, no food, nothing. Still, I started the trek and made it pretty far off pure spite.”

			I can’t help the laugh that escapes. “Here we both were, running to New York. Why’d you stop in Tarrentown?”

			“I stopped all over. I did get a car, illegally, and relied on odd jobs for money and the kindness of strangers for food. That’s where things shifted.”

			“How so?”

			“People were nice.” His brow creases, like this still boggles him. “I started seeing the overworld in a different light. Something to protect. Even before the veil tore, I knew some demons and monsters lurked there, having made it their home by other means. Most live normal lives, but others cause mayhem and misery.

			“Along my travels to New York, I started hunting demons that were making trouble. If you know what to look for, like a string of gruesome deaths or people suddenly acting very strange, they’re easy to find. Hunting them came naturally to me. And honestly? It felt good to send them back after spending so much of my life terrorized by them. It didn’t take a deal to be powerful or safe. I no longer needed to hide.”

			“I bet that was freeing,” I mention.

			“Very. I had an instinct for finding them, and it led me to Tarrentown. I’d been hunting the demon possessing Debra for a while, but it was a slippery fucker. When I narrowed it down to an employee at Curated Care, I honestly thought it was the old boss. I applied for the position, got an interview, and was going to exorcise him there. I always do a few tests, like throw salt or burn sage, and he didn’t react to either. But he liked me, and it clicked that maybe getting a real job for a little bit wouldn’t be the worst thing. I had gotten forged documents back in Vegas and had enough money saved up to rent that house. It was far enough away for me to take care of business without meddling neighbors when I finally did sniff out the demon.”

			“What gave it away that it was Debra?”

			He scowls. “Her work sucked. The old boss had talked her up as one of the best, but most things that landed on my desk barely had punctuation. I knew you were having issues with her sending the reports. I did my tests and she failed every one.”

			I knew Debra had been acting off. I wonder how long it would have gone on for if Luke hadn’t been there. Maybe she would have tried to eat me at the upcoming holiday party.

			“So needing to perform an exorcism in your office wasn’t part of the plan?” I assume.

			“It wasn’t ideal, but I figured waiting for everyone to go home was a safe bet. Clearly a huge oversight on my part.” He gives me a knowing look.

			I raise my tear-damp sleeves in innocence. “Last time I ever try to work after clocking out.”

			Some of the amusement fades from his face. “Maybe it’s for the best. If you hadn’t walked in on that exorcism, there’s a real chance Beliar would have gotten you. I didn’t suspect his arrival until Krystal went missing and it all started adding up. That was my first tip-off that something was wrong. I knew Beliar had been in the underworld, so to get to the overworld, that meant one of two things—there was a tear in the veil, or someone sent him after me.”

			“There it is.” I point at him. “The hero complex. You think this is your fault and that’s why you jumped at the chance to rescue them.”

			He side-eyes me. “It probably is my fault. Beliar ending up in the same town as me was definitely not a coincidence. And, like I said, I was making my way back here anyway. It was only a matter of time.”

			I frown as something very real hits me. “You’re not coming back to the overworld after we save Krystal and the others, are you?”

			His eyes focus back on the road. “Whatever’s wrong with the veil should have been fixed by now. This is bigger than my brother and me, or Beliar, or Krystal.”

			“Maybe something’s up at Hell Headquarters,” I suggest, trying to bring some levity to what’s otherwise a horribly dire situation. Stopping Beliar and saving Krystal is one thing. But putting a Band-Aid on a gun wound isn’t going to stop a patient from bleeding out.

			Luke nods. “Unfortunately, I think so.”

			“I know now why you really let me join you. Of course, I’d love to think it’s for my pleasant company.”

			He gives me a look that’s equal parts playful and honest. “More pleasant than I expected.”

			I don’t let the words deter me, though they feel like a warm chocolate chip cookie fresh out of the oven. “You want me to bring Krystal and the others back to the overworld once we save them from Beliar. But you’re not coming with us. You’re planning to go all the way to Hell Headquarters and fix the veil.”

			The air between us rings with my words. From how he doesn’t immediately refute them, I know I’m right.

			“Silicon Valley,” he says after a pause punctuated by more honks as cars pick up speed around us. “That’s where the devil resides. And the veil.”

			“So after Beliar’s, I’m supposed to leave you behind?”

			“Don’t sound too excited.”

			I couldn’t be less. All I can think about is his thumb still rubbing soothing circles on my thigh. His fingers running the length of my neck in the motel room as concern shone in his eyes. His warm body pressed up against mine in the bed. I still haven’t found out if he was dreaming, or what about.

			“What about Tarrentown?” I ask around the lemon-sized lump in my throat.

			Because what I really mean is, What about me?

			“I took care of the demon I tracked there. After fixing the veil, Beliar shouldn’t be an issue. Even if I don’t stay in the underworld, I don’t have a reason to go back to Tarrentown.”

			It’s an honest answer, but it hurts. You have me! I want to scream. But it’s not like I’m his. He probably doesn’t even want me. I’m kind of a mess.

			Maybe I could believe it if not for last night. My name fanning across the back of my neck. His mouth so close to mine he’d be a liar if he said he hadn’t thought about kissing me, too.

			I want to call him out on it, but I’m not brave enough. What comes out isn’t much better.

			“Not even for the niece Carol’s trying to set you up with?”

			A soft chuckle rumbles out of him as we turn down an open road. “Not even for her, though I’m sure she’s lovely. But I’m not interested.”

			“What about Curated Care?”

			“Well, I left Ted in charge—”

			“A truly demonic thing to do,” I interrupt. “He spends more time flirting than working.”

			A smile lifts the corners of Luke’s lips. “Telling you to switch the water cooler has to be top five for worst pick-up tactics.”

			I hate that he’s making me grin. “Not to mention the weaponized incompetence at being convinced I’m the only one in the office who can fix the faulty fucking fax machine.”

			“You do have a knack for it.”

			“God, not you, too!”

			His laugh bursts out of him, spurring my own. It’s a beautiful sound, unabashed and infectious, brightening his face to reveal dimples in both his cheeks.

			When he glances my way, his eyes reflect something I can almost mistake as fondness. “Well, Brianna, add me to the list.”
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			The lilac horizon is hazy with dusk when we finally cross into California.

			We stopped back in New Mexico—the Department of Research and Development—at a gas station. Luke filled the tank and I raided the shelves of the attached store for more snacks. While my appetite has again disappeared, Luke’s is stronger than ever. In between checking the map to ensure we’re still on track for the star marked over Death Valley, I’ve been opening bags of chips and bottles of water for him to guzzle. I’m learning he’s a nervous muncher.

			Conversation between us has been a blur of office gossip and hell facts and playing out different scenarios of how tonight might go. Our easy banter trails off as we enter what’s Death Valley National Park in the overworld, a solemn air souring the mood.

			“You’re sure Beliar lives here?” I ask Luke as we wind down a narrow desert road. “It doesn’t exactly seem habitable.”

			“Demons prefer arid climates,” Luke explains. “Just be grateful it’s not summer.”

			“We’d be cooking,” I agree. Once we hit the desert, we rolled up the windows to block the swirling dust, so we already are.

			As if hearing my thoughts, Luke shrugs off his jacket, passing it to me to put in the back. As I do, something tumbles into the cup holder between us.

			“My phone,” I realize, remembering Luke stuffing it into his pocket when we were rushing from the motel. I hold the power button down until it turns on. “I wasn’t sure it would charge, but it got to eighty percent. I’m going to turn it off so— Oh?”

			Luke glances at me. “What is it?”

			I can’t believe what I’m looking at. “I got an email.”

			“That’s impossible.”

			“It just came through. It’s from Debra. Oh my God.” A laugh shakes out of me at the absurdity. “It’s the weekly report! Holy shit, she finally sends it close to on time, and I’m not even there. I didn’t know hell had 5G reception?”

			“It doesn’t.”

			The heaviness in Luke’s voice makes me pause. Suddenly, getting an email from Debra seems a lot less funny. “This is bad, isn’t it?”

			He nods. “If the veil is weak enough to grant cell phone reception, that means the worst has already begun. There always has to be a sense of balance. If a piece of the overworld is slipping into the underworld, then—”

			“A piece of the underworld is slipping into the overworld,” I finish grimly. “So we might already be too late?”

			“I guess we’ll find out. We’re here.”

			We finally crest the ridge we’ve been driving up, slowing to a stop. The dirt road we’re on dips, winding down to the namesake valley below, filled with an obscene amount of shipping containers, eighteen-wheeler trucks, and warehouse-like buildings.

			“That’s where Beliar resides.” Luke points to the opposite ridge corralling the valley. Steep steps lead up to a magnificent fortress with two stone statues framing the massive door. Its Mediterranean facade blends in against the surplus of brown and orange and dusty gray surrounding us, though to the right of the entrance is a seemingly out-of-place garden bursting with wildflower blooms. The width of the valley and maze of shipping containers stretch between us and it.

			“Beliar is close in status to the D-Suite,” Luke says, driving down the narrow road. “Since California is the Department of Transportation, along with being home to Hell Headquarters, that makes Beliar in charge of the main west side hub for moving goods.”

			“What kind of goods?”

			“Food, alcohol, drugs. There isn’t much to enjoy about hell, but a plus is you can’t die twice. Hell beings aren’t shy about imbibing, something encouraged by management. The more people committing the seven deadly sins, the more energy that’s created and can be mined.”

			I snort. “They can’t just use coal like the rest of us?”

			He cracks a smile. “And risk avoidable pollution on a nonrenewable resource? We’re not heathens.”

			Luke pulls behind the nearest shipping container and cuts the engine. “There’s one more thing I need to tell you.”

			Despite the heat, goose bumps break out along my arms. “What is it?”

			He pulls out the map we’ve been using and tugs a ballpoint pen from his pocket, drawing a direct route from our current destination to a small body of water. “Roughly one hundred miles from here is a lake. Off the main road on the southernmost tip is a small cedar cabin. If anything happens to me, go there. You’ll find a woman named Moira, who I trust more than anyone else in the underworld. She might look monstrous, but her heart is good. She will get you back to the overworld safely. Do not wait for me, no matter what happens. Understood?”

			I blink between him and the map. “We’re going to stick together, aren’t we? That was the plan. We sneak in together, find Krystal and the others, and sneak out. You leave us at the entrance to the overworld and continue on your way to the veil. That is the plan, right?”

			Luke holds my gaze. “Plans change if they need to change. If we get caught, your job is to get everyone to the van. Mine is to take on Beliar. If I don’t closely follow, you have to leave with them. This isn’t me asking. Promise me, Brie.”

			He’s unbearably close, our faces separated by less than a handful of inches. My belly burns with the same urge I felt in the motel room. A need to wind my hands behind his neck and tug him closer until our mouths meet in a devastating dance. To feel his fingers digging into my skin, pulling me over the console and into his lap, knotting in my hair and unknotting whatever wild thing within me is banging against the bars. I want to let it loose.

			“Don’t make me beg,” he requests softly, not helping.

			“But I want to hear you beg,” I counter, words so wispy I might as well have just finished a triathlon. “I want you to grovel and plead.”

			His gaze darkens, idling on mine as his thumb rubs the back of my hand. I’ve taken him off guard, evident in the nearly imperceptible way his breathing grows unsteady. The feral thing inside me lashes out, urging me to close the gap between us.

			But suddenly he’s pulling away. He opens the door, glancing at me from over his shoulder.

			“It’s never been in my nature to be a beggar. Let’s go.”

			Urgency rushes in as I follow him out of the van. We have no time to waste on…whatever that was. We have a rescue mission to ace.

			The shipping containers provide decent coverage for us to slink behind as we draw nearer to Beliar’s estate on the ridge. It’s eerie in the valley. The only people are souls ghosting around, completing tasks. Like on the train, they don’t acknowledge us or alert others to our trespassing.

			“Wait,” Luke says before I can make the dash to another container. We crouch behind the steel wall as he points to the roof of the fortress. “Beliar’s guards are out.”

			I had put my contacts back in for optimal eyesight, but I still have to squint to see the faint outline of people standing on the roof. They’re huge and still as statues, with bows clutched in their hands. Archers. “Does that mean he’s expecting us?”

			“Not necessarily.”

			“How do we get by them?”

			“The darkness helps.” Luke nods at the sky. Since leaving the van, the clouds have gotten even lower, alluding to the potential of another Reckoning. I resist the temptation to reach up and try to grab the deep purple puffs. “And also the fact that they’re blind.”

			“Blind archers?”

			“But their hearing is superb. Make a sound once we’re within earshot and you’ll be skewered in an instant.”

			“Is this your way of telling me to shut up?”

			All I can make out is the white of his teeth as he grins. “Way to take the hint. Getting past them won’t be the hardest part. Getting in will. Making it in and out undetected by Beliar is preferable. I’m guessing he’s keeping Krystal and the women in one of the bedrooms on the top floor.”

			While a soft glow emanates from every other window, the entire third floor is in darkness. If I were a heartless demonic kidnapper, that’s where I’d keep my victims. “So, no dungeon?”

			“Houses in the desert don’t have basements. Sorry to disappoint.”

			“I’m devastated,” I deadpan.

			“I’ve been in Beliar’s estate before,” Luke admits. Before I can ask how or why, he goes on. “There’s a back door leading to the butler’s pantry, which holds the entrance to a servants’ stairwell. He’d never stoop so low as to use that or even venture to that side of the house. If we can get there—”

			“What if we climbed the trellis?”

			Luke frowns. “What do you mean?”

			I point to the garden framing the right side of the estate and the trellis that reaches all the way up to an open window on the second floor. It’s marked with brilliant yellow buds that stand out despite the darkness. “We climb that trellis, get in on the second floor, find the nearest staircase to the third, get our girls, take the servants’ staircase down to the first floor, out the back door, and we’re in the van before Beliar knows we were here in the first place.”

			Luke is silent for a long moment. Long enough to make me itch. “Never mind, we can go—”

			“That’s genius,” he interrupts, a prideful gleam in his eyes. “Risky, but let’s do it.”

			We slink closer until we reach the last row of shipping containers below the ridge. Luke pauses, pressing a finger to his lips.

			I have a much better view of the archers, which does nothing but unnerve me more. They’re as still as statues because they are statues. Made of dark gray stone, they hold tight to their bows, waiting. Their helmets are pulled low so I can’t see their eyes, if they even have any.

			Luke makes a motion to continue moving. I follow him from behind the safety of the shipping container, racing to the ridge. Taking the steps would put us right in line with the front door, so we make quick work of quietly scaling the dusty slope. Luke’s faster than me, but I push myself to keep up as my feet slide over the loose soil. We left the majority of our things in the van, but Luke insisted on bringing his backpack and swapped out the plethora of soul jars for weapons. Now, it thumps against his back with each pound of his feet, the sound dull but still sound.

			I skid into the garden surrounding the estate, trampling everything my feet touch. Before I fully face-plant into the trellis, Luke grabs my arm, slowing my momentum.

			You alright? he mouths.

			I nod, trying to catch my breath as quietly as possible. He turns to the trellis, testing its wooden lattice to make sure it holds.

			I take in the stunning garden I just mowed down. Most of the plants are unfamiliar, but I recognize the blue buds winding up the trellis amid the yellow as moonflowers. On the exterior wall beside it is a row of bushes with plump dark berries. My boots sink into the moist dirt. It’s all so out of place and strange amid the arid climate.

			Luke taps my arm, dragging my attention back to the trellis and motioning me to go first.

			The climb is tedious. My hands and feet move almost of their own accord, spurred on by the adrenaline pumping through my blood at the realization that we’re here. We’re going to save Krystal and the other women, and everything is going to be okay.

			A morbid piece of me—the slice that keeps unceremoniously looking down—wonders what will happen should we get caught. Would Beliar immediately off us? Would he still want me as a final sacrifice, or did he replace me? I shouldn’t be offended, but the notion that even a demon might deem me replaceable is a new low.

			Luke climbs beneath me, which doesn’t provide much comfort. If I fall, it’ll be impossible not to take him with me.

			So, falling isn’t an option. My arms shake with the effort of ascending. I’ve never had an explicit fear of heights, but the farther we get from the ground, the more I start to question that.

			Finally, the trellis ends at the edge of the open window. I poke my head up to peer inside.

			It’s a bedroom. A grand space with a four-poster bed draped in gauzy black curtains, though not much else. As far as I can tell, both the bed and room are empty.

			I shimmy myself over the ledge, but it’s harder than expected. All my weekends of sitting on the couch binging reality TV have seriously depleted my upper body strength, which is rude since I still gave my arms a workout bringing forkfuls of takeout to my lips. It takes everything in me to haul myself up through the window as if it’s the wall of the deep end at the community pool my dad used to take me to in the summer when I was a kid. I was one of the youngest kids who passed the deep-end test, because I could get myself out.

			I channel that same energy Mini Me had to push myself the rest of the way over. And okay, Luke’s hand pushing my ass also gives me a much-needed boost. But I would have had it otherwise.

			Tumbling to the hard stone floor in an ungraceful heap, I roll out of the way as Luke hauls himself through. Of course, he has no problem skillfully swiveling his body so he lands on his feet. He stands to his full height and raises a brow at me on the ground.

			“You can at least offer to help me up,” I grumble.

			A grin flickers but falls as he surveys the room. He does hold a hand out for me, which I take. We stand in stillness, listening.

			The estate’s stone skeleton masks whatever sound there might be. Luke crosses the bedroom to the closed door made of dark wood and curved at the top. Very castle-esque.

			And just like the castles in the stories, we need to save the princesses trapped in the top.

			Krystal would snort if she heard me equating her to a princess. The reminder that she’s likely mere feet away has me snapping back to reality. Luke’s right hand is on the knob, and his left grabs his dagger. I do the same.

			Cracking the door open, he scans the hallway before stepping into it. I follow, molding myself to become his shadow. Iron chandeliers dot the ceiling. The stone wall is cool when my fingers press against it.

			We creep down the hall, sticking as close to the left side as possible. My boots do a good job of silencing my steps against the stone floors. We pass door after door, but every one is closed. Even though we agreed Beliar is likely keeping the victims on the third floor, now that we’re inside, it feels like an oversight not to do a thorough check.

			I tug on Luke’s leather jacket, trying to silently relay my thoughts. He shakes his head. Trust me, he mouths.

			And against all better judgment, I do.

			We’re nearly at the end of the hallway, which opens into a grand staircase leading to the floor below. We can’t go any farther without getting detected, but there’s another hall we can turn down. Luke pauses to listen to the faint voices floating up the stairs.

			“Word has traveled about you disobeying his commands and bringing the overworlders here. He isn’t happy, sire,” a voice says.

			“I didn’t disobey, I simply…took some creative liberties.” I only know the responding voice is Beliar’s from the way arrogance winds through it.

			“You had one job while in the overworld,” the first voice says, with a note of barely suppressed irritation. “He doesn’t take kindly to your interpretation of the task.”

			“The target will come,” Beliar snaps. “One more day. Then the eclipse will be upon us and once the throats of those mortals are cut open, nothing will stop us from tearing down the veil for good. Not even him.”

			Luke and I make eye contact, the foreboding words echoing between us. Certainly something to revisit later, but there won’t be a later if we don’t get out of here.

			We turn down the other hallway, picking up our pace. At the end is a miraculous sight: a small spiral staircase leading upward.

			At the top, Luke tenses, gripping his dagger. With his other hand, he gently pushes my chest, so my back is pressed to the wall. The direction is clear: stay put.

			Pacing the hall is one of the archers, his bow in hand with his quiver slung over his shoulder. My breath shudders to a stop in my chest.

			But he’s walking away from us—toward the other end. He doesn’t know we’re here. Right. He’s blind. As long as we’re quiet, we might be able to slip around him.

			Luke presses himself to the wall, inching forward. I do the same, holding my breath. Up close, the archer is terrifying. He walks at a slow, even pace. Halfway down the hall, he pauses. His head tilts toward the nearest door, though I can’t hear whatever he does. Deeming it insignificant, he continues.

			His footfalls are heavy, like cinder blocks smacking the ground, though I can now tell he isn’t all stone. It seems to blend with his flesh in an unnatural mix, covering his arms and disappearing under the tunic he wears. Once he reaches the opposite wall, he abruptly turns to face us. His mouth and ears are those of a person, and everything from his cheeks to his helmet is stone. But his eyes—

			His eyes are golden.

			Golden like the gaze of the animal I hit.

			My mind skips, bringing me back to that night. I do the same thing I did then—gasp. It gets stuck in my throat, resulting in a half-cough, half-wheeze situation that happens just like the car accident—too quickly to stop and yet horrifically slo-mo, spinning out of control before I can reel it in. The monstrous statue jerks to attention as his eerie unseeing eyes lock on me.

			He raises his bow, arrow notched straight at my heart.
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			“Move!” Luke orders, shoving me into the wall by sandwiching his body against mine. The arrow whistles past the spot I just vacated, stabbing into the stone with a resounding crack that leaves its feather fletching quivering.

			“Get Krystal,” he tells me as the statue advances, notching another arrow. “She’s in there.”

			Luke points to the door where the statue paused outside. Of course. The statue stopped because he must have heard them inside.

			“What about you?” I ask, guilt brimming that our cover is blown because of me.

			“I’ll handle him.”

			Another arrow flies our way, but Luke deflects it with his dagger and lunges at the statue. The two parry down the hall, a blur of steel and leather against stone and feather. Luke pushes their fight away from me so I have an unobstructed path to the door. I dart across the hall, turn the knob, and push open the thick wood.

			The hinges squeak.

			The archer’s head whips toward me, followed by an arrow. Its metal tip gleams in the dim light from the chandelier overhead as it soars straight toward my neck. I didn’t even realize he’d let it loose.

			I’m knocked to the floor. A burst of pain makes white dots sparkle across my vision as my injured knee hits the stone. I catch myself with my hands and look down.

			I expect to see red. I expect to not even be able to breathe. But the arrow missed me. Luke pushed me out of the way just in time.

			“Go!” Luke orders, a blur of motion as he rushes the archer.

			I crawl into the room. Not wanting the door to lock from the outside, I close it to avoid any stray arrows, but not all the way.

			When I turn around, all the oxygen feels vacuumed from my lungs.

			Huddled on the stone floor are four bodies. They wear normal clothes, but the outfits are filthy and wrinkled and ripped. The room is bare, only a toilet and sink tucked into the corner. No bed or blankets. All I have to go by is the waning light filtering in through the grimy window.

			And then I see her. Krystal’s unmistakable caramel coils. Her back is against the far wall, knees pulled to her chest and head down.

			“Krystal?”

			My whisper is like a ghost crossing the room. Delayed, her head rises. I nearly scream as her eyes meet mine.

			A milky film has swallowed her hazel irises. She blinks slowly, as if waking up. Her chapped lips part, a shaky breath escaping. “Brie?”

			“I’m here,” I assure her, closing the distance between us. Falling into a crouch in front of her, my hands hover uselessly. “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.”

			Her head falls back against the wall, as if too heavy to hold up. “You found me.”

			Tears choke me as I lay my hand on her bare arm. Her flesh is hot, a fever coursing through her. “Of course I found you. And now I’m going to bring you home. To Amelia and your kids.”

			A tear leaks out of her left eye. She doesn’t bother wiping it away. Instead, her hand grips mine tightly. “Promise me you’ll tell them I love them.” Her voice is faint, but urgent. “Promise me.”

			I swallow past the lump in my throat. “Tell them yourself. Besides, you can’t leave me at Curated Care alone. Who am I going to commit time theft with by debriefing the latest Love Island season? Carol?”

			A shallow exhale escapes, that might be as close to a laugh as she can get. “More importantly, who’s going to set you up with Luke?”

			As if hearing his name, the door flies open, slamming against the wall as the archer lunges into the room. His bow is in his hands, another arrow notched, but both clatter to the ground as his body dissolves in a storm of swirling dusky clouds.

			Luke stands behind him in the hall, dagger outstretched from stabbing it into the archer’s back. Relief surges through me.

			Until I see the arrow sticking out of his chest.

			“You got hit!” I exclaim, forgetting to keep my voice down. He doesn’t reprimand me, which means we’re already fucked. The ceiling creaks with the movement of feet on the roof. The other archers are coming down.

			“I’m fine,” Luke grits out. “We need to get them out of here. Now.”

			“But your—”

			“I’m fine. Let’s go.”

			The arrow is embedded in his left shoulder, just beside his collarbone. Thanks to his jacket, I can’t see how bad it is, but shiny blood is already seeping into the leather. When he turns to glance at the open door, I get a full view of his back. It didn’t pierce through him, thankfully.

			But if it hit something major—

			“We have to go,” he tells the group. The other three women are waking from whatever unnatural slumber they’re in. I barely recognize Poppi Parker. Like Krystal, her eyes are glazed, pale skin coated in a layer of feverish sweat. Her platinum-blond hair is matted, splayed around her head like a halo as she stares up at Luke.

			“Are you Jesus?” she asks, quiet as a prayer.

			“Not even close,” Luke refutes. But in one swoop, he helps her to her feet, then does the same with the other two women I don’t recognize. I help Krystal, though she leans heavily on me.

			Luke sucks in a sharp breath as one of the women falls against his chest, jarring the arrow. Her eyes flutter as his arm comes around her to stop her body from crumpling.

			“What’s wrong with them?” I ask him, looping Krystal’s arm over one shoulder and Poppi’s over the other to keep them standing. He does the same with the other two women, but keeps them both on his right side to avoid his shoulder.

			“They must have been poisoned. Beliar would know better than to give a killing dose so they wouldn’t die before the eclipse. We’ll figure it out, just not here.”

			I follow him into the hall. Krystal trips over something on the ground, landing hard on her knees before I can catch her. It’s the archer’s bow.

			She grips it, using it like a cane. “I’m okay.” She coughs, feebly evading my attempt to take her weight again. “Help the others.”

			We make it down the stairs to the second floor before coming to a grinding halt. Archers roam the halls, blocking the way back to the bedroom we came through and the path to the main staircase.

			“This way,” Luke orders in a hushed voice, turning down another hallway with a staircase at the end. The one that leads to the butler’s pantry and the back door.

			I hear it before I see it: the whir of an arrow. I drop my weight to the ground and swipe my leg out, tripping Krystal and taking Poppi with me. Luke pushes himself against the wall with the other two women just in time for the arrow to embed in the giant canyon painting at the end of the hall. It tears the canvas, its wooden shaft sticking out.

			“Take them.”

			Luke shoves the women into my arms as I get to my feet. In a seamless movement, he pulls two guns from his jacket pockets. The Glocks. He fires one in the time it takes for the archer to notch another arrow. It hits the archer in the forehead, and he immediately turns to smoke.

			“Where have you been hiding those?” I gawk at him.

			“Obsidian bullets. Too rare to waste. And loud. Though it seems our time for a quiet escape has come and gone, so…” He shrugs, then grimaces in pain. “I’ll take care of the archers. We won’t be able to leave as long as they’re here. Stick to the plan and I’ll meet you at the van.”

			“That wasn’t the plan,” I argue, but I’m far too aware there’s no time for it. “We should stick together. You’re hurt.” An awful realization hits me. “You’re hurt because of me. That happened when you pushed me to the ground, didn’t it? That arrow would have killed me, and you took it instead.”

			His hand comes up to push a wild curl that escaped from my braids behind my ear so his dark eyes can meet mine. “Yes. And I really don’t want to do it again, so please listen to me for once and get out of here. I’ll be right behind you.”

			They’re the words of a liar. We both know it, but can’t lose any more time. Not with the stampede of archer feet coming and our rescues fading fast.

			“I’ll see you at the van,” I tell him, more of a threat than a promise. I take Poppi and one of the other women. Krystal hobbles behind me with the fourth, depending on the bow to hold them up. It’s slow work, but we finally get to the first floor as a series of gunshots ring out from above. All I can do is hope Luke’s aim is better than a Stormtrooper’s.

			“We’re almost there,” I whisper, trying to boost morale. They breathe heavily, feet stumbling and fingers clinging to me. We turn into the kitchen at the other end of the pantry and stop short.

			The back door is in sight, across the expanse of tile and counter and steel. In front of it are two archers, arrows poised to find their mark.

			I’m not delusional enough to think I can take them. Instead, I gently nudge us into the open doorway beside the entry to the pantry. The back door is a no-go, which leaves the front door, since there’s no time to seek another exit. The hallway we creep into is short, leading to a spacious living room with a giant brown leather sectional and a fire roaring in the hearth. Like moths to flame, Krystal and the woman using the bow bend toward the heat, anguished expressions smoothing at its warmth.

			I sit Poppi and the fourth woman on the stone ledge in front of the fire, debating what to do. A wall of windows separates us from outside. My gaze hooks on the fire poker. Maybe I have time to break one of the windows and get everyone through before an archer or Beliar arrives. Doubtful, plus it’d be nearly impossible to make sure no one got cut on broken glass. We have to use the front door.

			“Okay,” I say to myself to calm my quaking nerves. I turn to the fire where Krystal and Poppi and the two nameless women wait, bodies shivering and gazes equal parts hope and terror. “Okay,” I repeat, stronger, though still quiet. “We’re going to rush the front door. Quietly. Stealthily.”

			I help them get to their feet, resuming my position of supporting Poppi and one of the women while Krystal and the other use the support of the bow. As a last-ditch impulse, I grab the fire poker and force it into the woman’s hands to my left.

			“What’s your name?” I ask.

			She pauses, as though trying to remember. “Madeline.”

			“Don’t think,” I tell her, closing her fist around the fire poker. “Just swing.”

			She nods with quiet determination, gripping it tightly.

			We creep toward the opposite end of the living room. As I hoped, it leads to the foyer. It’s as spacious and grand as the rest of the mansion, making for a risky sprint to the double doors leading outside. And sprinting isn’t even on the table. A speedy shuffle is more like it.

			“Ready?” I ask. Madeline nods, raising her poker in a shaking hand. Poppi sucks in a breath. Krystal and the other woman cling to each other.

			“Go!”

			The word is barely a breath, but we launch ourselves into the foyer like a steed freed from its stall. I’m all but dragging Poppi and Madeline to meet my pace, while Krystal and the other woman hobble behind. I should have asked for her name, too. She must have been targeted to replace me.

			We’re nearly to the door when we pass a large archway to our left. I make the mistake of looking in.

			It’s a library with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lining all three walls. Or maybe an office, for a giant wooden desk rests in the center. Sitting behind the desk is a man. He’s broad and foreboding, seeming to fill the entire room with his presence. His hair is salt-and-pepper, a betrayal of an age that doesn’t match his smooth face or muscled physique. But it’s his eyes that clue me in to who he actually is. They’re black, like the eyes of Demon Luke who stood in my living room trying to trick me.

			Beliar.

		

	
		
			Twenty-three

			
				[image: ]
			

			“What a pleasant surprise.”

			It’s the same voice Luke and I heard from the top of the staircase. Beliar’s face boasts just as much arrogance. A grin lifts his lips as he stands. “It’s not often my sacrifices deliver themselves to my doorstep. Did you come in on the newest shipment?”

			My brain whirrs, both for a response and a way out. The exit is steps away but our odds just shot way down, and they weren’t very high to begin with.

			“I’m like DoorDash,” I tell Beliar, trying to stall. Krystal and the women behind me continue nudging their way toward the door. If I can keep him talking long enough for them to make it, we might still have a shot at getting out of here. “I arrive when you least expect it.”

			His brows rise, clearly not understanding the reference. Good. That means whatever time he spent in my world wasn’t long. Just long enough to cause trouble.

			“I don’t need a fifth sacrifice, but it couldn’t hurt,” Beliar informs me, stepping into the foyer. “You’re a fool for coming here. And fools always travel in packs, do they not?”

			My mouth parts to throw another nervous quip at him, but Luke’s voice booms from the top of the stairs.

			“Beliar!”

			In the light of the enormous chandelier suspended overhead, I have a clearer visual of Luke’s shoulder as he descends the grand staircase. The arrow still sticks out of it, and blood soaks the entire top quarter of his jacket. His left arm hangs at his side while his right clutches the dagger.

			Beliar’s grin grows. “My sacrifice and my target coming right to me? You’re spoiling me.”

			“Bold of you to defy your king for your own personal gain,” Luke challenges.

			“Your imbecile of a kin is no king of mine,” Beliar spits. “But an opportunity for revenge is hard to pass.”

			Confusion rocks me. My gaze cuts to Luke, but his doesn’t leave Beliar.

			“So it’s true then,” Luke says, resignation in his tone. “He sent you after me.”

			“A questionable choice on his part,” Beliar muses. “I was planning to collect my sacrifices and off you in the process, but of course you just had to be a pain in my ass. Luring you back here worked out for the best. I fulfilled my end of the deal, and I expect to get paid handsomely for it.”

			“What’s he talking about?” I ask Luke.

			Beliar’s brows rise. “Oh, she doesn’t know sending me to the overworld was your brother’s elaborate way of dragging your ass back to hell? How special it is that I get to break the news.”

			I did know that, but something isn’t clicking. Because Beliar used the words kin and king in the same sentence, which would mean—

			“Your brother is the devil.” I stare at Luke, pulse thundering my ears. “Tell me he’s lying.”

			“Usually, almost always,” Beliar boasts. “But not right now.”

			“My brother”—Luke nods, finally meeting my eyes—“is the devil.”

			Shock reverberates through my chest at the confirmation. “The devil,” I echo, feeling hollow.

			Beliar laughs, the sound deep and pompous. “The devil. Say it again and he might just appear.”

			Luke keeps his eyes on Beliar, but his hard expression flickers at my words. “This doesn’t change anything.” He inclines his head toward the women. “Remember what we’re here for.”

			Despite the arrow wound, he’s as swift as ever as he crosses the foyer to attack Beliar, who expects it, twisting out of his reach and pulling a weapon that looks medieval from where it hangs on the wall. A giant axe-like thing with a curved blade. He swings it and Luke narrowly dodges him.

			I’m so mad I can barely breathe. If Luke’s brother is the devil, what does that make him? Now it makes sense why he kicked Luke out. Why he could. Luke said only the devil could pardon people from hell. I hadn’t connected the dots, but I should have.

			So many questions with no time for answers. But this is still a rescue mission. And it’s up to me to see it through.

			Krystal and the other women have inched their way to the front door, as I hoped. With Beliar distracted, no one stops me from opening it. Together, the five of us stumble into the night.

			I realize my fatal mistake too late: I forgot about the statues guarding the front.

			They spin toward us at the commotion. Bows raised and arrows notched, they let them fly. I twist to avoid them. The movement throws Poppi and Madeline into Krystal and they tumble to the ground, taking the woman whose name I don’t know with them.

			Dagger in hand, I lunge before the statue closest has time to ready another arrow. I expect the blade to scrape against its stone facade, but it sinks in as if he’s made from as much flesh and blood as me. My mouth parting with a gasp, I stare straight into his golden eyes as he explodes into shadows.

			“Brie!”

			The weak rasp of Krystal’s voice pulls my attention to the second statue already sporting a ready-to-fly arrow aimed at me. Before letting it rip, a fire poker beats his arm, making him falter.

			Madeline stands beside him, swinging the poker with reckless abandon. Swiveling from me to her, he releases the arrow. It skewers the center of her chest, its metal tip shining red as it appears through her back.

			“No!” I scream. I chuck the dagger as hard as I can. It sinks into the statue’s abdomen, clattering to the ground a moment later as he dissipates.

			I dive for Madeline. She collapses to the ground at an awkward angle, legs bent under her, arms splayed, torso twisted, thanks to the arrow protruding from her back.

			“Madeline.” Her name is a sob ripped from my chest. She stares at the sky, eyes blank.

			“You have to go.”

			Luke stands above me, framed by the swirling twilight clouds above. Pain is painted across his face as Krystal, Poppi, and the third woman cling to him. All four of them look ready to keel over.

			My heart aches for Madeline. I can’t even take her body with us. Resting her head on the ground, I grab my dagger and sprint with Luke down the steps, wiping my eyes as we go.

			“How could you not tell me that your brother is the devil?” I yell at him, anger fueling me forward and burning away the grief. “How—”

			“I know,” he cuts me off. “I’m sorry. Just like you, I was running from my past. I didn’t know how to tell you, but I should have.”

			“No shit—”

			“You are not running from me!” Beliar bellows.

			Luke pauses, glancing back. Beliar stands at the top of the steps, beside Madeline’s body. He holds the menacing weapon in one hand and looks at the sky. Glee dances in his eyes when he trains his sights back on us. “The Reckoning is coming. My archers will return and hunt you down. I needed four for the sacrifice, and four I will get. Your hours are numbered.”

			“We have to go,” I urge Luke, trudging onward through the maze of shipping containers.

			“No.”

			“Yes!”

			Ducking behind the nearest container, he gently offloads Krystal and the other women, leaning them against the siding. Taking off his backpack, he drops it at my feet.

			And then he grits his teeth and grabs the shaft of the arrow.

			“What are you—”

			He rips it out. Blood coats it, thick and wet. I stare at him in horror.

			“How can you be so stupid?!” I screech, reaching for him as he stumbles. He evades me, barely finding his balance by pressing a bloody hand to the steel of the container. “You shouldn’t have removed the arrow. That’s what was keeping you from bleeding out!”

			He shakes his head, blinking hard. “I’m not going to heal with it in.”

			“You’re not going to heal like this! You needed to wait until we could rest and I could find gauze and apply pressure and—”

			All the things we need to do die in my throat as he glances back in Beliar’s direction. “I have to deal with him before The Reckoning happens. If the archers come back while he’s alive, they’ll stop us. You need to leave. Follow the map to the house. You’ll be safe there.”

			He’s still holding the arrow. His eyes widen at the red staining his hands, as if just now realizing what he’s done.

			“Come with us,” I beg. Tears turn him blurry. “At your house back in the overworld, I said you were unmissable, just like me. But that’s not true. I’d miss you. So, please, Luke, come with us.”

			“I’ll miss you, too.” His voice cracks as his bloody hand cups my cheek, forcing our gazes to lock. He’s shaking his head, as if trying to convince himself out of something.

			“Come with us,” I repeat, harsher. Maybe I convinced him. His eyes are contemplating—

			“Fuck it,” he breathes.

			And then he kisses me.

			For a heartbeat, it’s just us. The feel of his lips against mine, the desperation inside me willing him to run with us. Even though I’m mad, even though I’m confused, even though everything is so wrong, the movement of his mouth against mine feels disastrously right. Like everything has an explanation and will work out, as long as we can sort through it together.

			But then he’s pulling away with a shudder. He drops the arrow and digs the keys to the van out of his pocket, folding my hand around them. I stare at my closed fist, belatedly recognizing the kiss for what it was: a goodbye.

			“You did well, Brie,” he whispers. The same words that flooded me with emotion only a day prior. Now, with tears clogging my throat and my lips burning from his, the effect is ten times worse. “You’re almost there.”

			Before I can say anything, he’s storming back toward Beliar.

			Reeling, I grab the backpack and loop my arm through Krystal’s, who loops hers through Poppi’s, who holds tightly to the third woman still holding the bow like a cane.

			Beliar says something to Luke, but I can’t hear it over my own panting as I drag Krystal and the others past the remaining containers to the van. Without sneaking around, it’s a much shorter distance to close. I slide the back door open, ushering them inside.

			Krystal’s the last to go. She shakes in my arms as I help her up. Once she’s in, her half-lidded eyes find mine.

			“Tell me this is all a bad dream,” she pleads. “Tell me we’ll wake up.”

			“It’s a hell of a nightmare, isn’t it?” I force a grin. I don’t want this to haunt her for the rest of her life. Because she will have a life left to live. “So funny seeing you here in my dreams.”

			Her expression cracks in relief and she sinks into the seat. I close the door as Beliar’s voice echoes in a menacing hiss across the valley.

			“You’re weak.”

			I look back and choke on my gasp. At the bottom of the steps, Luke is struck down onto his hands and knees. His biceps quiver, barely holding his body up. He reaches for his dagger on the ground but Beliar kicks it out of reach with a cruel laugh.

			“You’re weak!” the demon repeats. “And you always have been. It should have been me.”

			Luke pushes himself up onto his knees. He spits a mouthful of blood at Beliar’s feet.

			Beliar guffaws. “You think that’s an insult? What a gift to see all that red flow out of you like a river, as it should. Soon, it will be a flood.”

			Beliar wraps both hands around his weapon. I’m slugged with the truth that Luke is about to die. He just kissed me like something out of a goddamn movie and he’s going to die. Beliar is going to kill him and I’m the only one left to do something about it.

			I should leave. He told me to leave.

			I open the driver’s door. Plopping his backpack on the seat, I find the small pocket with the two vials Hazaar gave me at the Night Market. Yellow for Vitality, green for Fatality. I grab the latter.

			The bow Krystal and the third woman were using as a cane sits discarded in the sand, and a few feet from it, the arrow Luke pulled out. I retrace my steps to grab both. Slinging the bow over my shoulder, I pop the cork on the vial and dump it over the arrowhead.

			There’s just enough liquid to coat it. Tossing the vial aside, I turn back to Beliar and Luke. Beliar’s axe is raised high in the air and Luke stares up at him defiantly.

			I notch the arrow, taking aim. My years of archery lessons cosplaying as Katniss Everdeen swim in my mind. I used to be a decent shot. But that was with a bow I knew like my favorite sweater, gifted by my parents for my sixteenth birthday.

			Beliar’s muscles strain as he starts to bring the axe down as though to split Luke’s head right in two. I let the arrow fly, praying it doesn’t miss. Or worse—hit Luke, whose mouth I can still feel against mine.

			The bow is strung tighter than I’m used to, something only evident once it’s too late. The arrow soars past Beliar’s forehead and hits the steps behind him, bouncing off the stone with a pathetic tink.

			Beliar’s cruel laugh cuts the night as he spins to take me in. “How heroic,” he mocks me. “Too bad you missed.”

			I lower the bow. “Did I?”

			He narrows his eyes, reaching up to brush his forehead. The motion smears the black ichor across his brow bone. He brings his fingers down to look at the wetness coating them.

			“Barely a scratch, but you should find some pride in making me bleed at all. It’s no easy feat. Too bad it will be the last accomplishment of your living years.”

			Beliar only makes it three steps toward me before he pauses. He drops his weapon to stare at his arms. His skin crackles, dark fissures forming like cracks in an eggshell.

			His fury-filled eyes snap to me. “What have you done?”

			“Ever heard of a poison called Fatality?” I ask.

			From the guttural scream that pierces the air, it’s safe to assume he has. Fissures web across his face. His skin takes on a glassy quality, as if made from porcelain.

			Though his movements are jerky, he rages toward me. “You vile abhorrent reckless bitch,” he seethes. “I will make your worst nightmare true. I will make sure your dreams die a pitiful slow death. That your hopes wither until all you are is a husk of a human.”

			I should be scared. Should be petrified. Instead, I shrug. “All that stuff has happened already. What else you got?”

			He opens his mouth, but I never get to hear it. Luke comes up behind him and slams the hilt of his dagger into Beliar’s shoulder. The demon explodes in a shower of glass-like particles, falling to Luke’s feet and blending with the dirt and sand.

			Luke and I stare at each other. I smile victoriously. He starts to smile back.

			Then he collapses.

			“Luke!” I run to him, sliding in the loose soil and falling to my knees. He’s pale, deathly so. He’s lost so much blood. His shirt and jacket are soaked in it.

			“You have to get up,” I beg. His head lolls. Glancing back at the van, I’m relieved to see Krystal and the others still inside. I turn back to Luke. “We have to get out of here.”

			Unsure what else to do, I give him a couple pats on the cheek that turn into slaps, like how he roused Debra. His eyes spring open on the fifth and a gasp escapes.

			“Come on,” I tell him, helping him to his feet. He tucks his dagger away and I loop his arm over my shoulders.

			“You came back for me,” he accuses, but the words are weak and lack intensity. “You were supposed to leave. I told you to leave. You promised you would.”

			“I lied. That makes two of us,” I tell him. “Besides, I only have to take orders from you between the hours of eight and four. If you want me to listen to you outside of that, you need to pay me overtime.”

			A pained sound escapes him, too dire to be a laugh. We’re nearly to the van when I notice the hundreds of souls gathering around us, blocking our exit.

			“What are they doing?” I whisper to Luke, fear squeezing my chest at their reflective eyes. But I won’t lose myself again. Not when we’re so close…

			“You banished their master,” he rasps. “They respond to you now. They’re waiting for orders.”

			I stare at the congregation of souls surrounding us. The phosphorus glow emanating from them is impossible to ignore in the darkness as the clouds thicken overhead. Unlike on the train, they’re completely quiet. Waiting.

			“You’re free,” I tell them. Maybe I should have ordered them to protect us from whatever The Reckoning might unleash, but something tells me that would be crossing the line I can’t return from. Besides, the worst of it is already over.

			I hope.

			A sound surrounds us, like a collective exhale. Slowly, they blink out of existence in a wisp of light, one by one, until our path is clear.

			I ease Luke into the passenger side of the van. He stares at me with half-lidded eyes as I lean over to buckle him in.

			“You don’t need to do that,” he grunts.

			“Don’t be too flattered. I do it for all my favorite takeout.”

			Throwing out senseless jokes is the only way I can cling to a scrap of sanity in what is a completely insane situation. And that doesn’t even cover the kiss. If I really let myself think about that right now, we’ll never make it out.

			I strip my crew neck sweatshirt off, pressing it to his wound. He hisses in pain.

			“Hold that there,” I instruct him, hurrying to the driver’s side. “You’ve lost too much blood. We need to try and staunch it.”

			He nods, eyes squeezed shut. I buckle my own seat belt and plug the key into the ignition with shaking hands. The swirling clouds above tell me I can’t wait until morning to drive us out of here. Beliar might be gone for the next one hundred years, but I don’t want to test Luke’s theory that he solely controls the archers. Panic can’t win again.

			I shift the van into drive, but my fingers are glued to the gearshift. My chest tightens—

			Luke’s warm, bloodstained hand covers mine.

			“You can do this,” he reassures softly. Then his eyes flutter shut and his grip goes slack.

			I drive into the dark.

		

	
		
			Twenty-four
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			The house before me is small—more of a cabin, really. A tiny porch leads to a front door that hasn’t been painted in maybe ever. The house itself is a weathered rust color, like it’s becoming one with its dusty surroundings. The window to the right of the door is aglow despite the curtains blocking my view. A light is on. Someone’s home.

			The drive here was harrowing at best. Krystal, Poppi, and the third woman, whose name I discovered is Yasmine, fell asleep in the back. They’re getting worse, skin feverish and sallow. Whatever Beliar poisoned them with is sticking in their system.

			And then there’s Luke. Despite waking on and off throughout the first hour, he spent the last completely passed out. At one point, I pressed my fingers to his wrist just to assure myself he wasn’t dead. Once I got comfortable enough leaving only one white-knuckled grip on the wheel, I kept them there, letting his faint pulse be a constant reminder he was alive.

			But I don’t know how much longer he can hold on.

			I walk up the rickety porch steps and knock on the door. Long seconds pass. I knock again.

			The floor creaks. It’s nearly imperceptible, but in the eerie desert stillness, my ears have no problem catching it. Someone’s on the other side of the door.

			“I need help.” Desperation and draining adrenaline from spending the past two hours tensed behind the wheel make my voice raw. “Please. I was told to come to you.”

			“Who told you?”

			The voice is grating, as if the person on the other side of the door has spent the entirety of their existence chain-smoking. “Luke D’Angelo. He’s with me. He’s hurt, but he said—”

			The door flies open and I nearly stumble off the porch at the looming presence behind it.

			“Where is he?”

			The single light bulb hanging above my head fully illuminates the woman who steps out. Her face is a motley mess of scars, as if someone doused her in acid. The pink skin travels down the length of her neck, disappearing under her floor-length nightgown. She lacks lashes and brows, and her eyes are so dark that the pupils blend in with the irises. Only a thin ring of white circles them. She looks both inhuman and achingly mortal as a clawed hand clutches at her chest, right over her heart.

			“Are you Moira?” I ask, finally finding words.

			She blinks at me, the motion insect-like. “I am.”

			Luke told me we can trust her, and though he’s already lied to me plenty, I have no other options. I lead her to the van and open his door, revealing his unconscious, bloody form. In the back seat, Krystal, Poppi, and Yasmine cower, still in the same semi-lucid state they’ve been slipping in and out of.

			“Please help us,” I plead.

			Moira surveys them, then me. Finally, she nods. “Bring them in.”

			

			• • •

			It takes twenty minutes of panting and groaning to finally get everyone inside. Krystal, Yasmine, and Poppi huddle on the couch, a moth-eaten blanket draped over their shoulders. In quivering hands, they cup steaming mugs of what Moira assured me is nettle tea, which sounds as disgusting as any other tea, but at least has them drinking.

			It took both of us to lug Luke’s dead weight into the only bedroom. He lies on his back in his shredded black shirt, getting blood on the covers.

			Moira sits on the edge of the bed beside him. She runs a curved claw-like fingernail lightly down the side of his pallid face. “What happened?”

			I tell her the most abridged version I can, starting with Demon Debra in the overworld and ending with cutting Beliar with Fatality. Shortly after we left his grounds, The Reckoning happened. I pulled over, waiting for the storm to pass. If the archers came back to life, they didn’t follow us.

			“They wouldn’t follow you without their master to order them,” Moira tells me. “You’re safe.”

			The words open the floodgates. All the tension that’s been simmering since we entered Beliar’s fortress and everything went to shit boils over. I step into the hallway, tears slipping down my cheeks faster than I can wipe them away. I fall onto my butt when my legs give out. Back against the wall, I draw my knees to my chest and open my hand to reveal the yellow vial filled with one dose of Vitality. The lifesaving potion.

			Lifesaving, singular. But I have four lives to save.

			Closing my fist around the vial, I drop my head to my knees and sob.

			The floor creaks, footsteps nearing. “You’re scared,” Moira observes. “Why?”

			“Because I don’t know what to do,” I blubber. I open my fist, revealing the vial. “Luke’s lost so much blood, I can’t believe he’s still breathing. This will save his life. But the entire reason we’re here is for Krystal. Beliar poisoned her and the others to keep them weak until the eclipse. But they’re so sick, I’m afraid they won’t make it back to the overworld. How can I use it on only Krystal and not the others? How am I supposed to choose who to save?”

			Moira’s bare brows pinch together. The top of her head is wrapped with a black silk scarf, hiding her hair, if she has any. She slowly gets to her knees in front of me so we’re eye level.

			“I have known Luke for many years,” she says. Her voice is less grating than it was thirty minutes ago. It must have been rusty from disuse. Now, it’s soft, an edge of a rasp to it. “He has suffered worse than this. He survived then, so we have to believe he will survive now.”

			I search her dark gaze, finding tenderness and nostalgia in her eyes. Slowly, the puzzle pieces slot together. Upon first knocking on the door, I thought maybe Moira was another ex of Luke’s, but I was wrong. “You’re his mother, aren’t you?”

			She closes her eyes, as if the title is too much to hear. When she opens them, they’re glossy with unshed tears. “I wasn’t always able to protect him and his brother throughout their childhood, though I tried. If he can hold on through the night, morning will bring brighter times.”

			“I can stitch him up,” I realize, something I should have thought of hours ago. It’s been nearly eleven months since I wore scrubs and stood in the ER, but life as a receptionist hasn’t wiped my brain of what I spent years studying. I get to my feet. “He has a balm in his bag he used on my knee that helped. If I can find a needle and thread…”

			My excitement dies as I rush into the living room where Luke’s backpack rests on the chair. Trying to save Luke myself still only gives me one less candidate for the potion. Before me are three.

			“Do you know what they were poisoned with?” Moira asks, coming up behind me.

			I flip through my hazy memory of the mission, as if my brain is purposefully trying to erase it from my mind to protect me. “All I remember is stone and the statues and the garden—”

			I break off with a sharp intake of breath, spinning to face Moira. “Beliar had a garden. I thought it was strange, but what if it was to grow poisons?”

			Moira nods. “Do you remember any of the plants?”

			“Moonflowers, I think. And something yellow. Both vines on the trellis.”

			“Both poisonous. The yellow is likely cat’s-claw, which is toxic in high doses. Anything else?”

			I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to picture the bush full of plump dark berries and purple buds.

			I’ve seen them before. When I worked in the pediatric unit. A little boy was wheeled in sporting a fever and hallucinations. He had eaten the same berries from a bush in his grandma’s backyard.

			My eyes fly open. “Belladonna. They were poisoned with belladonna.”

			“Perhaps a mix of all three,” Moira suggests. “The bad news is that their time is limited. Even if they weren’t given a killing dose, they could never be the same if its effects aren’t reversed soon.”

			“And the good news?” I ask hopefully.

			“A deadly dose of poison is different from, say, a deadly bleeding wound. Poison works slowly, and if you can stall its effects even longer, it may not work at all. If you can’t bring yourself to choose, we can divide the potion into three separate small doses. It won’t save them like a full dose would, but it might at least buy them enough time to get back to the overworld, where there is medicine that can.”

			“And you can do that?” I ask. “Get them back home?”

			She hesitates. “I can try. There’s an entrance not far from here. Only a few hours’ drive. I believe in your world, it’s Santa Monica Pier. I can’t cross with them. But since they were brought here without a deal, they should be able to. I can get them to the pier and make sure they pass to the overworld. But I can’t help them beyond that.”

			“That could work,” I murmur, a plan already taking shape in my mind. “They’d appear at that pier in the overworld?”

			Moira nods.

			“That’s one of the most crowded places in the state. Someone would see and help them.” My thoughts rush together, blurring into one. I fumble for my phone, tugging it from the pocket of my jacket. “I could leave this with Krystal with a note saying what they were poisoned with. It also has her wife’s phone number in it. They could use it to call for help. They could go home.”

			The relief that overtakes me is so bright, a fresh batch of tears well. I uncork the vial, carefully dividing it between the three mugs of tea they still hold in their hands.

			“You have to drink this,” I tell Krystal, helping her raise the mug to her lips. “All of it.”

			She obeys. Moira helps Yasmine, and I move to Poppi next. The effect of the potion is instantaneous. All three slump on the couch, expressions peaceful.

			I cover them with the blanket, then shift to Luke’s backpack to pull out his first aid kit and the balm. Inside the kit I find needle and thread, though I’ll need to sterilize it.

			“I need matches,” I tell Moira. She disappears into the kitchen and comes back with them.

			I take my equipment into the bedroom. Luke sleeps soundly on the bed, only the slight rise and fall of his chest any indication he’s alive. When I pulled over during The Reckoning, I tied my sweatshirt over the wound, creating as close to a tourniquet as possible. It stopped the bleeding, but now new blood wets the stained fabric. It must have started up again when we moved him inside.

			Beside the bed a small nightstand sports a dusty lamp and a yellowed stack of books. Dropping the contents in my hands to the edge of the bed, I move the books to the floor and wipe down the table as best as I can before setting everything I’ll need on it.

			Cracking my knuckles, I force deep breaths to calm my frazzled heart. I pass Moira on my way out of the room and reenter the living area. She follows me out.

			“You said they could go home,” she says, facing where Krystal, Yasmine, and Poppi are slumped on the couch with their eyes closed. They still look worse for wear, but a hint of warmth has returned to their skin. “What about you?”

			“I need to stay here and patch up Luke.”

			I don’t remember making the decision, but I know it’s the right one. Yes, he kept the truth about his brother being the devil from me. Maybe knowing would have changed my mind about everything, maybe it wouldn’t have. All I know is that he took an arrow for me. He was about to die so we could get away. I can’t just leave him here.

			Especially after that kiss.

			Moira hesitates, like she knows if Luke was awake, he’d fight me on it. Before she can argue, I cut her off. “You know the fastest way to the pier. I know how to suture and dress a wound. You said yourself that the partial dose of Vitality might only slow the poison, at best. You have to take them now. Please.”

			Her disturbing gaze clings to mine. “How will you get back to your world?”

			“Luke will make sure I do. If I can save him, he’ll save me.”

			It’s a bold statement to make about someone who’s left me a breadcrumb trail of half-truths to puzzle together. But I do trust him. Even if maybe I shouldn’t after everything I’ve learned today.

			Finally, Moira nods. “I will prepare the car. Get them ready to leave.”

			Gently, I rouse our rescues. When they open their eyes, I’m relieved to see the film ebbing.

			I scoot the plaid chair closer to the couch so I can face Krystal. Pressing my palms to her cheeks, I try to ignore her still-burning skin.

			“Hey,” I say in my softest voice. “Remember me?”

			Blearily, she nods. Her fingers come up to weakly hold on to mine. “Angel…where are we? What’s happening?”

			“You’re going home,” I promise. “Aren’t you excited to see Amelia and Kassidy and Aurelia? They can’t wait to see you.”

			A faint smile pulls at her full lips. “You’re coming with me?”

			“I’ll meet you there.” I pull out my phone. “I want you to have this, okay?”

			She wears the same outfit she had on Monday when she disappeared, though at some point, she lost her blazer. The pockets on her ripped dress pants are too tiny to hold anything of value. I grab my denim jacket from where I slung it over the back of the chair and help her shrug into it. On my phone, I set an alarm for four hours from now with the note: CALL AMELIA AND CHECK THE NOTES APP. In a fresh note, I tap out a quick message listing the poisonous plants and saying that they need to go to the ER stat. All I can do is pray someone competent finds them.

			I tuck the phone inside the pocket of my denim jacket, which Krystal now wears. It’s still mostly charged, so should last, barring any detours.

			“Promise me this isn’t the last time I’ll ever see you,” she whispers, fingers finding mine again. Her squeeze is weak, but there. “Promise you won’t end up like Madeline.”

			The image of the arrow piercing Madeline’s chest sears through my brain.

			“I promise,” I choke out, though I have no way of keeping it. Moira opens the door, waiting in the entryway. The time to go is now.

			I help Krystal up. With Moira’s help, we shuffle Krystal and Yasmine and Poppi into an ancient sedan. Before I close the door, Krystal grabs my hand, tugging me to stoop down to her level. She meets my eyes with a quizzical look that would be comical in any other situation.

			“I know we’re in a nightmare and all, but was that Luke kissing you?”

			The question and expression combo is so her it makes me laugh in relief. “I have a lot to catch you up on once we get home. I love you. See you there.”

			I close the door and step back. Moira meets my gaze over the car, her scarred face creased with concern. “Save him.”

			“Save them,” I say back. Before I lose my nerve, I ask the question that’s been burning at the back of my throat since I realized who she is. “Is it true? Is he”—I can’t bring myself to say Luke’s twin or your son—“really the devil?”

			Her eyes turn sad. “He was once just a boy. But sometimes we can’t help what we become.”

			The words rattle me, striking too close to home.

			Moira looks up at the cloudless sky. “Nothing has been the same here since Luke was banished by his brother. It’s as if their broken bond broke something else, too.”

			“The veil,” I say as another puzzle piece slides into place. His brother didn’t just get Luke kicked out. The betrayal was deeper than that. He banished Luke. Because, as the devil, he was the only one who could.

			It makes sense now why the hell hounds have been after us. Like Beliar, they were sent.

			Moira must read the realization on my face. “He did what he did to survive.”

			Before I can ask whether she’s talking about Luke or his brother, she gets into the car and leaves in a cloud of dust.

			I turn back toward the cabin as a wave of anxiety crashes over me. After withdrawing from med school, I never expected to dig up that version of myself again. I thought she was dead and buried with her parents.

			But maybe those we lose don’t ever fully leave us. Even if it’s ourselves.

		

	
		
			Twenty-five
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			My hands are covered in Luke’s blood.

			I force myself to my feet and pause as a wave of dizziness passes. I can’t remember when I last ate, or what. Some car snack, probably. But hunger is the last thing I feel.

			I leave Luke with his freshly sutured shoulder and cross the hall into the small bathroom. With a toilet straight ahead, a counter and sink to my right, and a shower to my left, I start stripping off my clothes. They’re stuck to me, layers of sand and sweat and grime fusing them to my skin. I crank the shower as hot as it will go and undo my two braids, which were falling apart anyway.

			The spray is scalding. Using a bar of soap I take from a small ledge, I lather it in my hands. Luke’s blood soaked through my clothes and stains my side. My nails scrape at my flesh until it’s raw and red. The water washes the blood off my face from where he cupped my cheek and kissed me.

			A kiss I can’t stop thinking about.

			Was it just a goodbye kiss? A kiss of regret? Had he thought about kissing me before that moment? How often? Did he only think about kissing?

			When I step out of the shower, I still feel covered in blood. But after wiping away the steam on the mirror, my skin is the same light olive shade it’s always been. A color that turns sickly in the winter when my summer tan takes a hike. Now is no different. Paired with my bloodshot eyes and the fading red burns below them, thanks to Badulf’s ichor, I’m the one who looks inhuman.

			Maybe I am.

			The fear that I’m running out of time to return to the overworld wraps a fist around my heart. Moira’s words play in my ear. Sometimes we can’t help what we become. Am I becoming part demon? But I feel human. Equal parts like I might throw up and blow away with a strong breeze. Tired, despite being wired.

			I find a washcloth and wet it with warm water. In order to get the full view of Luke’s wound, I cut his shirt off earlier. As I reenter the room, my eyes travel down the tanned expanse of his torso. To no one’s surprise, he is sporting plenty of definition in the abdominal region, along with a fine trail of hair leading to his belt.

			I wrench my gaze away as guilt swarms my gut for letting my eyes wander when he’s in such a vulnerable state. Instead, I focus on the faded white lines littering his body. Scars that seem significantly older than the one on his throat, leading me to assume they’re from the adolescent years he spent running and being hunted. A flash of anger burns through me—I wish I could pop every asshole demon and monster that ever made him afraid.

			Much gentler than I was with myself, I wash away the blood on him. The motion soothes my spinning mind as I fall into a rhythm of wiping the red from his skin, rinsing the cloth under the faucet, watching the pink swirl down the drain, and repeating the cycle.

			I try to keep my touch light as I rub at a smear on his forehead, but his eyes spring open, fingers circling my wrist to stop my movements.

			For a moment, neither of us says anything. I hadn’t realized how far I was leaning over him, but our faces are only a few breaths apart. This is the closest I’ve been to him since he kissed me. It would be too easy to close the gap and initiate a second. My hair hangs around us like a cage, half-dried tendrils escaping from where I tucked them behind my ears. I meant to braid it again after showering but was too focused on cleaning him up.

			“Hey,” I say, the word too casual for everything we’ve endured in the past twenty-four hours.

			“Hey,” he echoes, voice faint and raspy. I reach for the glass of water I prepped on the nightstand, but his hold tightens, keeping me in place. His eyes are bright, too bright, like a light bulb before it burns out.

			I press my palm to his cheek, the same thing he did to me before crashing our lips together. His skin is cool and clammy. My other hand goes to his chest, right over his heart. It beats erratically beneath my touch. “I think you’re going into hypovolemic shock.”

			He blinks at me. “I don’t know what that means.”

			“It means you’ve lost a lot of blood. Too much. It means you’re dying.” My voice rises and I finally escape his hold to grab the first aid kit.

			“I am not dying,” he says with as much force as he can muster, which isn’t much.

			I find what I’m looking for: a needle syringe I passed earlier. “What blood type are you?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know? How do you not know your own blood type?”

			“Why?”

			“Because if we’re a match, I might be able to pull off the most janky blood transfusion ever.” I hold the syringe up. “But giving you my blood won’t work if we’re not the same type.”

			“I don’t want your blood.”

			His voice is finite. Mine is broken, caught on the edge of a sob. “I’m trying to save you.”

			“You already have.” He pushes my hand toward the nightstand in an attempt to make me drop the syringe. The simple movement has his eyes rolling with exhaustion, a pained groan slipping out.

			“You can’t die,” I tell him, fierce as a threat.

			“I won’t,” he promises. His lids flutter shut. “I just need to rest.”

			“What you need is blood.”

			He forces his eyes open. “What I need is for you to stay.”

			I suck in a breath. He can’t possibly mean it in the way my body interprets, heat spiking my bloodstream. But then he repeats it, softer yet, “Stay. I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

			There is something bigger behind those words, something that gouges at my heart. I’ve felt so alone since my parents died. A fathomless ache that has only briefly ebbed when I’ve been with Krystal. But being with Luke the past few days is the least alone I’ve felt in months.

			“You’re not alone. You have me,” I tell him. I wish I could believe he wants me to stay because he wants me, specifically, here with him. But I’ve been by the bedside of patients on the brink. The simple truth is no one wants to die alone.

			But he’s not dying, or so he says. Not yet, anyway.

			“Besides,” I continue, my impulse to turn everything into a joke rearing its head. “You’re kind of my only ticket out of here now.”

			His brows pinch together. He knows there’s something wrong with my words. That I shouldn’t be here. But he doesn’t have the strength to make sense of it.

			Unable to help myself, I wipe away the last streak of blood on his forehead.

			He gazes up at me. “You look like an angel.”

			The words are as reverent as a prayer, as if maybe they were supposed to only exist in his head and not find my ears. But now that they have, I can’t unhear them. He said them in a subconscious slur, as if he’s drunk. Like they’re words he won’t remember, come daylight.

			But I sure will.

			“I’m no angel,” I tell him, meeting his half-lidded gaze.

			“Liar,” he says with an air of affection. “You’re named after one.” He finishes the thought before I catch up to it. “Aren’t you, Gabriella?”

			My brain short circuits. “What did you just call me?”

			“Sorry,” he murmurs, eyes fluttering shut. He’s fading. “I’m sorry, Brie. For everything.”

			And then he’s out cold again, leaving me reeling. It shouldn’t be a surprise he knows my full name. There’s plenty of paperwork around the office that likely has it. The guy probably knows my Social Security number for crying out loud. But nobody calls me Gabriella. Nobody except my parents. Everyone in my old life called me Gabby. Brie was my chance to be someone new.

			But am I, actually? I just sutured a wound like it’s second nature. I drove in the dark, something I haven’t done since that night. And I’m feeling again, that deep stomach burn that I thought was gone for good. If only it wasn’t the banished brother of the fucking devil making me feel like this.

			Luke’s chest rises and falls, expression peaceful for once. I stand, needing to get some of my jitters out. I take in the rest of the room now that I’m not bent over Luke stitching him up. It’s simple, with chipped plaster walls that are a dark maroon shade. On the far wall are pieces of paper—drawings.

			There are dozens stuck with peeling tape. Most done in crayon, and the better ones in colored pencil. Those seem newer, though all boast yellowed edges, the lines on the paper faded. All are monstrous and gruesome. Of creatures with multiple appendages, or claws or fangs or all of the above. Some are furry, some have scales, some are animals.

			Somehow, I know he and his brother drew these images as children. This was his room.

			The Polaroid picture pinned to the dusty lampshade tells me I’m right. It looks ancient, like something you’d find at an estate sale in an old album box. In it are two young boys, no older than ten. They’re not identical, but they’re unmistakable as brothers. The picture is black-and-white, faded sepia with age. They share the same nose and dark hair. I can only tell that the boy on the right is Luke thanks to his dimples. But the other boy looks so…normal. Not like a devil-in-the-making. Even his toothy smile is innocent against Luke’s mischievous grin.

			I drag a rocking chair from the corner of the room to beside the bed, curling up on it. Resting my head against the back, I stare at the photo until sleep pulls me down into its ruthless, nightmare-ridden embrace.

		

	
		
			Twenty-six
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			It’s still dark out when I wake.

			I reach for my phone to check the time before remembering I gave it to Krystal. Krystal. My heart aches at the thought of my friend. I hope she’s already back in the overworld getting help. If I cling to nothing else, it’s that.

			I fell asleep with my contacts in, so it takes a few good blinks to clear my burning eyes. When I can finally see, the first thing that registers is the empty bed in front of me.

			Empty as in, no Luke.

			I launch out of the chair, joints cracking with the movement. Every part of me is sore, and to make matters worse, I have a crick in my neck. But it doesn’t stop me from bursting through the closed door of the bathroom. The shower is on and steam billows out around me. Tripping over discarded apparel on the floor, I catch myself against the counter. I stare at the jeans and boxers before lifting my gaze to the shadowed body behind the shower curtain.

			“Luke?”

			He can’t be up and about. The guy was on the brink of death. There’s no way—

			“You could have knocked.”

			I’m tempted to rip the curtain out of the way just to see if he’s really here or if I’m eternally trapped in a nightmare that’s getting weirder and weirder. My mouth opens, but only a pathetic squeak comes out.

			He pokes his head around the curtain. Exhaustion mars his face, but it is him. “Hi, Brie.”

			“What are you doing?” I glance between the open door leading to the bed he was dying on a few hours ago and him, alive and—well, not thriving, exactly, but alive.

			“I’m taking a shower,” he says simply. Despite the casual tone, his words are edged with pain. “I was trying not to get your bandages wet but I don’t think I did a great job.”

			I don’t know what to say. I’m so relieved I have a head rush. Or maybe that’s the steam mixing with the fact I have yet to put food in my body.

			“Sorry if I scared you by not being there when you woke up.” He disappears behind the curtain and I try not to track the shadow of his body as he continues showering. I can’t see anything specific, and it’s not like I’m looking.

			Much.

			“Sorry I barged in here.” I start to leave. “I’ll give you your privacy as long as you promise not to keel over in there.”

			“Stay.”

			Stay. That word I was so sure he was only saying hours prior because he was delirious from blood loss. But here it is again when he’s somehow, miraculously, lucid.

			“Please stay,” he amends. “Do you mind wrapping my wound again once I’m out?”

			He sounds…hesitant? No—unsure. Like he doesn’t want to overstep by asking this of me. As if there are any barriers left between us.

			“Of course not.” I close the door, shutting us in the bathroom.

			The shower turns off and my breath sticks in my chest as he reaches for a towel hung on a hook. I turn around to face the sink, which isn’t much better because of the mirror, though it’s fogged. I left the first aid kit on the counter so I busy myself by pulling out the necessary supplies.

			“You can turn around,” he says. “I’m decent.”

			Nothing about this feels decent.

			I face him anyway. He stands with a white towel around his waist, water droplets falling from the edges of his hair onto the cracked tile in soft plinks. The bathroom is so small we’re nearly chest to chest.

			“I don’t understand how you’re standing right now,” I tell him, carefully removing the wet bandage from his shoulder. I’m pleased to see it’s only minorly spotted with blood.

			“You did a good job patching me up.” He glances at the precise row of stitches before his eyes come back to me. “Thank you.”

			“I could have done the world’s best job patching you up and it still wouldn’t explain this.” I gesture to him standing. “Was it the balm? What’s in it?”

			He hesitates, then nods. “It’s a remedy my mother taught us how to make using beeswax, oil, and calendula. All very rare in the underworld, but not in the overworld. But don’t sell yourself short. If I was still bleeding, it wouldn’t have helped as much.”

			I flush, wishing I could put some distance between us so I could breathe. With no other choice, I back up until my butt hits the edge of the counter and sit on it. It would help if I didn’t still need him within arms’ reach.

			Realizing this, he steps into the gap between my knees. The act is innocent, one meant to make things easier for me. It does anything but and completely negates the space I desperately need. I swallow, trying—failing—to refocus.

			“How does it look?”

			His shoulder. He’s talking about his shoulder.

			“It’s already healing,” I observe. Finally getting my shit together, I start going through the motions of redressing it. I smear antiseptic across the sutures and he sucks in a breath. “Sorry.”

			“It’s alright,” he grits out. His tired eyes drink me in. “How are you?”

			“I’m”—how am I?—“alive.”

			He huffs. “Obviously. I mean, how are you doing?”

			I shrug, enraged I feel the press of tears again. Have I not cried out every ounce of liquid in me by now?

			“I was scared,” I whisper past the lump in my throat, focused on the gauze I’m holding in place while tearing off a piece of medical tape with my teeth. “I thought you weren’t going to make it.”

			“So did I. At Beliar’s.”

			I still can’t look at him. “Is that why you kissed me?”

			He’s silent for a few beats. “It’s why I kissed you then, in that moment. I knew I was marching off to near-certain death. Maybe I should have been more frightened. But all I could think of was how your mouth felt against mine in my dreams, and how dying without knowing what kissing you was really like seemed like such a waste.”

			In my dreams. I meet his dark gaze. “I thought you don’t dream.”

			“Not until you.”

			His words destroy my resolve. “Were you dreaming about kissing me in the motel?”

			He stiffens, caught. “Among other things.”

			Warmth tidal-slams my belly. I look up at him through my lashes. “And did the kiss live up to your wildest imagination?”

			He holds my stare. “Far surpassed it, actually.”

			I break away before the fire in his eyes incinerates me. My body is burning, like the room is a sauna and I’m trapped in its suffocating heat. “I figured the blood loss was clouding your judgment.”

			“Maybe a bit,” he admits. “If I was thinking clearly, I would have made sure it was alright with you first. I am sorry for that.”

			“Of all the things you have to be sorry for, that’s not one of them.”

			“Then let me be sorry for everything else. Starting with the truth about my brother.”

			I refocus my gaze on bandaging his wound. “Why did you keep that from me?”

			“I wasn’t completely sure he was the devil. Things were complicated when I left.”

			“When he banished you, you mean.”

			Luke flinches, though from my words or me tightening the gauze, I don’t know. “Right.”

			It’s quiet as I finish. He moves his arm and winces, but doesn’t back up. Now that his shoulder is wrapped, I have nothing to pin my gaze on but his own.

			“We’re alone here?”

			His question feels like a swift kick to the backs of my knees, crumbling the cliff edge of restraint I’m clinging to. “Sure are.”

			“You met Moira.”

			I nod. “Your mother.”

			“Yes.” He hesitates before adding, “Did she say anything about me?”

			“Just that if you made it through the night, you’d be fine. I guess she was right.”

			He grimaces. “ ‘Fine’ is a stretch. Where is she now?”

			“She took Krystal, Poppi, and Yasmine to Santa Monica Pier, where she said there’s an entrance to the overworld. They should be there by now. I hope.”

			“So should you.” Luke’s disapproving gaze sears into me. “Why didn’t you go with them?”

			“And leave you here? You were going to die.”

			“I wasn’t going to die,” he insists. Which, sure, is easy to believe now when he’s standing here very much alive. But a few hours ago? Not so much.

			“I know you’ll get me back.”

			His expression is conflicted, like he wants to assure me he will, but can’t. “Brie, I—”

			“I know,” I cut him off.

			“You have no idea what I’m about to say.”

			“You’re about to tell me that I should stay here while you go face off with your brother. The devil. That I should go by myself to the pier and return to the overworld before the eclipse.”

			He blows out a frustrated sigh. “Is that so bad? That I want you to stay safe?”

			“When are you going to get it?” I ask him quietly. “I have nothing to lose. I made sure I wouldn’t have anything to lose ever again after leaving my hometown for good. And the only person who crept past those walls is hopefully on her way back to her family.”

			“The only person?” He asks it like a dare.

			Something’s different. Maybe it’s our kiss. Maybe it’s the heat seeping off his skin and into mine. Maybe it’s the damn towel. Maybe it’s the way I wish it wasn’t there at all.

			I evade his question. “I’m not going to leave you. We’re a team. And the overworld is my world, too. I made it this far. We can finish this together. We can save the world. Both of them. It sounds silly when I say it out loud, but isn’t it the truth? We could be heroes.”

			His eyes flutter shut. It feels like a victory, until he opens his mouth. “I’m no hero.”

			“Krystal would disagree. So would Poppi and Yasmine. Madeline was my fault, not yours.”

			“No.” The word flies out of him. His hand is on my chin, tilting my head up so I have no choice but to meet his eyes. “That wasn’t your fault. None of this is your fault. Do you understand?”

			Startled, I nod. I don’t know where to put my hands, so I place them on his chest. His eyes are so dark I want to dive into them to see everything lurking beneath the surface. I want to know Luke inside out. With a start, I realize it’s because I want him to know me inside out.

			It’s a scary thing, to know and be known. More to lose. But I already almost lost him, and I can’t pretend it wasn’t terrifying all the same.

			“I love Thai takeout,” I tell him before my nerve makes a run for it. “And the rain, especially during a steamy Florida afternoon, because it’s warm and weird and perfect. My favorite flowers are purple coneflowers. They popped up every spring in our backyard at home and my dad and I used to complain that they looked freaky, but my mom loved them, so now I do, too. Before I ever thought about becoming a doctor, I wanted to go to film school. Being a producer or screenwriter seemed so cool. I love movies and—”

			I dig my teeth into my bottom lip, realizing I’m rambling. Luke looks down at me with an intrigued expression. A nervous laugh shoots out. “Sorry, that was so random. I just was thinking about what you said in the van about wanting to know me, but—”

			“I don’t think I’ve tried Thai food, but I bet I’d like it.” His voice is deep and genuine. My palms on his chest track the rumble of each word. “I love the rain. As I made my way east toward New York, it was my favorite companion. I’ve never thought much about flowers, but when I woke up in the overworld, I was in a field of poppies and they were the brightest colors I’d seen in my life. When I close my eyes, I still see them and can’t believe they were real. That any of the beautiful things natural to the overworld are.”

			My heart hiccups. His hips are perfectly slotted between my knees. The front of his towel is mere centimeters from the place I’m warmest.

			He hotly holds my gaze, continuing. “I never used to dream about what I’d be when I grew up because I wasn’t sure I would. When I did, management came easy to me, but I don’t think I’d call it a passion. What I really love is a good spreadsheet.”

			A laugh bursts out of me. “The words ‘what I really love is a good spreadsheet’ should never leave the mouth of a human. Ever.”

			He grins, amusement dancing in his eyes. “You’ll be sick to know the best part of my weekends was analyzing the data from the weekly report.”

			I pretend to gag, but it loses impact because I can’t stop giggling. They’re overtired, what-hour-even-is-it giggles, but giggles all the same. “Disgusting. Diabolical. Borderline masochism.”

			“Maybe I also enjoyed the brief interactions with you required to receive said report.”

			That sops my laughter up, swiping my breath. “Oh? Enjoyed them so much you couldn’t remember my name isn’t Brianna?”

			A throaty chuckle escapes him as he drops his head between us, shaking it. “You really thought I didn’t know your name?”

			I shrug, the movement casual but the tension crackling between us absolutely feral. “Nobody else really knew me, besides Krystal. Why should you?”

			His head lifts. “Because I wanted to. Maybe even before I realized it. The name thing was juvenile. I don’t know where it came from. I just wanted a reason to talk to you.”

			My head tilts so my hair falls over my shoulder. He tracks the movement hungrily. “And now you can’t get me to shut up.”

			“Wouldn’t want to even if I could.”

			“No?” Now that I know what his mouth feels like on mine, I crave him. I hate that there’s still space between us. The fear of nearly losing him can only be quelled by feeling him everywhere. “I’m kind of tired of talking, personally.”

			“And what would you rather do?” he asks, a husky edge to his voice.

			Gabby wouldn’t be honest. But even though pieces of her still live within me, a truth that’s more evident by the day, I’m grateful I’m not her anymore. I’m me. No longer afraid to take what I want and survive a cross-country road trip through hell. So far, at least.

			He’s not waiting for an answer—and I don’t intend to give him one. Not verbally, anyway.

			Instead, I kiss him.
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			As soon as my lips press into Luke’s, his hands pull me closer like he’s starving and I’m the first meal he’s had in days. The movement likely jars his shoulder, but he doesn’t stop. Instead, he hauls me toward him so I sit on the edge of the counter, my entire front flush to his.

			This kiss is so spectacularly different from our kiss in the valley. That one was desperate and fleeting, over before it really began. This is all-consuming and heady, making time wait for us. His mouth is hot against mine, and greedy, like he can’t get enough of me. I tilt my head to deepen it, brushing his lower lip with my tongue. He lets me in, his own tongue meeting mine in an intentional exploration that leaves me weak and wild. With one hand on his chest and one behind his neck to keep him close to me, I arch my back, pressing myself fully to him.

			He groans and the sound sparks a lightning strike through me. His right hand cups my jaw while his left toys with the hem of my thin T-shirt.

			“Take it off,” I gasp against his lips. One breath later and it’s over my head, tossed to the side. His mouth goes back to devouring mine.

			“What else?” he asks between languid kisses that make my thoughts melt into a puddle on the bathroom floor.

			I grab his left hand, being mindful of his shoulder even though he isn’t, and bring it to my bra. He reaches behind me to unhook the clasp, getting it on the first try.

			A moan rips out of me as Luke’s hand sneaks under the loose cups to palm my bare breast, thumb brushing over the peak. I gasp against his mouth.

			“You like that?” he murmurs against my mouth, finally getting rid of my bra entirely. “Just wait until I fuck you.”

			The expletive leaving his lips is hotter than everything that’s happened yet.

			“Yeah? Did you dream about that, too?” I goad him.

			His laughter ghosts across my cheek. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

			“Never. And you didn’t answer my question.”

			His mouth returns to mine and I’m struck by the surreal truth that this is Luke. Luke, who pretended not to know my name just so I’d talk to him. Luke, who lugged me on a road trip through hell to save my best friend. Luke, whose hips are so close to mine, I can feel the outline of his hard-on through the towel.

			A towel I’d make heinous demonic deals to get rid of.

			My head jerks back as his hand knots in my hair, tugging on it so I bare my throat to him. His mouth leaves mine and a pitiful, wanting whine escapes me. It quickly turns into a moan as his lips leave a trail of hot, open-mouthed kisses along my neck.

			“To answer your question: yes, I dreamt about this. But my imagination was lacking because it didn’t even come close to how good you actually feel.”

			“That’s understandable. You are a spreadsheet guy, after— Ah!”

			My teasing turns to a yelp as his tongue circles my nipple. Fingers threaded in his hair, I tug harshly on his strands at the mind-numbing sensation. It’s all hot and disorienting and fast, like a roller coaster you’re stumbling off of before you fully realize the ride’s over.

			His fingers hook on the waistband of my leggings. I plant my hands on the counter, lifting my hips so he can drag them down my legs with my underwear. He drops them on the floor and steps back, taking me in.

			The fog lifts as my insecurities flash through my mind. My body, softer than it’s ever been, completely bare before him. I shift under his half-lidded gaze as the seconds drag out.

			As if sensing my thoughts, he closes the gap between us. Mouths like magnets, he kisses me, though less rushed and desperate than before. There’s a sweetness to it.

			“You’re beautiful,” he murmurs. “So fucking beautiful and brave.”

			His words set me on fire. My fingers are once again in his hair, pulling him into me. He steps back between my knees, where he belongs.

			His right hand forces my thighs farther apart. A moan escapes as his finger trails to where I want him most. He groans into my mouth. “So beautiful, so brave, and so wet.”

			I throw my head back with a groan. He takes the opportunity to assault my neck as his finger slips into me, rubbing all the right places.

			“I’ve been thinking about this, too,” I confess. “You touching me. At the motel in Tulsa, I couldn’t even lay on the bed with you. You make me feel—”

			I gasp as he adds another finger, periodically pulling both out to rub the spot that makes me squirm. His mouth comes up to brush the shell of my ear. I shudder. “How do I make you feel?”

			Wading through my thoughts is impossible with the strategic movement of his fingers. Keeping up with his mouth is also beyond me, so I focus instead on the scar across his throat. My lips find it, sucking at the raised skin, and a shudder passes through him.

			“How do I make you feel?” he repeats, twisting his fingers. A cry escapes me. My lower belly tightens until I’m barely holding on.

			“So fucking good. Like—like I’m going to—” I gasp. Luke groans, capturing my mouth in a searing kiss. His left hand—which he really shouldn’t be using—massages my breast.

			“I want you to come,” he tells me, both a confession and an order. “Come for me.”

			He pinches my peak and I shatter.

			Sounds I’ve never made before spill from my lips as he continues his ministrations, letting me coast until I’m nothing but a shaking, shivering mess. His mouth presses a long kiss to my shoulder, his wet hair tickling my cheek. Slowly, he withdraws his fingers. A whimper escapes my throat at the loss.

			He moves to step back but I cling to him, forcing him to stay.

			“I want more.” My voice is breathy and doesn’t sound like my own. “I want you.”

			My hand slips between us so I can stroke him over the towel still tightly tied around his waist. The most beautiful sound slips out of him at my touch.

			“Are you sure?” he asks, unsteady, like he’s not so sure himself. “We can stop. I haven’t forgotten what you said about needing to really know someone before—”

			“I do know you.” My free hand cups his cheek so he has no choice but to see the sincerity and want in my eyes. He turns his head into my palm, pressing a soft kiss to my wrist. “I trust you. I—”

			He doesn’t let me finish the sentence before his mouth is back on mine. It’s tender and unhurried, like we have forever in this moment. I finally, finally unravel the towel from his hips. At the feeling of my hand wrapping around him, he gasps, startled eyes flying open.

			“What?” I whisper, satisfaction curling in me at his reaction.

			His laugh puffs across my cheek. “I’m just— It’s— I—” Another laugh as he shakes his head, cheeks flushed. “I haven’t done this in a while and I’m afraid it shows.”

			“I haven’t, either,” I admit. “I want this if you do.”

			“Yes,” he groans, though his hand rests over mine to thwart my movements. Disappointment lances through his eyes. “I don’t have anything, though. Contraceptives aren’t common in the underworld yet.”

			“Pull and pray?” I joke breathlessly.

			“I’m really not the praying type.” He swallows thickly as my lips brush over his scar again. “Though I’d make an exception for you.”

			“Lucky for both of us that I have the shot.” I pull back to look at him seriously. “I’m okay with it if you are.”

			I get my answer in his hands gently pulling me even closer to the edge of the counter. I only release my hold on him when he’s nudged against me, the burn to have him all-consuming.

			“Look at me,” he says softly, tilting my chin up to meet his eyes. I do, and for a long moment, it’s just this: his thumb brushing my jaw, my fingers stroking the short hairs on the back of his neck, our gazes locked as a million emotions pass between us. And then, in one seamless glide, his hips land flush with mine.

			“You okay?” he asks. I nod, unable to string together a coherent sentence to save my life. Has sex always felt this good?

			But it’s bigger than feeling good. What I feel is safe. Caught in the cage of his arms and warmth of his body, it’s like nothing can hurt me. No demon or monster, no grief or guilt. All I know is his heart throbbing against mine, a promise that I’m not alone.

			I know he feels it, too. He nuzzles my cheek affectionately before finding my mouth again, groaning into it as my nails dig half-moons into his skin. I can’t seem to remember how to inhale through my nose and I break the kiss, sucking in a lungful of air.

			“Breathe, Brie,” he murmurs. It’s the same thing he said to me on the train to hell. But that was then, and this is now, and everything is different. Me, him, us. Because there is an us, and maybe we got here a little unconventionally, but there’s nowhere I’d rather be.

			“Where are you?” he asks, abandoning my lips to kiss my neck again.

			“I don’t know,” I pant, slightly irate that he’s choosing now to quiz my geography skills. “Somewhere in California hell?”

			His laugh rumbles against my collarbone. “I meant, are you close?”

			“Oh.” It feels good, but…“I’ve never twice.”

			He raises his head from my neck, brow suspiciously quirked before he lowers to his knees. I stare down at him, lips parted.

			He flashes a devilish grin before diving in.

			The rub of his stubble tickles my thighs, adding to the overstimulation of it all. It doesn’t take long to feel that familiar build. My fists curl in his hair, pulling at his strands until he’s standing. I lure him in and we sigh into each other’s mouths when we’re one again. All it takes is the press of his thumb rolling a half-assed semicircle at the apex of my thighs to make me tumble off the ledge.

			He follows suit only a breath later, groaning my name into my jaw. I drag my nails down his back, listening to the steady thrum of his heart beneath my ear.

			The after is blurred around the edges as exhaustion makes a home in my bones. It’s only once he’s wrapped a fresh towel around me that the world blinks back into focus. Luke holds out a hand, staring at me expectantly with a soft smile.

			“What?” I ask, realizing I’ve missed something.

			“You need to take your contacts out, don’t you?”

			He’s right, so I peel them off and drop the clear lenses in his waiting palm. Somehow, it feels like our most intimate exchange yet.

			Using his good arm, he carries me to the bedroom. I’ve never been carried before. Fresh heat blooms in me, though it’s doused as I’m deposited onto the bed.

			His blurred form leaves the room. I must nod off cocooned in my towel, because when I open my eyes, he’s sitting on the bed gently rousing me.

			“Eat,” he tells me, passing me a thick slice of bread with something smeared on top. I’m not hungry—in fact, I don’t think I’ve ever felt so full—but I take a bite to please him and hum at the taste of jam. He made a slice for himself, too, and together we munch quietly.

			Now that we’re out of the intoxicating steam of the bathroom, I find myself turning shy. I don’t know how to deal with anything we just did. All I do know is that I don’t want it to be the last time we do it.

			When we finish, he gingerly lies back against the double-stacked pillows behind him. They’re the only two on the bed.

			“Come here.” He beckons me to his side. I’m overly aware that only our respective towels cover us, so I tug up the folded knit blanket at the foot of the bed. When I lie down, his right arm is in the space where my pillow would be. With nowhere else to put my head, I rest it on his bicep.

			“What do we do now?”

			I’m not sure if I’m talking about this very moment, beside each other. If I’m seeking a plan of action for our next stop on this road trip. Or if I mean us, and what we’ll be to each other should we make it back to our world.

			“We sleep,” he says, choosing the here and now. “And tonight, we go to Silicon Valley.”

			“And when we’re home?” If we get home, I don’t bother adding.

			“We go on a date.” The simplicity of his statement makes a sleepy laugh fall out of me. We’re skin-to-skin, his radiating heat lulling me into a false sense of security. The aftermath of our bathroom delirium has left me spent and spineless. I’m fading fast.

			“The movies,” I rush out before sleep can take me. “Our first date has to be at the movies so you can finally appreciate how funny I am. Do we have a deal?”

			His laugh is soft and reassuring, something I could get used to. That thought alone feels like the most dangerous thing I’ve endured yet.

			“Deal,” he agrees. “When we get back, I’ll take you to the movies.”

			“Deal,” I echo, unable to keep my eyes open any longer. I fall asleep pressed to his side, my palm over his heart clocking its steady rhythm.

			For the first time since the car accident, I don’t dream.

		

	
		
			Twenty-eight
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			I wake up alone. And naked.

			I lost my towel at some point, though the blanket is tucked around me and my head rests on a pillow. The sun infiltrates the dark curtain, cluing me in that I slept for a few hours, maybe more.

			The realization has me jerking upright and kicking the blanket off in my haste to flee the bed. On the rocking chair are the glasses and clothes Luke stripped off me in the bathroom, now neatly folded. I yank them on, panic flooding my chest that Luke did something stupid like leave me here so he could go to Silicon Valley alone. I would never forgive him.

			My feet aren’t fully through the leg holes of my pants as I stumble into the hall. The door to the bathroom is open, the light turned off. Flashes of me sitting on the counter falling apart in Luke’s arms hit my brain like a freight train. I turn away before the memories swallow me whole, my anxiety heightening as I step into the empty living room.

			“You’re awake.”

			Relief capsizes me. At the small, four-person table in the kitchen, Luke clutches a mug of what I’m guessing is tea if the herbal aroma floating my way is anything to go by. Moira steps into view, holding her own mug.

			Moira is here. Which must mean—

			“Did they make it?” I ask, the hope in my chest erasing every other thought. “Are they back in the overworld?”

			“I got them to the pier.” Moira slips into the seat beside Luke. She sips her tea. “All I know is they are no longer in this world.”

			My relief is so overwhelming my knees nearly buckle. Luke pulls out a chair and I drop down into it. “Thank you,” I squeeze out. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

			Moira’s expression is difficult to decipher, thanks to the scars, but her eyes soften. “I did my best. And so did you. It seems we both held up our ends of the bargain.”

			Her gaze flickers to Luke. He glances at her, then at me. “Thank you both. But Brie and I can’t stay. We have a soiree to attend.”

			My eyes widen. “We do?”

			“The Strangers’ Soiree.” Luke nods, draining the last dregs of his tea. It rings a bell. Shonda from the Night Market mentioned it. “A celebration of the eclipse about to happen. It’s going to be the biggest party of the year. And the most crowded. It should be easy to get in undetected since it’s a masquerade. It’s held at Hell Headquarters, so there’s no better place to be.”

			“And then what are we going to do? Try and corner the devil?”

			“Be careful,” Moira warns. The words are something so mom-like that my chest constricts. “I’ve heard he has been very temperamental as of late.”

			“The opposite,” Luke says to me. “Ideally, we’ll avoid him at all costs. He guards the veil, which is also at headquarters. With the soiree, he’ll be distracted tonight. We’ll go to the party and blend in as guests, then sneak away once he arrives.”

			“What if we get caught and he tries to kill you?” I challenge.

			Moira shakes her head at the notion her sons would ever turn against each other so violently. But she hasn’t seen what I have. Luke kneeling before Beliar, sent by his dick of a brother, about to die.

			Luke is less bothered. He smirks at me. “Then I guess it’s a good thing you’ll be there to save me. Let’s get ready to go.”

			“I should probably shower first if we have time.” Heat blooms across my cheeks, because he, of course, knows exactly why I need to shower. From the way I feel his gaze blaze against my back as I leave the room, I know he’s thinking the same thing.

			I spend as little time as possible in the bathroom to avoid the onslaught of memories of what we did just a handful of hours ago. By the time I emerge, Luke has our bags packed in the van. I thank Moira before sliding into the passenger seat. Luke lingers on the front porch.

			Moira tells him something I can’t hear from inside the van. Whatever it is, there’s an urgency in her eyes. Eventually, he nods, though he appears reluctant. She wraps her arms around him, a move that takes him off guard. He’s so much bigger, towering over her. Slowly, his arms wrap around her shoulders and his head drops so his cheek presses to the top of her scarfed head.

			Longing for a hug from my own mom claws at my heart. I turn away, feeling as if I’m intruding on a moment not meant for me.

			Finally, Luke opens the door and slides behind the wheel.

			“Are you sure you’re alright to drive?” I ask, nodding at his shoulder. He hasn’t been babying his left side nearly as much as he should.

			“Good enough.”

			Key in the ignition, the van sputters to life. Luke pulls onto the sandy road, heading west.

			“So this soiree…” I bring up after a few moments of silent driving. A thick tension fills the car, though it’s not exactly awkward. Since waking up, he’s been uptight and reserved—more like the Luke from Curated Care than the Luke who’s becoming something more. I want to bring up what happened in the bathroom, peel him open layer by layer, but I can’t bring myself to. “Are we going to need costumes?”

			“Something like that.” He glances at me, apprehension across his face.

			“Uh-oh. That look says trouble. Do I even want to know where we’re getting them?”

			He blows out a breath. “I have another ex we need to pay a visit to.”

			

			• • •

			Hours later, we ditch the van in a parking lot and slip through the side door of a seemingly abandoned warehouse. Our footsteps echo as we walk deeper into the cavernous space.

			“You know,” I start, hand hovering by the dagger sheathed at my thigh, “this is the part in movies where the main characters fall into a trap. I know you haven’t seen a lot of them, and that’s something we’re going to work on, so take my word for it. This is the definition of sketchy.”

			“Believe me, this is my most questionable idea yet,” Luke mutters.

			“Which is saying something, considering the whole vampire-motel thing,” I point out.

			As if on cue, the lights flicker on. The change is jarring and I have to blink away bright spots before I can take in the space. It is a warehouse, but it’s not even close to empty. Instead, the walls are lined with clothing racks that tower from floor to ceiling, punctuated by giant rolling ladders. The space is reminiscent of a grand library except for clothes. It’s like a department store on steroids.

			“Welcome to Chryser’s Apparel Emporium,” a voice booms. “I’m Chryser, at your service.”

			The echo makes it difficult to locate where the voice is coming from, but finally I see the silhouette of a person behind an ornate folding screen.

			“He likes to set the scene,” Luke whispers in my ear. “Play along.”

			I blink at him. But then an attractive man emerges from behind the screen. He’s dressed like he might be headed to Coachella, wearing a crimson leather vest that clings to his torso, leaving his toned arms bare. His wide-legged pants match, hiding his feet. A strip of tanned skin taunts from between the end of the vest and waist of the pants. He looks human, or at least he would if a tail wasn’t slowly swishing back and forth behind him.

			It’s like a cat’s, and as he comes closer, I realize it’s not the only thing. His eyes are a bright, beautiful green, and there’s a reflective quality to them. He has vertically elongated pupils, giving him an unnerving stare. It’s as enrapturing as the rest of him.

			Luke holds up his backpack. “I have roughly three hundred soul jars in here. I presume that’s enough to cover two outfits for a soiree?”

			Chryser rolls his obscure eyes. “You always were overly focused on the business aspect of interactions. Perhaps I just want to do a favor for an old friend. It’s been a while.”

			His grin is as catlike as the rest of him. Charming and disarming.

			Luke narrows his eyes, immune. “No favors. I prefer to pay.”

			Chryser makes a whatever gesture. “If you insist. What look are we going for? Something showstopping? Revealing? Memorable? Groundbreaking?”

			As he speaks, he circles us like a saucy shark. I press closer to Luke. “Something moveable?” I offer. “That we can run in?”

			Luke shoots me a look as if to say I’m blowing our cover. I clear my throat and try again. “Nothing too tight,” I amend. “Something breathable.”

			Chryser snaps his fingers. His nails come to curved points—claws, like the woman selling train tickets. “That I can work with. If only that big hunk beside you was half as good at using his words.”

			Chryser makes a motion with his hands—hands, not paws, at least—and several racks screech across the cracked concrete underfoot. They come to a grinding halt before me. “Shall we start here?”

			He thumbs through the nearest rack at lightning speed. Halfway down, he pulls a peachy gown. Before I can make a face at it, he puts it back onto the rack and continues his assault, muttering, “Terrible color for her skin tone.” Once he reaches the end of the rack, he raises an annoyed eyebrow at us. “Well? Are you just going to stand there or can you make yourselves useful and start looking?”

			“Oh, uh, sorry.” I hurry to the nearest rack to rifle through its wares. It’s double-sided, so Luke takes the one opposite from me. For a few long stretches, the only sound is the scraping of metal on metal as the hangers drag from left to right.

			“So…” Luke starts, keeping his voice low to suggest a conversation just for the two of us. I glance at Chryser, who’s already perusing a new rack across the warehouse. “Are you surprised?”

			“That your ex is part feline? A bit,” I admit. I pause to admire a deep blue dress that reminds me of the sea. But the neckline plunges down to the belly button, so I keep searching.

			“He’s a minor demon,” Luke explains. “They often acquire animal traits as part of their form.”

			“Minor demons, vampires…any other ex variants I should know about?”

			Luke thinks about it. “I had relations with a siren once until she tried to drown me.”

			“You were probably asking for it.”

			“I probably was,” he agrees with a light laugh.

			I hide my smile by knocking our rummaging out of sync so I can no longer see him through the center of the racks. “But that’s not what you were actually asking me, was it?”

			“It wasn’t,” Luke says. “When I arrived in the overworld, there was much to be surprised about. My brother and I spent our childhoods dreaming of going, and we’d heard murmurings about it, but it was difficult to know what was real and what was exaggerated. Unfortunately, the way some in the overworld view sexuality was…not exaggerated. Nobody cares about that here.”

			“As I’m sure you’ve discovered about the overworld, people in power sometimes care too much about things that don’t affect them. Almost makes things in the underworld seem not too bad.”

			“It has its flaws.”

			Flaws, indeed. My eyes drift to Luke’s backpack, which he set down toward the center of the room, and the soul jars within. Hundreds of people who will never find peace.

			“To answer your real question…” I stall my movements, letting Luke catch up. We lock eyes between walls of glittering sequins and detailed embroidery. “Knowing you have an ex that’s a man doesn’t surprise me in a way that’s different from the rest of this. I didn’t know anything about you two weeks ago. So, yes, I’m surprised. But not because it’s particularly surprising, or something I mind. Not at all. It’s just another thing about you I didn’t know.”

			“You mean, along with the whole growing up in hell thing?” His mouth quirks at the corner.

			I smile at him. “Among others. But I’m happy to know it all now.”

			My eyes stray to Chryser, as an ugly green flower blooms in my chest, making my smile fall. Like Tatianna, he’s captivating, effortlessly so between his tailored monochromatic outfit and piercing gaze. Neither of them is pretty, per se, but they’re confident and cutting in a way that feels irreplicable. I imagine the same could be said for the siren, whoever she is. Luke clearly has a type—immortal and gorgeous and potentially prone to maiming him, if Chryser’s claws and Tatianna’s teeth are any indication. I bet he likes the thrill of it.

			“What’s wrong?” Luke analyzes my expression.

			I wrench my gaze away, continuing to scan the garments. Colors fly by, in fabrics so stiff they scratch my fingers or so soft I barely feel them at all, with little in between. Shades of rubies and emeralds and sapphires, as if every dress were destined to have a corresponding gem.

			It only takes a few good pushes for him to catch up to me, creating a conversation space again. This time, it’s between a pearl bustier and a chain mail shift. “Brie—”

			“He’s beautiful.” The words explode out of me, a shotgun blast of truth. I laugh to smooth it out. “Obviously.”

			“Hey!” Chryser yells from across the floor. “Less laughing, more rifling!”

			I speed up my clothing search so Luke can’t see the embarrassment staining my cheeks. But there’s not much rack left. We reach the end at the same time and come face-to-face.

			“He is beautiful,” Luke nonchalantly agrees, making my stomach bottom out. He holds my gaze. “So are you.”

			“What options have you pulled?” Chryser interrupts, coming over to us before I can respond to Luke. His arms are piled high with garments, all gowns of varying hues.

			I snag a random number. “This one.”

			Chryser’s thin brows rise. Luke’s eyes flash with something reminiscent of what I saw in the bathroom this morning.

			I glance down at the dress. The entire length of it is sheer, from the tube top to the toes. On it are tiny crystals that create a reflective quality. But not nearly reflective enough.

			“Actually, I’m not loving it in this light,” I say, placing the revealing garment back on the rack. I turn to Chryser. “What did you pick?”

			And that’s how I end up, over an hour later, in a deep purple gown with a sweetheart neckline and off-the-shoulder sleeves. Chryser tied the corset back so tightly I can barely breathe, and I’ve traded my trusty Docs for a pair of black velvet platform heels. A thigh-high slit up the right leg adds the perfect touch, and will come in handy for hiding my dagger while keeping it quickly accessible.

			Beside me, Luke buttons the jacket of a black tux made of sleek velvet with faint designs etched across it. Beneath the jacket is a fitted dark purple button-down that matches my dress. The top few buttons are undone, and a velvet bow tie hangs loosely around his neck.

			I’ve seen Luke dressed up. Even on casual Fridays, when Ted is boasting a college D3 basketball T-shirt two sizes too small, Luke never fails to sport a button-down and slacks around the office. But this…this look was made for him.

			In the large mirror in front of us, our reflections meet eyes. Chryser rimmed mine in smokey black and purple shadow, making them sexily stand out. If I had done it, it’d look like I got double-whammy black eyes. My lips are red, though he didn’t use lipstick. It’s because there are teeth marks in them. I must have bitten them raw throughout last night’s ordeals.

			Luke’s mouth ravaging mine could also be to blame.

			Making out is what I wish we could be doing right now. The platforms put me just an inch or so shorter than Luke. Beside each other in our matching outfits, we look like a real couple. It makes a deep yearning throb in my chest.

			“Do you like the dress?” I do a silly twirl, directing my question toward Luke since it’s just us right now. Chryser went into the back to retrieve our final touches.

			“It’s stunning.” Luke clears his throat, gaze lingering on the bodice. “You’re stunning.”

			My face warms under the compliment. “I feel like a Disney princess. The gown kind of gives goth Belle vibes.”

			“So does that make me the Beast?”

			“You did get shot with an arrow. And hey, look at that. A movie you actually know.”

			“Before it was a movie, it was a fairy tale. Everyone knows the fairy tales. It’s basic monster research.” Pulling out my dagger and thigh sheath, which I handed to him before changing into the dress, he raises a brow. “May I?”

			Thank God the dress is squeezing me to death and thwarts my sharp intake of breath. “Sure.”

			Luke drops to one knee. With nimble fingers I’m all too familiar with, he separates the slit of my dress. I shudder when his rough hands brush my thigh as he wraps the leather around my leg. He looks up at me, expertly buckling the sheath.

			“What are you thinking?” he asks, grabbing the back of my leg. I suck down a breath. His palm feels like a brand against my skin, or maybe it’s my own flesh that’s hot. The reverent way he’s looking up at me certainly doesn’t help.

			“I like you on your knees,” I admit, thinking of him in the same position in the bathroom.

			Amusement flickers in his dark eyes. “That’s good to know. But I mean the strap of the sheath. It’s not too tight?”

			“Oh, no, sorry.” I clear my throat, cheeks burning. “Um, that’s fine.”

			His touch lingers, keeping my leg still as he slides my dagger into its home. My fingers brush through his thick strands without direction from my brain. It’s fine and all, but I want my fists knotted in them. I want to tug and pull until—

			“I found what I was looking for,” Chryser announces. My hands retract from Luke’s hair like it’s flames. He’s slower to disengage, letting his fingers graze the sensitive skin at the back of my knee. He stands, leaning close to whisper in my ear, “You said the dress reminded you of a princess. I think you look more like a queen.”

			“Headquarters hasn’t hosted a masquerade in a minute, so it took me a bit of digging to find them. These should do.”

			I’m grateful for Chryser’s interruption, because I have no idea what the hell I would have said to Luke. Eager to break his imploring eye contact, I turn away to grab what Chryser holds out.

			A black animal mask. The full-face kind with two ribbons that tie behind the head.

			“A jaguar,” Chryser informs me. “They represent divine power and protection. You can probably use some of that tonight. Try it on.”

			By the time I secure mine, Luke is already staring at himself in the mirror. His mask perfectly matches his face shape. Also black, it leaves holes for his eyes, nose, and mouth. I don’t realize what animal it is until I notice the small horns at his temple.

			“A goat?” I laugh. “Sorry, it’s not half as cool as mine.”

			And mine is cool. My face has transformed into that of a black jaguar, with spots in varying darker shades all over it.

			“It really isn’t,” Luke agrees. “Do you have something else?”

			Chryser doesn’t even think about it. “Nope. Only those two.”

			Luke turns back to the mirror. I grin at him. The lips of the mask grin with me. How?

			I try to remove the mask, but it’s stuck. Not just stuck, but fused to my skin. I can’t find where my jaw ends and the silicone begins. “What the hell is this? Luke, it’s—”

			“Cursed.” He sighs, more annoyed than panicked, like I am. “Well, Chryser?”

			Chryser’s unable to hide his mischievous smirk. “Yes, the masks are cursed. But you can take them off. Just relax and will it.”

			I force deep breaths that have me sure I’ll rip a stitch. If this thing doesn’t come off—

			Like a suction cup losing grip, the edge pops off my jaw. I pry it off my head, tearing a few of my hairs with it. Luke already has his off.

			“Give us something else,” he demands.

			“That’s all I’ve got.” Chryser shrugs. “You won’t get in without a mask, and if you do, the last thing you want to be is an easy target for the hounds. I’ve been more than generous, have I not?”

			“You have,” Luke grits out. “Now we really have to get going. But one last question.”

			Chryser grins. “Anything for you.”

			Luke raises the mask. “All cursed things have a point of no return. What is it for these?”

			“All that time in the overworld hasn’t made you forget everything after all.” Chryser’s eyes reflect a wicked gleam. “If you keep the masks on past midnight, they won’t come off. Ever.”
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			“Repeat the rules back to me,” Luke tells me in a hushed voice as we shuffle forward with a horde of bodies. We made it to Silicon Valley roughly an hour ago after another tense stint in bumper-to-bumper traffic and have spent the time since stashing the van on a side street and going over the plan for the evening. Phase 1: Get in undetected.

			Hell Headquarters is composed almost entirely of black glass and rises so high into the sky that the upper floors disappear above the clouds. Despite the crystal facade, it’s impossible to see within. Everyone stuck in line with us wears masks, from beautiful, delicate pieces to grotesque abominations that make me equally afraid of what they hide. It’s like Halloween, but with the best-case scenario being survival instead of a king sized Kit Kat.

			“No eating or drinking. No talking to anyone aside from each other. No dancing with anyone else. No letting each other out of sight. Am I forgetting anything? I didn’t expect a pop quiz,” I whisper back. While he’s growing increasingly agitated as we near the front doors, I’m stamping my nerves down with forced levity. Not very successfully.

			His eyes flash behind his mask. “No deals.”

			“What do you take me for? An amateur?” The ground shifts from harsh concrete to a plush plum carpet. We’re nearly at the entrance. My gut twists. “You’re sure we’ll get in?”

			Luke nods. “There isn’t a strict guest list. More like a…non-guest list. But with everyone in masks, even that will be a challenge to enforce.”

			He holds out his arm for me and I slip my hand through to link us. The double doors we approach are open wide, letting partygoers stream through them. On either side are pairs of hell hounds scanning everyone who passes. Thankfully, neither seem to be Zekiel or Badulf, though I don’t doubt they made it out of the Night Market by now.

			“Ready?” Luke asks when only a handful of bodies separate us from the doors.

			“As I can be,” I murmur back, relishing the feel of his strong arm pressed to mine.

			As we pass the hell hounds, I’m careful to keep my right hand by my side, covering the slit of my dress and the dagger hidden behind the folds. It’s not until we’re through the second set of doors that I finally allow myself to breathe again.

			My jaw threatens to drop. The inside of the building is like something out of a storybook. The lobby stretches on for practically the length of a football field, featuring a black marble floor with threads of gold and silver weaving through it. It extends to thick columns that punctuate the grand space, giving it a Gothic Grand Central Station feel. The ceiling is high and an exquisite chandelier of silver, gold, and black illuminates the room. Its arms snake above, creating an interwoven design of light. When I look closer, I realize the design is meant to be actual serpents.

			The room is surrounded by a balcony, and some guests already lean against the marble railing, surveying the extravagance below them. The entire middle stretch of floor is cleared for mingling and dancing. Long tables of food frame it, filling the space between columns. To the right is a dark wooden bar, with several posh stools already filled. On the left, a stage is shrouded by a black curtain.

			We amble toward the far side, where two glass elevators frame a grand staircase made of the same black marble as the floor. About halfway up, it splits into three staircases. The two outer ones lead to the balcony, but the center one leads to a platform with what can only be described as a throne made of jagged black glass upon it. High above it all is a massive clock that looks like a moon.

			“This is Hell Headquarters?” I quietly confirm as Luke leads us deeper into the space.

			“This is the lobby,” Luke clarifies, as if to drive home the fact that this isn’t even the half of it. I cling to his arm all the harder. “Let’s get a drink.”

			And thus kicks off phase 2 of the plan: blend in.

			Luke orders us two cocktails as I peruse one of the many tables laden with meats and cheese and every bite-sized food imaginable. And many that I would have never imagined nor have any interest in sampling, like duckling tartar and marrow wedges. Though we’re not eating, I add a few of the least-offensive options to a plate to keep up appearances before meandering back to him.

			“There aren’t any tables,” I note. Just a few high-top options, but nothing anyone can sit at.

			“There are usually more seating options on the balcony,” Luke says. We hover close to each other, pretending to sip our drinks. “You’ll find that most events here are heavy on the dancing.”

			A quip about grinding rises to my lips, but the nerves batting around inside me are too much to force it out. I watch the unending stream of guests quickly fill the cavernous space. Every mask is more horrifying than the last, nailing in the truth we are in a room full of monsters and demons and God knows what else. And somehow, we have to avoid the worst of them to get to the veil.

			And once we’re there, it’s still not clear just how Luke plans to fix it.

			From the stage, a low string of bass notes play. The black curtain rises and reveals an orchestra of musicians clutching their respective instruments. They wear black suits and dresses, but the clothes hang off them like rags. Their eyes are blank and purple bruises create craters beneath them. Like the fiddler at the Night Market, blood is crusted around their fingers.

			“Don’t look at them.” Luke moves to block my view as a song starts. It’s not fast, but there’s something erratic about it. Bodies take to the dance floor, blurring together into a colorful blob.

			“Are they human?” I ask.

			“They were,” he says. “Desperate musicians who likely made deals they shouldn’t have. Now they’re trapped here, tricked into playing forever.”

			I fake another sip, wishing the liquor could coast down my throat instead of the napkin under my glass absorbing it. Drink half empty, it’s nearly soaked now.

			“Shit.”

			“What?” I ask Luke, following his line of eyesight.

			“Badulf and Zekiel have arrived.” He pivots so a column separates us and them.

			“How do you know it’s them?”

			“All the hell hounds are wearing the same mutt masks. But see those two with the gold ears?”

			I peek around the column. Of the handful of hell hounds descending the balcony stairs, the two at the front are the only ones whose masks aren’t entirely black.

			“They get that distinction because they’re in command of the hounds. Which is likely why they were sent after us. They’re the best hunters.”

			“Can’t be that good if they haven’t caught us by now.”

			Luke shoots me a warning look, as if to say don’t jinx it.

			“Seems like they’re looking for someone,” I add, clocking the sway of their heads scanning the room. When their eyes skate over me, I remember my mask and force myself to stay still.

			Until they reach the bottom of the stairs and start walking our way.

			“Scratch that.” I retreat behind the column. “I think they’re looking for us. Fuck, jinxed it. They’re coming this way. But we’re safe, right? Thanks to our disguises.”

			Despite his goat mask, I can see Luke’s annoyed expression clear as day. The masks are fused to our skin to conceal our usual features, but somehow, it’s still us. Like physical social-media filters plastered to our faces. “Remember, they can smell us. They know we’re here.”

			“So we’re screwed?”

			“Not yet.” Luke takes my drink and plate of hors d’oeuvres, depositing both on the bar. “We need to get closer to the crowd so they confuse our scents. They won’t attack at random and make a scene unless they’re completely sure. How good are you at dancing?”

			“My experience starts and ends with the cupid shuffle.”

			He’s already grabbing my hand to lead me to the dance floor. “I don’t know what that is, so follow my lead.”

			He loops an arm around my waist, tugging me close to him. Keeping our hands joined, we begin some kind of waltz that definitely isn’t normal. It’s faster and has me clinging to Luke to keep up, though I steer clear of his injured shoulder. I should have changed the bandages before we entered, or at the very least checked it, but he didn’t want to take the time.

			“Is it working?” I whisper against his ear. My lips brush his lobe and I’m pleased at his sharp intake of breath.

			“I think so.” He guides us across the floor. Despite how unusual the tune and the press of couples around us are, we don’t run into anyone. “All the masks aren’t helping them.”

			“Good,” I say, just in time for Luke to release me. I twirl out, unable to contain my laughter. Even though I didn’t drink anything, the adrenaline thrumming within is just as intoxicating. I stumble into Luke as he tugs me back to him.

			“Who put that chest there?” My fingers press against his stomach as I steady myself. His abs flex in response.

			He rolls his eyes, the fond sheen unmistakable. “You’re insufferable, you know that?”

			“I’ll add it to my résumé.”

			Despite the lighthearted joke, his expression dims. “Brie, please promise me something.”

			I don’t like where this is going.

			His hand tightens around my waist, pulling me closer. “Whatever happens tonight, you will make it home. You know where the van is and where I stashed the keys. You know where Santa Monica Pier is. If everything goes to shit, promise me you’ll leave. Even if I can’t come with you.”

			The music pounds around us in a dizzying spree that makes me feel like I’m on a merry-go-round. I want to get off, but I can’t.

			“No,” I tell Luke simply. “I’m not going to ditch you here. You wouldn’t do that to me.”

			“You’re different,” he says, equal parts frustration and exasperation.

			I tilt my chin up so I can stare right into his eyes. “Am I?”

			“Yes!” The word is dragged out of him by invisible hands. He lowers his voice. “I’m asking as someone who cares about you.”

			I want to say something witty, but every clever word shrivels up on my tongue, replaced with a breathless “Why?”

			“Why?” Disbelief crosses his face, visible even through the muted contortions of the mask. “Because you’re sly and stunning, and I can’t stomach the thought of you getting snuffed out. And, yes, maybe you use humor to cope a little too often, but that’s only because you are so strong you refuse to break. You’re fierce and fearless to a fault, and I want to explore every inch of you, inside and out. So don’t insult me and ask why I’m so intent on making sure you make it out alive. Not when you make me feel—”

			He breaks off, gazing at me with an intensity so electric it feels like I stuck my finger into a 170-volt socket. The current between us is inescapable, a lightning bolt destined to strike.

			“I make you feel what?” The question escapes me, desperate and daring.

			Awe shines on his face as he tucks a curl behind my ear that escaped my half updo. “That’s it. You make me feel.”

			His eyes flutter shut and he swallows, like he’s steeling himself. Between our proximity and the music and his confession, I can’t think straight enough to decipher why.

			“I haven’t felt like this since—since before, or maybe ever.” He reopens his eyes and they’re pleading, like he needs me to understand something. “There’s a reason for that. I know I should have told you sooner, but—”

			He’s cut off by the music crashing to an end and the lights going out. He presses me to his chest protectively as squeals and screams fill the air, though it’s impossible to tell if they’re born of mirth or murder. It only lasts a handful of moments before a single spotlight shoots through the lobby like a laser, illuminating an individual descending from the ceiling in a hoop.

			More spotlights click on as a slower, sensual musical number starts. Each highlights a woman dangling in the air using black aerial silks. They wear scarlet skintight outfits and move in perfect synchronicity. Oohs and aahs rise around us, everyone watching the aerial artists swing languidly overhead.

			I want to grab every single silk and yank them all down; to tell the musicians to shut it so I can make Luke finish what he was about to tell me. But like everyone else, his attention is captured by the aerial artists as they spin and flip and tumble through the air. They move as a perfect unit, their hair gliding with them.

			“It’s harder than it looks,” I tell Luke, to get his attention off them and back on me. I did exactly three aerial-arts workout classes with a friend while in college, and all three times I barely made it more than a handful of feet off the ground. Those silks hurt more than their flowy fabric suggests.

			“I think it looks very hard,” he says. Some of the raw emotion that was etched in his eyes moments ago has fled. But his heart is a traitor to the rest of him, racing against mine. We’re eye to eye, mouth to mouth.

			The languid music and his startling confession makes a carnal need to kiss him shoot through my body. As if he can tell, his hands tighten around my waist, face dipping toward mine. His breathing is unsteady, his lips brushing my own with each shaky exhale. It’s not enough. I need more.

			The gnawing inside me is a sensation I’ve struggled to muster since entering the underworld. Hunger. But now I know what I’m really hungry for.

			The next time his lips brush mine, I don’t let them leave. I pull him impossibly closer, pressing myself against him as his fingers dig into my sides. He takes advantage of my gasp and deepens the kiss.

			It’s as if the masks aren’t between us, like the dancers aren’t above and the monsters aren’t around. He moves us backward without breaking the seal of our mouths, pushing through the wall of people ogling up at the performers. If they mind, I can’t bring myself to care. My head feels fuzzy, like it’s full of cotton. Nothing matters except the man in front of me and getting closer, closer, closer.

			Another gasp escapes when my back bumps up against one of the columns. Luke has pushed us to the outskirts of the crowd. He finds the slit of my dress and grabs my thigh, his fingers trailing over my sheathed dagger and inching higher, hiking my dress up. I arch against him, a pleading whine escaping me when his hand dodges where I was hoping he was heading to cup my ass. Despite me being nearly the same height, thanks to my platforms, apparently it’s not enough for him. He lifts me so I’m supported by him and the column, a shift that puts us even closer so I can wrap my legs around his waist.

			I should be worried about his shoulder, or if we’re making a spectacle—or, or, or. But I don’t care about any of it. I don’t even remember why we’re here. We should have never left the house, never left the bathroom. We could have been doing this for hours. We should have been—

			My thoughts short circuit as his lips break away from mine to kiss my neck.

			“What do you want?” he groans into my skin, voice ragged. It’s a question I’ve never been able to answer because no one’s ever truly asked me before.

			“I want to— Fuck!”

			“Where?” His gaze is desperate and dark with desire.

			It’s like I got dunked in a cold plunge. Past him, the big hand on the clock is nearly aligned with the little hand inching toward twelve. I gasp, my dress cutting into me with the movement. “What? No, not that. I mean, yes, but— Look!”

			I turn Luke toward the big omniscient moon looming over us, minutes away from midnight.

			“We have to remove the masks,” I remind him, reaching for his first. But he evades my touch. Whatever spell was over us shatters as he drops me to my feet and rapidly blinks awareness back into his gaze. He’s looking around, confused, until his eyes latch onto something on the far wall behind me. Then they go nearly as wide as the clock moon.

			I turn to see whatever has him so shaken. “What—”

			“No!” His voice is sharp as his hands push me against the column so my back is pressed to it again. “We can’t remove the masks—not yet. It will reveal our identities to the hounds. We can’t leave this room until he comes. This is all leading up to the devil’s entrance.”

			Of course it is. I should have known that except…except I’m so disoriented I temporarily forgot what we were here for. I lean against the column, clarity rushing back. The veil. We’re here for the veil. How could I forget that? How long were we making out? What the hell just happened?

			“The eclipse,” Luke says, as if he can see the questions ricocheting through my mind. His own mind seems frantic, spinning like a hamster wheel. “Emotions are peaking the closer we get to the super blue-blood moon. Paired with the music, it’s easy for everything but our deepest desires to slide away. I thought I’d be immune to it to keep us on track, but”—he blows out an aggravated breath—“obviously not. I’m sorry.”

			I don’t know what he’s apologizing for until I realize how red his mouth is. Blood red. I lick my lips and taste the metallic, salty tang. My chewed-up bottom lip didn’t stand a chance.

			“What do we do?” I ask, still woozy. “The masks—”

			“We need to split up.”

			He did not just say that right now. “Don’t even.”

			He shakes his head. “It’ll dilute our scent and give us the best chance at losing the hounds.”

			I push off the column and jab a finger into his chest. “I’m not—”

			I’m interrupted by his lips crashing into mine. All thoughts slip away, like a scoop of ice cream melting off the cone to meet its fate on the hot asphalt. It’s just us again, our mouths moving hungrily and his fingers gripping my jaw, making want erupt inside of me.

			It’s a goodbye kiss and I hate him for it.

			Well too fucking bad—I wasn’t ready to say goodbye at Beliar’s and I’m not ready to say goodbye now. I rip away first, ducking under the cage of his arm so I end up behind him on the edge of the dance floor. He spins to face me, reaching out to tug me back to him, but I evade his grasp.

			“I’m not leaving you,” I tell him, lacing my words with heat. “We’re in this to—”

			Together is lost to the feral symphony as my eyes hook on a portrait hanging on the wall behind him. It’s last in a line of many massive oil paintings. Gilded frames outline cutting images of men dressed in all-black corporate attire. Their dark gazes are fathomless and frigid, an air of power exuding from them. The black jagged glass crowns they wear make their identities inescapable.

			Devils. All of them.

			“Brie, it’s almost midnight. The mask—”

			“I thought you said your brother was fraternal?” I ask, sidestepping Luke to approach the portrait. I stop before it, gazing up at the familiar face.

			“He is.”

			Luke’s voice sounds dejected. I turn to face him and immediately, I wish I hadn’t. His mask might as well be gone. His expression betrays every ounce of guilt as he swallows, searching for words—lies—that aren’t there. I guess the well has run dry.

			“I’ll tell you everything, just not here,” he finally promises.

			“That’s funny.” I don’t laugh as the final piece of the puzzle snaps into place. “I thought we already told each other everything. You show me yours, I’ll show you mine, right? That’s what we promised yesterday.”

			I know it must be nearly midnight, that the devil will enter at any moment, creating our perfect opportunity to slip away. But suddenly, I’m not sure which devil I should be running from—the one that’s coming or the one standing right in front of me.
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			Luke stares at me and I stare at Luke. The flesh-and-blood one, not the one in the portrait.

			But it is him in the portrait. The pink, puckered scar across the painting’s throat matches the white one he sports now, proving it. But that’s where the similarities end.

			Because the Luke in the portrait is cold. His eyes are black with no sign of the warm, earthy irises I’ve grown plenty familiar with over the past couple of days. The crown on his head is tilted just so, adding to his uncaring, merciless air. Everything about him is more defined: his jaw sharper, gaze harsher. Even the taunting slant to his mouth alludes to a pompous smirk I’ve yet to see.

			But no—I have seen it. In the photo of him and his brother pinned to his lampshade. I thought his smile was mischievous, but now I clock it for what it really was—devilish. It’s the same grin he wore this morning while staring up at me from between my thighs.

			“Brie, we have to go. I promise I’ll tell you the whole truth and nothing but the truth, but we have to go now.”

			I know he’s right. I can hear it in the way the music is faster than ever. The lights grow dimmer as the crow of the crowd rises to decibels that make it nearly impossible to hear him. He reaches for me and I step away, bumping backs with the dancers. They nearly mow me down, but I catch my balance, moving farther onto the floor to avoid another pleading attempt.

			“It was you,” I say, the burning press of tears in my eyes. I gesture at the damning portrait, and, more aptly, the giant WANTED written in dripping white letters across his chest. “You’re the reason the hounds have been after us from the start. You weren’t just banished. You were their boss.”

			For once, I can relate to those mutt assholes. Because right now, I want to kill him, too.

			“I’m sorry,” he grates out, shame making his words raw. But is it even real? Was anything with him real? Or just a trick of the devil? “You have every right to be furious—”

			“I’m not furious,” I interrupt, realizing it’s the truth. I wish it wasn’t. “I’m hurt.”

			It cracks him open. He reaches for me again, but I move, running into the fray of revelers. I know he’s right—that we can’t abandon everything when we’re so close. But suddenly, I’m not even sure there is a veil.

			The dress digs into my side, too tight, suffocating me like the airbag did after exploding in my face. I can’t breathe. Air. I need air. If I can just get outside, away from the music and dancing and him, get a few seconds to think and regroup, I’ll know what to do. I just need air.

			The entrance doors are in sight when I stop short. Blocking them is a hell hound with golden ears. As if sensing my stare, he turns to look directly at me, the girl frozen in a room of cheering, gyrating bodies. His head tilts up and his chest expands. He’s inhaling. Sniffing.

			A malicious grin peeks from under his mask as he starts toward me.

			I shift course, running as fast as my dumb heels will allow for the stairs. I’ve lost Luke, for better or worse, and don’t recognize a single person I shove past in my haste. The performance continues overhead, the women spinning through the air in their tight red outfits looking like blood splatters slowly lowering toward me. A shit note of foreshadowing, no doubt.

			I make it to the base of the stairs as a deep gong slices through the din.

			Not a gong—a bell.

			It’s midnight.

			And I still wear the mask.

			The toll is quickly followed by a second, a third. I sprint up the stairs as fast as my heels and dress allow. At the first landing where the stairs split in three, I glance back.

			My stomach plummets at the pair of golden ears already at the bottom. My anonymity is crushed, and I have zero intention of spending the rest of my life looking like a jaguar.

			However short that may be.

			A fourth toll makes a scream rip up my throat, lost to the music. “No!” I dig my fingers into my neck where the edge of the mask should be. My nails scrape against skin as a fifth toll chimes, reverberating through my entire body since I’m right below the mighty clock. If it gets to all twelve, it will be too late. It might already be.

			I need to relax. That’s how the mask came off last time. I had to will it off. But it feels impossible to think straight as the toll chimes a sixth and seventh, then an eighth. A ninth, a tenth.

			I force a deep breath, closing my eyes. My mother’s laughing face swims in front of my vision as the eleventh toll rings out. My father’s smile. Krystal leaning against my desk at the end of the day, saying, “Ready to go, angel?” Luke telling me I’m beautiful and brave. More lies, probably. But I clutch them nonetheless.

			The edge of the mask lifts. I rip it off as the twelfth toll echoes through the room. It flies out of my hand and down the stairs, smacking the ascending hell hound right in the face.

			I suck down gasps of air as I reach the balcony. My relief is short-lived as the hound rebounds quickly, prying the mask off and flinging it into the crowd. He sprints up the steps.

			I am so fucked.

			Applause explodes around the room as the aerial artists gracefully unravel to the ground or swing onto the railing to dismount their silks. I race down the length of the balcony, dodging chaises and ottomans like a running back on my way to the end zone.

			“Brie?”

			My name stops me short. It comes from one of the aerial artists standing by the railing. She removes her crimson mask.

			“Shonda?!” I exclaim, recognizing her snake-like eyes. It’s only been three full days since she saved my ass at the Night Market, but it feels like weeks.

			“What are you doing here? And girl, why are you always running? Are those bitch boys after you again?”

			“Yes,” I pant, taking cover behind a tall wingback chair. “I just…need a second…to think.”

			“Shit, the hound is coming. I don’t think I can hide you this time.”

			She’s right. In a matter of seconds, he’ll be upon us and I’m a sitting duck waiting for the gunshot. I’m done depending on Luke, wherever the hell he is. It’s on me to save myself.

			Tied to the railing are the silks Shonda used during her performance. The other ends are still connected to the ceiling.

			A ludicrous idea enters my mind.

			“You’re done with those, right?” I grab the silks.

			“We have another set before the eclipse, but that’s not for a couple hours. What are you—”

			“I need them.”

			She stares at me. “For what?”

			“To get downstairs.” I get them unknotted and swing my leg up onto the railing. There’s no way I can do what I’m about to do in platform heels. “Can you help me unbuckle my shoes?”

			“Uh, okay,” she obliges. I switch feet, and the second platform drops beside the first. I wish I could take them with me, but it will be a miracle if I can pull off what I’m about to do without any additional hindrances.

			“Help me over.”

			She supports me while I climb over the railing. I’m so high up my vision blurs.

			The crowd faces the stairs, clapping and bowing as the quadrant of hell hounds moves from the doorway into the room. With everyone focused on the entrance of their devil, no one will notice the measly mortal hanging above them.

			Hopefully.

			“You’re out of time, babe,” Shonda regretfully informs me.

			The hell hound comes into view. I don’t have a single thought in my head other than getting away from him as I launch off the balcony and swing through the air like a pendulum.

			I strain to remember every morsel of information from my three aerial classes, but I was twenty-one and likely hungover and at least thirty pounds lighter at the time, not to mention mostly there to goof off with my friend. A friend I pushed away when I burned my old life to a crisp.

			Some things must have stuck, because I don’t immediately plummet to the ground. I tangle in the silks, falling a few feet before coming to a halt. The swinging doesn’t help, especially when I near the balcony I just leapt from and narrowly avoid a swipe from the hell hound.

			If I want to get to the ground in one piece, I need to take this slow and steady. I’m already gaining a small audience, but most partyers are focused on everything going on by the throne. I twist my body to free it from the silks so I can descend another handful of feet. It works, but all the swinging has me disoriented and dizzy. I’m not half as strong as Shonda and the artists. I can’t do this.

			The panic makes my hands sweaty. My grip slips, the silky fabric sliding past my fingers and burning my palms. It stings like the slice of a blade. But even that can’t compare to the icy fear that grips me as I fall. I just—fall.

			The fabric unravels around me, marginally slowing my reckless descent. People scream below, dashing out of the way from my swinging catastrophe. I reach the end of the silks and crash onto a charcuterie table. Meats and cheeses and questionable hors d’oeuvres explode into the atmosphere as the table breaks beneath me, the crack of it hitting the ground piercing the air in an epic finale.

			Complete silence. I gasp for breath that’s not there, unsure what pain is worse—my hands or back or the humiliation coursing through my veins. Slowly, laughter starts, an inescapable swell that rises to a crescendo so loud I bet it can be heard in the overworld. The grotesque masked faces blend with the beautiful ones in a nightmarish blur as guests jeer and mock me, taking a peek at the stupid mortal who just put on a spectacular show.

			Somehow, I am not dead. Regrettably.

			Footsteps approach, clicking across the marble as everyone shuffles out of the way, growing quiet once again. Tears leak out of my eyes, but I can’t tell if it’s because I’m crying or asphyxiating, since I can’t suck down a breath. Despite that, the corset feels looser. I probably tore a handful of stitches. I’d check to make sure my boobs aren’t spilling out, but I don’t think I could survive the additional embarrassment if they are.

			I turn my pounding head to see shiny alligator-skin shoes stop beside me. My gaze travels up the length of a black fitted tux as I take in the man looming above. The top half of his face is covered by a simple black mask. The only adornment is the magnificent rams’ horns protruding from his temple and curving up and away from his head.

			The lower half of his face betrays a sardonic grin. “If you wanted all the attention for yourself, you should have just asked. You’d be surprised how good I am at sharing. Though it is my party.”

			My lungs finally remember how to work as I suck down a breath. Vehemently opposed to the movement, my ribs scream. The pain pales in comparison to my horror as the icy tenor of his voice slides past my likely concussed brain, his words clicking. It is my party. My party. My party.

			This is him. This is him.

			I think I hear Luke shouting from afar—potentially, possibly. Or maybe it’s wishful thinking as the throbbing pain in my skull makes my vision dim.

			Despite the fear pulsing through me, I muster a grin, tasting blood on my teeth.

			“You throw a hell of a bash,” I wheeze as darkness pulls me under.
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			My nightmare is different this time.

			Instead of one pair of golden eyes, the trees surrounding the road are full of them. When the roots wrap around my ankles, I don’t fight it. The car smokes, bent around the trunk, but my parents are beside me. From the shadows, the eyes take form. I brace myself for the advance of demons and monsters, but to my surprise, souls step out. Their phosphorus glow is the only light aside from the moon’s shine. I don’t remember the moon being out that night. It was so dark, and it always is when I relive it. But this time, it’s lighter. Like dawn might be coming.

			“Why are they here?” I ask. Some incline their heads, but most peer with their glowing gazes.

			“You set them free,” my mom says simply. She reaches for my hand, giving it a squeeze. “Maybe you should do the same for yourself.”

			I choke awake, not sure what I’m choking on until I realize my mouth is filled with blood. I instinctively spit it out and the glob lands on the table in front of me. It nearly blends in with the black-stained wood, settling on the surface but not seeping into the grain.

			“Brie.”

			My head snaps up. Bad move. Stars dot my vision and a groan falls from my mouth. I squeeze my eyes shut, willing the pain to pass.

			“Careful. I think you’re concussed.”

			“No shit,” I snarl back, before it fully clicks who I’m snarling at. Against my better judgment, my eyes fly open, taking in the person sitting across from me as my contacts focus.

			No—not just sitting. Tied down. And so am I. We’re both fastened to chairs, ropes around our hands and ankles. Fuuuuuck.

			“Are we in…?” I look around, my eyes adjusting to the dim light—and grateful for it. A concussion is an optimistic hope. I’ll be lucky if it’s not a brain bleed.

			My epic balcony fall comes rushing back—and so does Luke’s deception. He watches me carefully, quietly, letting my addled brain sort through everything that led up to me swinging from the ceiling like I was recreating the “Wrecking Ball” music video.

			As the last memories slot into place, the urge to launch myself across the table and strangle him nearly overpowers the throbbing behind my eyes. I guess being tied down is a blessing in disguise.

			“What happened?” I ask, trying to guess how long I was out. “Where are we?”

			“We’re on the top floor of headquarters.” Luke jerks his head back and my gaze follows. Behind him are a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows. We’re above the clouds, though lights from the city below permeate through. It’s beautiful and otherworldly.

			“This is the conference room where the D-Suite meets,” he continues. I finally let myself look at him for real. His left eye is blackening like he got slugged and his bottom lip is split, blood crusted into the thick stubble lining his jaw. Sometime between when I ran from him and now, he lost his jacket, and the top few buttons of his dress shirt have ripped off so it gapes open. The bandage on his shoulder that I redressed—yesterday? Today?—peeks out.

			“I watched you fall.” The calm in Luke’s voice cracks with emotion I don’t want to dissect. “When you ran, I tried to follow, but the crowd swallowed you before I could. Then I saw Badulf and thought if I could lure him toward me, let him get me, you might get away. But he and Zekiel split up and next thing I knew, you were falling from the sky.”

			“Did you enjoy the show?” I joke weakly.

			He drags in a rattled breath. “That fall could have killed you. When the hounds brought us up here, I wasn’t sure you were alive. You’ve been unconscious for an hour, maybe more. I thought—”

			He cuts himself off, swallowing thickly. His eyes reflect a whirlwind of frustration and fear as he finishes. “I thought you were dead.”

			I feel a little dead, all things considered. “Yeah, well, I’m like a roach. Tough to snuff.”

			His gaze darkens. “We should have never come here. You should have left with the others. You would have been back in the overworld by now. But there’s still a chance. If we can get out of here—”

			A laugh breaks out of me, spiking pain through my side. That’s not good. A broken rib, maybe two. “Oh, sorry, do you think I’m going anywhere with you after you kept the itty-bitty truth from me that you were the fucking devil?”

			He flinches as if my words are a slap. “Emphasis on were. Past tense.”

			“Luke,” I growl.

			His shoulders shift like he wants to raise his hands in innocence before remembering he’s tied to the chair. “I know. I’m sorry. You’re right, I should have told you. I wanted to—started to before the aerial act began—but you weren’t the only one running from your past. I couldn’t face it. Didn’t want to.”

			“Still don’t?” I guess.

			“I don’t think I have a choice. And…” He trails off, searching for words. “At first, I didn’t tell you because I needed us to stay on track and get to Beliar’s before it was too late. But then, there was a shift. I didn’t want to tell you because I valued what you thought about me. I was ashamed, and it had been a very long time since I’d felt shame. I didn’t know what to do with it.”

			I blame the concussion for me caving. “Explain. The whole truth, and nothing but the truth, or I’m out of here.”

			Mentally, of course, given I’m tied to a chair less than six feet away from him. He’s smart enough not to point it out.

			“I didn’t lie about my childhood,” Luke begins. “The running, the hiding, the endless ridicule—it was real. We’d had close calls before, but the worst one happened when I was sixteen. My brother and I snuck onto a farm to steal food and got caught. My mother begged the farmer, a greater demon, to let us go, and offered a trade—us for her. He agreed and she was taken in our place.”

			Anger lights up Luke’s face. “It was my fault. It was my idea to sneak onto the farm, my idea to steal, and she paid the price. I swore I’d free her. But to do it, I needed someone more powerful than a greater demon backing me. So I came here, to Hell Headquarters, and made a deal with the devil.”

			I try to imagine Luke as a teenager, with all the false bravado that a sixteen-year-old might muster, standing at the foot of the throne and bartering with the man sitting on it.

			“What was the deal?” I ask.

			“I asked him to protect my mother and brother, and in return, I’d serve him. He was terrifying, but he liked my guts and was impressed I’d lasted so long as a human. He agreed and had my mother retrieved. She was put in one of our old safe houses, the cabin by the lake. Even though my terms meant I had to live here to always be available to him, my brother could stay with her. He was furious with me for sacrificing myself to protect them, but it was too late. The deal was struck, the ink was dry. I’d signed my life away to be the devil’s intern.”

			I swallow down an absurd laugh. “Unpaid, I assume?”

			“The worst positions always are.” His responding grin is dismal at best. “I did everything he asked. Endless paperwork. Event planning. Crisis management. Explained how to attach PDFs to emails too many times to count until eventually I took over correspondences entirely. I even killed for him. He suspected the Midwest vampire clan was up to no good, so I infiltrated it by dating Tatianna, its heiress. But I was still human, trying to hold on to it despite everything. It made me make human errors, like letting my heart get the best of me. When it did, he’d punish me.”

			I swallow past a growing lump in my throat, knowing better than to hope peak punishment here is a performance improvement plan. The faded scars I saw on his body suggest otherwise.

			“I lived like that for a decade. But while I got older and wiser, he was becoming crueler and more reckless. Making stupid calls that threatened the economy and fragile peace between the hell branches. I wanted out and knew there was a loophole if I could find it.”

			“The loophole was killing him.” I piece it together, horror cinching my chest. “But doing that meant—”

			“Becoming the devil myself,” Luke finishes grimly. “Hell had never had a human devil, so it was a long shot. Banishing him to the abyss until the next Reckoning wasn’t enough. I had to get rid of him for as long as possible. My research led me to the Night Market, where I met Hazaar. I traded my mother’s pearl necklace, the only thing she had left from the overworld, for a vial of Fatality.”

			“That’s how Hazaar knew you.”

			Luke nods. “There was a banquet planned, and I put the poison on my steak knife. I was always seated next to the boss. When he cut into his filet, I cut into him. And just like that, he was gone, and I had a roomful of hell beings to vouch that I was the rightful successor.”

			I gape at him, forgetting I’m supposed to be pissed. It’s so outlandish a tale I can’t even question the authenticity of it—no one in their right or wrong mind would make this shit up.

			At my silence, Luke continues, though his expression shifts to something difficult to pin. Regret? Shame? Disgust? Maybe all three.

			“In the beginning, I had good intentions. To be kinder, more merciful. I thought I could bring real change. Good. But that’s where I was wrong. There is no good in hell. There is bad, and there is worse. Before I knew it, I was becoming worse.

			“My mother raised us with rules to keep us human—the same ones I passed on to you. Eat three meals a day whether you’re hungry or not. Sleep at least a few hours a night. Lean into your fear instead of shutting it out. I tried to adhere to them, but they were reminders I was human, to myself and those around me. It felt like displaying my biggest weakness over and over again. So, the meals became further apart, I’d go days without sleep, and when I stopped feeling so afraid all the time, it felt good. I didn’t realize what it really meant.”

			“The portrait.” I recall the painting downstairs. How it was obviously Luke, but not. “Your eyes were black.”

			“Not just my eyes.” A humorless laugh chuffs out of him. “When I assumed power, I couldn’t just fire everyone. It was a delicate situation. The devil’s right hand was Beliar, who had always despised me—he thought the old boss was insane for keeping a human so close to the throne. He’d been waiting for the perfect moment to off the previous devil to take power, so imagine his fury when I, the useless mortal who never deserved to be here to begin with, beat him to it.”

			“No wonder he hated you so much,” I comment.

			Luke shrugs. “It didn’t help that I demoted him to manage the shipping facility and appointed my brother as DOO. One human at headquarters was bad enough, but two? Incomprehensible. It was only a matter of time before he went after one of us, but he acted quicker than expected.”

			My gaze flicks to the scar on Luke’s neck, more recent than the others. “He tried to kill you.”

			“At my own fucking party,” Luke huffs. “Came up behind me and slit my throat. Everyone thought it was a killing blow, myself included. It should have been. Would have been.”

			“But you weren’t human,” I whisper, a little afraid, a little in awe.

			Luke meets my eyes. “My blood poured out black. Beliar had turned his back to me, relishing the cheers of the crowd. He’d used a normal blade, a scythe, never suspecting it wouldn’t be enough. But I still had my obsidian dagger. I drove it through his back, right where his heart would have been, if he’d had one. Hell beings go feral for a plot twist, and the human king surviving an assassination attempt was the kind of absurd chaos they ate right up. Beliar was banished to the abyss and my status as ruler was more secure than ever, especially given that I was apparently no longer human.”

			I let my eyes drop from Luke’s to the bandages peeking from behind his dress shirt. “Last night, you were convinced you weren’t going to die. You wouldn’t let me try to give you blood. It’s because you knew you’d heal, didn’t you? It’s the same reason you ripped out the arrow.”

			Luke has the decency to offer a guilty nod. “When I saw my blood was red again, I didn’t know what to think. I still don’t. I am healing faster than a human, but slower than I did when I wasn’t one. My whole life, I’d been warned that the longer you spend in hell, the more likely it is you’ll lose your humanity. I didn’t know that the reverse could happen in the overworld.”

			“You were becoming human again.” There’s a beauty in that truth that’s impossible to ignore. A new realization hits me. “Wait— How old are you?”

			He quirks a brow. “Thirty.”

			“Going on three hundred?”

			“Going on thirty-one. I wasn’t…unhuman long enough for it to slow my aging.” Amusement flickers in Luke’s eyes, though it dims as he meets mine. “I know I told you too many half-truths and lies, so I don’t blame you for not believing what I said downstairs. But I meant it. You make me feel. Awe and gratitude and peace. Anxiety, which I could definitely live without. But most of all, you make me feel hopeful. I forgot how beautiful and good that can be. The furthest thing from a weakness.”

			I’m mad that tears wet my eyes and I can’t lift my hands to wipe them. “This doesn’t mean I forgive you,” I warn, the dampness in my voice muting the threat.

			The corner of his mouth quirks up. “I suspect I’ll have to do much more begging before that.”

			“You said you’ve never been a beggar.”

			His gaze is loaded with sincerity. “I’ve rarely had something worth begging for. Now I do.”

			Before I can respond, a door behind me slams open and shut, echoing in the room. The click of shoes across the tile sounds like the ticking of a bomb. Luke tenses, tugging against his restraints.

			A chill sweeps across the back of my neck as a familiar voice declares, “Welcome home, brother.”
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			“Dante,” Luke grits out.

			It takes a second for my concussed brain to realize Dante is Luke’s brother’s name. Their mother certainly has a sense of humor.

			Maybe I’d laugh about it if terror wasn’t thrumming through my veins.

			Dante bypasses us to stand by the windows. Like Luke, his jacket’s gone, and now he only sports a silky black dress shirt and matching vest. He unbuttons his sleeves and rolls them up, something I’ve watched Luke do hundreds of times in the office.

			“Apologies for the wait,” Dante says casually in that smooth, seductive voice he used downstairs. “As you can imagine, things are a bit hectic tonight. The eclipse, the blood moon, my asshole brother crashing my fucking soiree—it’s all a delightful mix, until it isn’t.”

			This can’t be real. He can’t be real. My brain can’t wrap around the truth that this is Luke’s brother, let alone the devil.

			As he removes his mask—the ram horns coming with it—I get the first good look at his face.

			Like Luke, he’s startlingly attractive. Tall and lean, with a sharp jaw and dark hair that frames his face, making his fair skin stand out. His eyes are just as dark, rimmed with thick lashes that create spiderweb shadows across his angular cheekbones. In his gaze, a crazed spark of power shines—the only tip-off that he is not who he seems.

			Unlike Luke, he is terrifying. Beautiful and ethereal and terrifying.

			He saunters to the far side of the room, pausing at a desk. He swaps the mask for the crown sitting on it. It’s the same one from the portraits downstairs, with jagged black edges that glint in the low light. Like everything around us, it appears to be made of glass, but I know better—it’s obsidian.

			“It doesn’t have to be like this.” Luke strains against his binds. I don’t even bother—if he’s not strong enough to break them, I’ve got no shot. “Let’s have a conversation. Talk it out.”

			Dante’s laughter rings through the cavernous room, mirthless and maniacal. He sharks around the table, kicking out the chair at the end that’s to my right and Luke’s left. “Talk it out? Is that what you really want?” He leans forward to get in Luke’s face. Luke holds Dante’s glare with his own. “For once in your life, be fucking honest. You’re here to kill me.”

			Luke huffs in annoyance. “No, I’m not. I’m here to fix the veil. Which, by the fucking way, why haven’t you? You have one job and you can’t even do that?”

			God, please don’t let a you have one job joke come out of me right now, I pray, though I’m guessing God doesn’t listen much down here.

			Dante fumes. “I tried. It’s a piece of shit and you know it. You were the one who was good at fixing it. Why do you think I sent Beliar after you?”

			“To finish the job you didn’t have the guts to do,” Luke parries.

			“You think me getting you to banish yourself to the overworld was because I didn’t have the guts to kill you? I don’t know if you recall, brother, but you couldn’t die. You had turned. Making you sign those papers wasn’t a death sentence—I was trying to save you, you ungrateful dick.”

			Luke blinks at him, wholly caught off guard.

			“It all makes sense,” I murmur, drawing their attention. I look at Luke. “You weren’t sure if he was the devil when you left because he wasn’t. Your mom said he banished you. But really…”

			“I banished myself, technically,” Luke admits. “But only because he tricked me into signing the paperwork for pardoning someone to the overworld. I didn’t realize it until too late.”

			“And whose fault is that?” Dante taunts. “You didn’t read the fine print. You never did—just trusted me to. You were becoming lazy and reckless. I was basically running the show at that point, so I figured, why not make it official? But I couldn’t do that without killing you, and you were too far gone to be offed anyway, so I took the only option I could. I sent you to the overworld in hopes it’d restore your humanity. Seems I was right.”

			Luke’s lips part in shock, emotion crossing his face. He shakes his head. “All this time…I thought you did it to get rid of me.”

			Dante plops onto the chair he kicked out. His crown tilts on his mess of curls. “I mean, yeah, partly. You were a fucking asshole toward the end.”

			Up close, I can make out the rings of dark green that make up Dante’s irises, though they’re nearly swallowed by his black pupils. The tail of his left brow has a split in it from a white, faded scar. Luke carries his broadness in his shoulders, but Dante is long and lean. It makes me wonder when was the last time he ate.

			“I’m sorry,” Luke forces out.

			“How was it?” Dante’s mocking tone betrays a hint of genuine curiosity.

			“How was what?” Luke asks.

			“The overworld. Was it everything we used to dream about?”

			Luke swallows, gaze turning sad. “Even better. And sometimes worse. It’s not like here. There is good. But if we don’t fix the veil, it’s not going to stay that way.”

			Dante contemplates this. “I’m starting to think that might be for the best.”

			Luke frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Dante shrugs. “Sure, at first I tried to fix the veil. Even sent Beliar after you to come back and deal with it. Though I knew he didn’t care for the veil to get fixed and suspected he’d disobey me, so that was mostly to get him out of my way before he tried to usurp me.”

			“A woman died,” Luke stresses. “Three others would have if we hadn’t saved them. Many more will if we don’t fix the veil. All kinds of hell beings have slipped through in the months since it tore. You’re supposed to keep them here. It’s your job.”

			Dante rolls his eyes. “So the other devils have reminded me. But as time wore on, I caught glimpses of the overworld and all its flaws through the torn veil and started to realize maybe a little hell on earth wouldn’t be so bad.” Dante grins, a glimmer of excitement in his dark eyes. “Maybe it’s time we branch out. Merge. Imagine the fun if we were all one big, happy family.”

			“It’d be chaos,” Luke counters.

			“I’ve grown a taste for it. Thanks for bringing this back to me, by the way.”

			Dante rises. From his belt, he pulls out Luke’s dagger, tossing it onto the table. It lands on its side, pointing at the windows Dante walks toward, keeping his back to us.

			Which is preferable, because if he sees what’s happening on the table right now, we’ll lose our last chance of escaping.

			The dagger is slowly turning to face me.

			Luke said they’ll always point toward each other. But I can’t let it reveal I have its counterpart. Not when I’m so close to sawing through the last of the bindings around my wrist.

			Being essentially useless in this conversation has had its perks. Dante didn’t notice I still had my dagger strapped to my thigh. Or that it was close enough for my fingers to carefully tug free. It hasn’t been easy but turning it in my grip to slice through the ropes wasn’t impossible. Now that I’m almost there, I am not going to fail.

			Luke picks up on what I’m doing—and, more importantly, how imperative it is to keep his brother distracted. He nods at me. You can do this, the gesture says.

			I can do this.

			“Why send the hounds after me?” Luke asks, stalling. “If you no longer care about me fixing the veil, what was the point of that?”

			Dante turns slightly. I still my movements. He doesn’t look my way. I continue.

			“I couldn’t just let you run amuck. I needed to maintain some authority. If you were coming to kill me, having them bring you straight to me was a safer bet.”

			“They were trying to kill me,” Luke reminds him.

			“I didn’t realize you could be killed,” Dante scoffs. “Much less that you were carting an overworlder around with you. Who is she, anyway?”

			“No one,” Luke answers quickly. Too quickly. It’s a little warming, actually, that he’s clearly trying to protect me. It’s the least he can do after keeping his devil identity a secret.

			Dante looks at me, and for a moment, I think I’m caught. But he just grins. “You put on quite a show with that fall.”

			He still hasn’t noticed the dagger on the table, which, thankfully, stopped moving but points at me now. “Yeah, well, the party was getting a little boring. I had to provide my own entertainment.”

			Luke shoots me a glare. Okay, not the best time to run my mouth. Noted.

			“These things do grow dull, don’t they?” Dante turns back to the windows. I resume my sawing motion. “I think they’d be so much more fun in the overworld.”

			My right wrist comes free and I manage to catch the ropes before they hit the ground. Placing them in my lap, I make quick work of the bindings on my left wrist. All that remains are my ankles and then I’m free.

			So close I can taste it.

			“What are you going to do with us?” Luke asks.

			Dante stuffs his hands into his pockets. “If you had done things my way and gotten caught by the hounds, maybe I could have spared you. But everyone below saw your face. What would you do, if you were still me?”

			Dante faces Luke, but he’s come to the table so his back remains to me. I have one ankle free. Almost there.

			Luke inhales deeply, meeting his brother’s eyes. “I’d kill me.”

			Dante snaps, pointing at him. “Bingo. By the way—is that still big in the overworld? Remember when Mom used to tell us about it?”

			“I…don’t know.” Luke seems thrown off. “I visited her. And you know what she told me?”

			Dante leans close, daring. “What?”

			Luke’s expression cracks open. “She said if I have the chance to go back to the overworld, I should take you with me. And I will. Let us fix the veil, and then you pardon the three of us. I’ll show you how to do it right so it won’t tear the veil again. We can all return together.”

			Anger works in Dante’s jaw. “You think it’s that easy? That simple? And who becomes the devil? Who rules the underworld in our stead?”

			“I don’t know and I don’t fucking care,” Luke explodes. “It’s not our problem. I should have never made it ours to begin with. I’m sorry. Let the hell beings figure it out. The other devils. The devil. It doesn’t need to be us. We fix the veil and we leave. It can be that simple.”

			Dante seems to actually consider it, growing quiet and contemplative. The barest bones of hope etch across Luke’s face.

			But then, slowly, Dante’s head starts to shake. “Hell is home. Maybe once upon a time, when we were young, I dreamt of leaving. But I don’t dream anymore. I have no desire to go. I like it here. And if here becomes there and the overworld and underworld merge, then it’s all the same, anyway.”

			His gaze hardens as defeat fills Luke’s. “I’m not fixing the veil, Luke. And neither are you.”

			The last rope falls from my ankle and I leap to my feet, shoving the dagger on the table so it spins across the surface to fall into Luke’s lap. The element of surprise has my back as I fist my fingers in Dante’s admittedly gorgeous head of hair and shove his face into the table, right where my glob of bloody spit landed.

			I bring my dagger to his throat so the tip rests against his Adam’s apple as I deliver the most baller line of my existence: “And what about me?”

		

	
		
			Thirty-three

			
				[image: ]
			

			“What about you?” Dante echoes, seeming to really contemplate my question. “The overworlder road-tripping across the underworld. How has hell been? Hospitable, I would hope?”

			I know he’s mocking me, but Shonda’s words from the Night Market ring in my ear. You have a sly tongue. The devil will appreciate your mouth.

			I don’t have much; my mouth is all I’ve got.

			“A bit of a letdown, actually. Not nearly enough fire and brimstone. Also, the potholes along Route 666 are killer. Ever heard of road maintenance?” I say conversationally, as if I’m not holding a sharp object to his throat. It takes every ounce of my focus to will the room not to spin, to ignore the pulsing in my head and the ache in my side. My hand shakes, bringing the tip of the dagger close enough to graze Dante’s skin.

			Despite it, he grins. “Sorry to disappoint. I’ll pass your complaints along.”

			“To who? I thought you’re the boss?”

			His grin grows, revealing he shares a dimple with Luke. “I am, aren’t I?”

			My quivering body, held together by spite and my ripped dress, is no match for the maneuver Dante pulls. He swipes a leg back, taking mine right out from under me, and pushes himself off the table and away from my blade. My skirt twists around my ankles as he shoulder-checks me hard enough to throw me off him. I fall backward and hit the tiled ground. He rises to his full height, staring me down in all his hellish glory.

			When I slammed him against the table, it knocked his crown off, but he doesn’t need it. He looks every bit the formidable ruler he is.

			“What to do with you,” he muses, eyes cast entirely in shadows, thanks to the windows at his back. The tip of his shoe presses on the unraveling hem of my dress, thwarting movement on my end. “Your execution is warranted on several offenses, starting with the assault of my hound.”

			“So you saw what I did to Badulf’s nose? He should be thanking me for that. Major upgrade and a free nose job.”

			Dante continues like I haven’t spoken. “You’ve resisted arrest. Several times.”

			“Maybe your mutts are just exceptionally bad at arresting people.”

			“You used a near-permanent poison on one of my upper-management leaders.”

			I finally rip my dress free and scoot back a handful of inches. “Beliar? You said you wanted him gone. You’re welcome.”

			He advances, closing the gap between us so I have no choice but to keep dragging myself backward like the wounded prey I am. The glint in his eyes betrays how much he’s enjoying this. “And you freed his souls. Several hundred, might I add, which will no doubt impact the economy and cause shipping delays. Let me put it in terms you’ll understand: Burning money is illegal.”

			My back hits a wall. I have nowhere else to go.

			I use it to haul myself to my feet so I can look Dante defiantly in the eye. “No one deserves to be reduced to a currency.”

			“Everything’s a currency, darling. Even you.”

			My dagger materializes in his hand—I must have dropped it when he outmaneuvered me—and he brings it up to trace my cheek. He sighs, close enough for his exhale to blow my frazzled strands out of my eyes. His breath is as sharp as the rest of him—spearmint.

			“What to do with you,” he murmurs, using the dagger to tuck a stubborn curl behind my ear like Luke did not too long ago on the dance floor. I shiver as the cool edge touches my curved shell. It’s nothing compared to the way my whole body quakes when he brings the tip to rest right above my heart. “What. To. Do.” He taps it against my bare skin with each syllable.

			“You’re not doing anything to her,” Luke snarls from behind him.

			My mouthing off distracted Dante long enough for Luke to escape the confines of the chair. His arms wrap around Dante in a bear hug and he picks his brother up, twisting to throw Dante into the windows.

			I wish they’d break and send Dante barreling into the clouds, but they don’t even crack. Dante rebounds quickly as Luke wedges himself between us. Fury crackles across Dante’s face, perfectly timed with the rumble of thunder and corresponding shot of lightning that illuminates the sky.

			Dante launches himself at Luke and the two go to town. They fight like mirrors, clearly having spent their entire lives practicing on each other. Every punch Luke throws, Dante anticipates. Every kick Dante attempts, Luke blocks. They circle the perimeter of the long conference table in a blur of jabs and glints of their sparring twin blades, though neither lands a fateful strike.

			It’s fascinating watching them brawl. Partly because they are clearly a perfect match, but partly due to something else that takes me a few disoriented moments of ogling to pin: neither is going in for the kill.

			The worst hits are with fists while shouting things like “You sent me to the fucking overworld without even a toothbrush” (Luke) and “You never wrote down a single fucking password, fuck you” (Dante). I know I should do something like help Luke or make a run for it, but it’s such a bizarrely mesmerizing fight that I’m just grateful for the beat to regroup.

			The beat ends when Dante finally lands a kick that sends Luke reeling back onto the table. His dagger clatters across the length of it, falling off the opposite edge to the ground.

			I dive for it.

			Luke rolls off the table, falling onto the assortment of chairs that scoot out from under him, thanks to their wheels. From the ground, he sweeps Dante’s feet out from under him.

			“Luke! Catch!”

			I toss the dagger to Luke as he leaps to his feet. It spins through the air in an arc, the most impressive show of sportsmanship I’ve ever produced, before landing in Luke’s palm like a loaf perfectly placed in the bread basket. His elbow connects with Dante’s mouth, sending a spray of blood onto the table. Giving his brother no time to rebound, Luke copies my move by taking a fistful of Dante’s hair and jerking his head back to bare his neck, pressing the edge of his blade against the skin.

			The fight comes to a sudden halt.

			“Drop it,” Luke orders. The sound of Dante’s dagger hitting the ground rings with finality.

			“Kill me,” Dante dares. “There were only ever two endings for us. For all humans in hell. You either get killed by the monsters you’re running from, or you become them. Do it.”

			Luke’s jaw works as his teeth grind. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t.”

			“I can’t.” Dante laughs, as if he knows his fate is sealed.

			Lightning makes the room glow, illuminating the red splattered across the table matching the blood smeared across his teeth. I jump as thunder cracks the air. Luke stares at Dante’s blood.

			“The clock’s ticking,” Dante taunts. “Maybe Beliar’s sacrifice would have been moot. If the veil is weak enough, all it will need is The Reckoning with the super blue-blood moon to make it rip wide open. Shall we test that theory? Wait and see?”

			“I should kill you,” Luke agrees. Dante’s pupils shrink a fraction, revealing more of his green irises as Luke presses the dagger harder into his skin. He’s afraid. I brace myself for Luke to drag the blade across his brother’s throat.

			Instead, he slams Dante’s face into the table, knocking him out so he crumbles to the ground.

			“Let’s go,” Luke tells me, retrieving the second dagger from where it fell and placing it in my palm. “There’s still time to fix the veil.”

			I glance back at Dante’s still form, tempted to tell Luke that whenever the bad guy is left alive in the movies, it’s almost always a fateful error on the hero’s part. But as a member of the only-child club, I don’t feel qualified to advise him to off his only brother, even if Dante is kind of a dick.

			Outside the conference room, we stall in what’s clearly a reception area with an elevator at the other end. A semicircular desk is pressed to the wall with a gold placard atop it. A girl sits behind the desk in a lacy green dress. Her fingers fly across her keyboard as if wrapping up a few last-minute emails before joining the party downstairs.

			“Hey!” she yelps, jumping to her feet and reaching for the corded phone on her desk as if to call for backup. “What are you—”

			Luke’s dagger is embedded in her chest before she can finish the sentence. Her mouth parts on a gasp and for an awful moment, I think she might be human. But then she’s swallowed by shadows, disappearing into a cloud of smoke.

			Luke punches the down button for the elevator. It dings and we step inside. Luke presses the button for the very bottom floor.

			The entire elevator is tinted glass. We begin our descent and awkward elevator music fills the air, as if this night wasn’t already horrendous enough.

			“I’ve always wanted to press the emergency stop button,” I say to break the silence. “But never so much as right now.”

			A laugh scrapes out of him. “Don’t tempt me with a good time.”

			My cheeks warm at the implication that we could recreate our morning in the bathroom if only the fate of the worlds didn’t hang in the balance. Talk about a cock block.

			“I forgive you,” I blurt out. Luke’s head jerks to me, but I can’t meet his eyes. “For keeping the fact that you were the devil, past tense, a secret. I’m not sure I would have told me, either.”

			The view opens up as we soar down through the lobby. Below us, the party raves on. Nobody cleaned up the mess I made when I fell and now people gyrate on the table like it’s a makeshift stage, spinning under the glow of the serpent chandelier.

			“You don’t have to,” Luke finally says, though his voice rings with hope. “I don’t deserve it.”

			I force myself to look in his eyes. “This isn’t for you. It’s for me. I’m sick of living with regrets. Whatever’s about to happen, however this ends, I don’t want it to be with us at odds. We’re a team, right? Teams forgive each other.”

			One second I’m beside him and the next I’m crushed in his arms. His hand gently cradles the back of my head and I release a shuddering breath against the soft skin of his collarbone, relishing the feel of being pressed against him. My own arms wind around his waist, the hug so comforting I can almost con myself into thinking we’re anywhere but here. We tremble together, clinging tightly as we’re plunged underground.

			We’re still holding each other as the elevator dings and the doors slide open. Slowly—regretfully—we part.

			His hand lingers on my cheek, the look in his eyes so tender I’m tempted to close the doors and rocket us back up. “Thank you.”

			We face the room before us. A sole fluorescent light flickers, illuminating rows and rows of cubicles. Go figure.

			“The veil is here?” I ask Luke.

			“There.” Luke points down the aisle. At the opposite end there’s a simple wooden door.

			“Oookay,” I say, dragging out the O. “Let’s go fix it.”

			I step out of the elevator, but Luke’s arm across my chest stops me.

			“Wait,” he cautions.

			“For what?” I ask.

			From the cubicles, hell beings rise. Hounds and monsters and demons. Rows and rows and rows of them, all standing between us and the veil.
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			“Stay close,” Luke instructs, raising his dagger. “We don’t need to kill them all—just get through the door. Can you run?”

			I wiggle my bare toes and use the hand not gripping my dagger to hike up my dress. “I can try.”

			I don’t know who moves first, but suddenly we’re sprinting and the hell beings spring into action. We make it a quarter way down the aisle before the first one gets in our way—a grizzly-looking being with silver eyes and matted dark fur bursting from the confines of a tuxedo vest. Luke swipes at him with zero hesitation, then uses the ensuing cloud of smoke to our advantage. We plow forward, stabbing hell beings as we go.

			There are two things working in our favor: the bursts of smoke provide coverage for us to dodge and weave so the hell beings miss us and hit each other, and we’re the ones with the weapons.

			At least, actual weapons and not frightening appendages, which still count in my book but clearly aren’t a concern for Luke. While my blade parries attacks away from gutting me, every jab of his is aimed to kill. Our little self-defense/offense tango works, moving us down the aisle blow by blow.

			Our luck runs out with only a few desks left. The wall of hell beings is so thick, they plug up the rest of the aisle.

			“We need them to thin out,” I tell Luke between pants. My dagger catches a black-eyed being in a gouge deep enough to send it to the great beyond. I may not be anywhere near Luke’s body (kill) count right now, but I’m holding my own.

			“Working on it,” Luke grunts, hacking away with his dagger like he’s wielding a machete in the Amazon.

			“We need to split up.”

			I’m as surprised by the suggestion as Luke. Before he can refute it, I continue. “We spread out toward the sides to lead the monsters away, then gun it for the middle and meet at the door.”

			That’s all I give him before I jerk sharply to the right. Feet pound behind me but I turn again, using the tightly packed stations as my very own labyrinth. Opposite me, Luke does the same. We’re not making the time we were when we were charging down the center aisle, but my plan is working.

			Until I accidentally veer into a cubicle.

			Dead end. I turn around but the entrance is already guarded by a hell hound in a mask with gold ears. Zekiel? Badulf? Don’t care, fuck ’em both. I just need to get out.

			I step onto the rolly chair and use the momentum to spin toward the desk. A clawed hand swipes at me but I leap onto the surface, narrowly avoiding the attack. My bare feet crunch down on a boxy keyboard, which is akin to stepping on Legos. A yelp escapes as the keys prod my bruised feet.

			I attribute the Lego keyboard as the only reason I don’t dodge the second attack. White-hot pain lances up my left side as claws shred my dress. I stumble right over the edge of the cubicle wall and topple to the ground. It’s nothing compared to my balcony fall and I leap to my feet in time to plunge my dagger into Badulf/Zekiel’s unreasonably hairy chest.

			“Brie!”

			Luke’s nearly to the door. I hike up my dress and sprint as another hell being catches up to me. While I weave through the remaining cubicles standing between me and freedom, Luke reaches the door and takes a keycard from his pocket. He must have swiped it from Dante during their fight. He presses it to the pad beside the door and the light changes from red to green.

			He swings it open just in time for me to soar through it. I catapult into the room, only stopping when I hit a tall metal rack in the back. Burning gasps tear through me as I suck down air.

			Luke closes the door as the wall of monsters descends on us, slamming it in their faces. He grabs a mop and positions it against the handle to jam it.

			Hold it—a mop?

			“Are we…” I turn about the small space that barely fits us and apparently enough cleaning equipment, old printers, and reams of paper to make any type-A receptionist lose their mind. A single bulb shines overhead. “In a supply closet?”

			“Yes.” Luke steps up to the rack I still pant against and starts unceremoniously shoving shit to the floor.

			“What are you looking for?”

			“The veil,” Luke grunts, tossing a stack of manilla envelopes over his shoulder. “I’m gone for eight months and the place becomes a pig sty. Who could find anything in this mess?”

			There’s a question I should have asked before now. “Luke.” Every breath I take burns. “You said the veil is like the ozone layer. How are we supposed to fix that?”

			A breath of relief shoots out of him as he pulls my worst nemesis from the depths of the debris. “We’re not. We’re supposed to fix the thing that powers our branch’s portion of the veil. This.”

			I hear him, I do, but he can’t be serious, because—

			“That’s a fucking fax machine.”

			He shoots me a sharp look. “It’s also one of the most powerful tools the underworld has—a physical representation of the veil and our only way to communicate with the overworld. We fix this and the fabric of the veil is restored. But it can be a little…finicky.”

			A new realization stabs me between the eyes. “Oh my God. You let me come with you because this is my thing. I’m the faulty fucking fax machine fixer! You brought me here so I could be maintenance. You’re no better than Ted!”

			“That was low and you know it,” he says, making me feel chagrined. “Did it cross my mind? Yes. But for the record, I was the faulty fucking fax machine fixer before I knew you existed. Besides, I meant what I said. I wanted you to leave with the others. To be home and safe and—”

			A thunk against the door steals our attention.

			“They’re trying to bust it down,” I realize with horror.

			Luke focuses back on the yolk-hued machine that looks straight out of the ’80s. It’s similar to the one from the Curated Care office, except probably missing the specks of Cheeto dust that transferred from my fingers, thanks to my afternoon snack. There’s only one light on it, blinking red.

			“Do you know what’s wrong with it? A jam?” I prod as Luke presses a series of buttons.

			“It’s more metaphysical than that,” he explains, continuing to try combination after combination of number punches. “Since Dante and I screwed with the natural order of hell and the veil tore, think of it like the Wi-Fi’s down because a tree fell on a power line. The real veil is the Wi-Fi, I was the tree, and this is the power line. We fix the power line, we fix the Wi-Fi.”

			Another crash comes from the other side of the door, making me jump. The jerky movement makes the pain in my side excruciating. I lean against the rack, my knees threatening to buckle.

			“What can I do?” I ask, trying to focus on anything but my injuries. A sliver of light from the office pierces through the thick wood of the door. We have minutes until it splinters completely.

			Luke releases a frustrated breath, dragging a bloody-knuckled hand through his hair. “I don’t know. Everything I used to do isn’t working. This is the worst it’s ever been. I don’t know.”

			My eyes squeeze shut, the press of tears behind them impossible to push down. “We can’t have come all this way for nothing. There has to be a fix.”

			“How do you fix the one in the office?”

			My eyes spring open at Luke’s question. I push off the rack to stand to my full height, meeting him right under the bulb to look him dead in the eye. “I unplug it and plug it back in.”

			Luke blinks slowly. “You…unplug it and plug it back in? That’s the magic fix no one else ever thought of? I’ve watched you mess with that thing for over an hour before.”

			I shrug, but even that hurts. “On slow days I need ways to make myself look busy. Unplugging it is always my last resort.”

			A ludicrous laugh bursts from Luke. “Great. Okay. Well. We can’t unplug it because that would make the entire veil drop, which would be a disaster, and—”

			“Why not?” I counter, an idea taking form. “The Reckoning is coming, and if Dante’s right, it could be enough to rip the veil completely. What’s there to lose? If we power it down for a second, it might reset everything and make it whole again when we plug it back in. It could work.”

			Luke nods in understanding. “Like a factory reset.”

			I jam a thumb over my shoulder at our quickly crumbling defense. “We have to try. We’re out of time, and—” My throat catches around our impending reality. We have no exit. A wall of hell beings stands between us and even the hope of escaping. And who knows if we’d make it out of Hell Headquarters beyond them. My head pounds and my side is on fire. “We both know how this is going to end. Might as well go out with a bang.”

			Emotion flows across Luke’s battered face as the true direness of our situation hits him. Disappointment, grief, fear. He closes his eyes, and when they reopen, there’s a sheen across them. “I’m sorry,” he chokes out. “It was never supposed to end like this. Not for you.”

			His hands cup my cheeks and I cling to them, but only for a moment before turning back to the faulty fucking fax machine. “Where’s the plug?”

			Luke gets on his hands and knees to crawl beneath the last shelf of the metal rack. I can only see the bottom half of his body when he says, “Got it. Ready?”

			“Pull it,” I order.

			The light on the machine goes off and the whole world seems to get quiet. The pounding on the other side of the door has stopped, and even the faint music from the party above disappears. My raging heartbeat is the only sound thundering in my ears.

			I count thirty agonizing seconds out loud. With each passing one, the reality sets in that this might not work. That monsters could be crossing into the overworld right now. That despite everything we’ve endured, this night could still end in failure.

			“Plug it back in,” I say when half a minute has finally passed.

			Luke does, shimmying out from under the rack. At first, nothing happens. My finger hovers over the power button on the fax machine before I finally press it.

			It whirs. The light blinks once, twice, three times. Red.

			And then it turns green and stays that way.

			“That was…” I search for words, though nothing sums up the overwhelming relief I feel at seeing the green light. “Kind of anticlimactic, actually.”

			Luke doesn’t quite agree.

			“We did it.” His voice is full of awe. He stands, rolling out his shoulders and looking around. “I can feel it—it’s back. You did it.”

			I don’t feel anything but the intense desire to lie down and never get up again, but I grin at him nonetheless. “Good thing you brought me after all, huh?”

			“Good thing.” He laughs, scooping me into a hug that lifts my feet off the ground. It would be sickeningly romantic if it didn’t feel like he was plunging a knife in my side.

			“What’s wrong?” he asks, setting me down as soon as the wounded cry involuntarily leaves my lips. “Are you hurt?”

			“My side.” I finally allow my fingers to gently probe where it hurts most and suck down a breath.

			The hound didn’t just shred the dress—he shredded my flesh. Four gouges span my left ribcage, so deep that blood weeps from them. Only now do I realize the entire left half of my gown is soaked from it, the rust red blending in with the dark purple fabric.

			“Brie.”

			I was almost a doctor. I know it’s bad. But hearing my name burst from Luke’s mouth in a cocktail of horror and heartache is what seals the deal.

			That, and my quickly darkening vision.

			I don’t make the decision to collapse—one second I’m standing, and the next I’m on the rough, carpeted floor, half in Luke’s arms because he caught me before I hit the ground.

			“It’s okay,” I say, feeling the odd urge to comfort him even though I’m the one bleeding out in a supply closet right now, arguably one of the worst places to kick it. “I’ll be okay. It’s okay.”

			“I’ll get you home.” He clutches me, frantically looking around the room as if an ambulance might appear. When one doesn’t, he looks down at me. “Just hold on. You have to get home. For Krystal, remember?”

			“And Debra,” I try to joke, though it comes out as a wheeze. “Who else is gonna badger her for next week’s report?”

			“Exactly. You’re one of a kind.” As if realizing the words, he holds me tighter. It hurts, but also might be keeping me together. “You’re one of a kind, Brie Benson.”

			There’s an explosion so loud my ears ring. Luke curls over me, protecting my broken body with his. Smoke swims up my nose, clouding my already hazy thoughts.

			“You did it.”

			The voice is familiar, but not Luke’s. Consciousness is a slippery thing that worms out of my grasp every time I think I have it. I don’t know how long I was out for, or if I was out at all. I don’t know how long it will be until I go under again.

			I don’t know if I will ever wake up if I do.

			“No, no, no.”

			“You got what you wanted. It’s fixed.”

			“I don’t care. Look at her! She’s dying.”

			Footsteps come closer. I want to open my eyes, don’t even remember closing them, but my lids are too heavy. All of me is too heavy.

			“Yeah, well, you offed my assistant, so let’s call it even. I actually liked that one, and now that you staved off the impending Reckoning by fixing the veil, who knows when the next one will occur.”

			“It’s not the same,” Luke bites, cradling my body to his chest. “She’s mortal. There is no Reckoning for her, no revival. She dies and she’s dead.”

			Maybe I already am. But surely death can’t hurt this much.

			“That sounds like a personal problem.”

			“Save her.”

			Luke doesn’t sound like any of the Lukes I know. His voice is a commanding stab meant to draw blood. Some far-off part of me wonders if this is what he sounded like as the devil. Cruel and demanding.

			“We both know I’m not in the business of saving.”

			“But you can,” Luke counters. “I could, and so can you. Please, Dante. Send us back. Let me get her to a hospital. She’s running out of time.”

			“Send you back,” Dante muses. “And then what? Everyone saw you here tonight. What would I tell the hounds? The other devils? That I was merciful? Mercy is what fucked me over from the start. I should have killed you instead of sending you to the overworld.”

			“Then strike a deal with me,” Luke proposes. “They’d never question a deal. I once told a very pretty lie that I was sent to the overworld to hunt the monsters that escaped into it. Let me make it true. Pardon us both to the overworld, and I will make sure every subject of yours that escaped is sent back. I will be your hunter.”

			“There are supposedly hundreds. Are you willing to devote yourself to finding them? Devote yourself to me?”

			“Yes.” Luke doesn’t hesitate. My grip on consciousness slips. “Do we have a deal?”

		

	
		
			Thirty-five

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Get ready for the scariest thing you’ve ever seen!”

			Aurelia’s high-pitched giggle rings through the late-afternoon air as she strides out from behind the shed in the back corner of Amelia and Krystal’s yard wearing what is supposed to be a turkey costume. Trailing behind, her little sister, Kassidy, picks up rogue feathers that flutter to the grass.

			“Isn’t it scary?” Aurelia asks me. “We just ate me!”

			“Absolutely terrifying,” I agree from where I sit on the top step of their deck, nursing the mug of tea Amelia handed me.

			“Aurelia!” Amelia exclaims. “Take it off. We have to return it to school on Monday in one piece and it’s practically deteriorating.”

			“Maybe her ruining it wouldn’t be the worst thing.” Krystal joins us on the deck as Aurelia squawks in protest. “The musical was cute and all, but the costumes could use a refresh.”

			Amelia rolls her eyes fondly, but it’s impossible to miss the fear lodged deep in her gaze. The reality that all of this—eating turkey and stuffing crowded around the table—almost didn’t happen. She reaches for Krystal, something I’ve noticed her do a lot in the three days since we flew back to Tarrentown with Poppi and Yasmine after getting cleared to come home. Like Krystal, they both are on the road to a quick recovery.

			Me, less quick.

			“You may not have been poisoned like the rest of us, but you were pretty roughed up,” Krystal explained to me when I woke in the hospital a week ago. She was beside me, already having been cleared by the hospital she, Poppi, and Yasmine had been taken to after being found unconscious at Santa Monica Pier. “Bad concussion, some bruised ribs. A horrible wound on your side that they think might be from a bear or cougar? It’s like you got mauled. You’ve got enough stitches in you to knit a sweater. And you want to know the most fucked-up thing?”

			I didn’t, but I never thought I’d hear another word out of her mouth, so I clung to each. “What?”

			“You were found in a dress. Like, a whole-ass gown. All glammed up like you were going to the Met Gala or some shit.”

			I was grateful, in that moment, to be alive. To be back in the overworld. My world.

			I was less grateful when I remembered the cost.

			Luke made a deal with the devil to save me. Got me to the hospital in time for doctors to stitch me back together. Listed Krystal and Amelia as my emergency contacts so I wouldn’t wake up alone.

			And then he disappeared.

			“I don’t want to take it off.” Aurelia stomps up the steps, pouting. Kassidy has abandoned her position as feather collector in favor of pulling out fistfuls of grass.

			“You can’t eat dessert with it on,” Amelia wagers. At the mention of dessert, Aurelia’s eyes light up. The costume is in her mother’s hands before I can blink.

			“Dessert time!” Aurelia announces, running inside. Krystal scoops Kassidy up, holding her extra tight before pressing a kiss to her cheek and handing her to Amelia.

			“Are you coming in?” Amelia asks us.

			“In a few. Start without us, babe,” Krystal tells her.

			Amelia smiles softly before closing the door. Krystal drops onto the step beside me.

			“You don’t have to drink that.” She nods at the mug in my hands. “I know you hate tea.”

			I laugh. Or, try to. It hasn’t come easy the past few days. It’s like the mechanical box inside my chest that produces the sound is broken. “Thanks. Not just for the leaf water, but for letting me stay with you and join for Thanksgiving. It’s been a really lovely day.”

			Krystal nudges my shoulder. “Of course. You can stay as long as you like. You don’t need to rush to find a new apartment.”

			I’ve visited my apartment once to get more clothes, contacts, and my spare pair of glasses. Even with Beliar gone now, going back makes me sweat. The leasing company couldn’t so much as give me a window screen after weeks of asking, but since I was nearly presumed dead, they’re letting me out of my lease a few months early. Saints, they are.

			“If you don’t feel up to coming back to work on Monday with me, that’s okay, too. I’m sure things will be a wreck for the foreseeable future as Ted takes Luke’s position.”

			“That should be interesting,” I say, but the mention of Luke unmoors me. Since waking up in the hospital, I’ve tried to do anything, everything, but think of him. Once my stitches heal and bruises fade, I’ll have no indication that the events of the past two weeks were real.

			Sleep has helped, though I always wake in a cold sweat, the last dregs of a nightmare finishing its course. I’ve also regained my appetite. Between my ravenous hunger and slow-as-molasses healing, I’ve never been more assured that I didn’t permanently pick up some demon traits.

			“How’d it go?” Krystal asks, nodding to my phone. “Did he answer?”

			“First ring.” I swallow down the lump that rose in my throat thirty minutes ago when I stepped outside to finally call my ex. When Krystal returned my phone, I had a dozen missed texts and voicemails from him since our disappearance and reappearance made national news. “It went fine. I apologized for…leaving like I did. He wanted closure and to make sure I was okay. He’s with someone new, so, that’s great for him.”

			I can’t entirely keep the bitterness out of my tone, though it’s undeserved. As far as exes go, mine could be much worse.

			“I’m proud of you,” Krystal says. “Except you lied.”

			“About?”

			“You’re not okay.” Krystal gives me a small, sad smile. “You have a tell, you know.”

			“A tell?”

			“When you’re lying. You twist the ring on your finger.”

			I look down at the ring my parents got me. Its purple amethyst gem shimmers in the dwindling sunlight. “I…didn’t realize I had a tell.”

			I wonder if she can see what else I’m keeping from her. In the hospital, she asked if I remembered anything.

			Everything, I wanted to say as it all came flooding back. “Do you remember anything?”

			Krystal frowned, a faraway look in her eyes. “Not really. I remember pulling over on the side of the road to ask if a man lying in the grass was alright. And then nothing but glimpses. Or more like…feelings. Fear and hopelessness, most of all. They think we were kidnapped.”

			“Who are we?”

			“You and me, Poppi, and a woman named Yasmine. Madeline also disappeared around the same time as us. We didn’t think either of you would show up, but you did, so maybe she will, too.”

			My heart panged at the memory of Madeline getting skewered through the chest. I wanted to tell the truth so her family could get closure, but I didn’t know how. “You’re okay?”

			“Sure thing, babe.” Krystal smiled. Then, as if taking a real second to think about it, she sighed. “No. I feel so fucked up. We were targeted, Brie. This is the shit Netflix makes documentaries about. It’s fucking terrifying. But we’re alive. Two badass bitches, we are.”

			“The baddest,” I agreed.

			Now, I stand up. “I know I said I was stuffed twenty minutes ago, but that was twenty minutes ago, and dessert stomach is a thing.”

			Before I can leave, Krystal grabs my wrist.

			“Wait,” she says. “I haven’t been completely honest with you.”

			I sit back down. The last time somebody “wasn’t completely honest” with me I found out their brother was the devil, and they, at one point, were also the devil. Needless to say, I’m on edge.

			But this is Krystal—not Luke. She’s beside me in a thick caramel sweater and olive corduroy flared pants, her coily hair revived from its matted state from when I found her at Beliar’s. Whatever she’s been keeping from me can’t be worse than what I’m keeping from her.

			“What is it?” I ask. She gazes at her backyard—at the shed and playset and woods beyond it.

			“In the hospital, after you woke up, you asked me if I remembered anything, and I told you no. But I lied. I don’t remember much, but I remember you.” Tears glisten in her eyes. “You weren’t like the rest of us. You saved us. Luke was with you, wasn’t he?”

			My throat lump returns. “He was.”

			“I thought so. I remember Poppi asked about him being Jesus and what you told me in the van—that it was all just a bad dream.” She sucks down a breath. “I know you said that to protect me. And I’m going to let you, because I’m not looking for details on where we were and what happened. I just want you to know how grateful I am that you and Luke got us home.”

			“I didn’t want Kassidy and Aurelia to have to grow up without you,” I admit. “Or for Amelia to lose you. And fine, maybe part of it was a little self-serving on my end because I don’t want to work at Curated Care if you’re not there with me. How would I ever survive?”

			A weepy snort escapes her. She pulls me into a hug and I clutch her tightly. “You’re a good friend, Brie. You deserve to be happy.”

			“I am happy.” It’s a knee-jerk response because I know it should be true. I lived and made it back to the overworld. We rescued Krystal and Poppi and Yasmine. I have a warm bed in a house full of love and people who have accepted me as their own. I sit beside a true friend, my first since pushing away all of mine after my parents died.

			She gives me a knowing look, glancing at my ring, which my fingers are subconsciously twisting. Traitors.

			“You’ve been different since we’ve gotten back,” she continues. “We all have, but whenever Luke comes up, you get sad. I know I always joked about you two getting together, and then I felt awful about it because apparently he kidnapped us—”

			“He didn’t kidnap us,” I reiterate. That was the conclusion the police jumped to because Luke disappeared at the same time as us. I couldn’t tell them the complete truth, but I was sure to clear Luke’s name. Though him disappearing didn’t help. “We teamed up to save you. But along the way, things got kind of…personal. I started falling for him.”

			“Well, you should know he started falling for you long before that. The whole pretending not to know your name thing, plus all the times I caught him looking at you in the office. He was trying to get your attention. I felt like I was watching the world’s slowest office burn unfold.”

			“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

			“Sorry to keep you waiting,” she says. And then, to my complete shock, she reaches into the canyon-deep pockets of her cardigan and pulls out something I thought I’d never see again:

			My dagger.

			I take it from her, fingers curling around the familiar hilt.

			“Luke snuck into the hospital when you were still unconscious. He gave me this to give to you. I know I should have given it to you as soon as you woke up, but—” She sniffles. “You were so fragile. I had just gotten you back from the literal brink of death and everyone thought he was the bad guy. I didn’t know what to think. But you deserve the truth, whatever it is. I didn’t read it.”

			She nods at the blade. Tied around the hilt with what looks like a dress shoelace is a piece of paper. When I untie it, I realize that neat script covers the inside. It’s a letter.

			Dear Brie,

			Where to start? Do I apologize again for crafting half-truths and lies about myself this past week? Do I beg for your forgiveness until my ink runs dry? Do I scrap the letter and risk showing up when you wake so I can kiss you one last time before leaving?

			I would, but then I might never leave.

			I’m sorry for it all, but not for this: I made a deal with my brother to get us back. But this is my deal—not yours. No matter how much I want to continue our time together, I’m not going to tie you to a fate you don’t deserve. I did it to my mother, my brother, myself. I’m not doing it to you, too.

			I want you to have this dagger. If you ever need to find me, you know how. But you’re better off if you don’t.

			You are incredible and beautiful and brave. Don’t forget it. I certainly won’t.

			Thank you for being my companion and the best co-rescuer I could ever want (or, admittedly, not want). I owe you my life and my humanity.

			Most importantly, thank you for fixing the faulty fucking fax machine. The worlds are indebted to you. All of them.

			To hell and back,

			Luke

			PS—I’m also sorry for underestimating a bow and arrow. I stand humbly corrected.

			A bruised laugh escapes at the last line. I set the letter in my lap and wipe my eyes.

			“Do you want me to pretend I didn’t just read it from over your shoulder?” Krystal quietly asks, breaking through my sniffles.

			“I’m honestly impressed you held out this long.” I shake my head with another laugh, a few more tears shaking free with it. Maybe she thought I’d be upset she kept this from me until now, letting me believe Luke left without saying goodbye. But after nearly losing her, it’s trivial. She was just trying to protect me, like I tried to protect her.

			She blows out a relieved breath, grinning. “It was a challenge.”

			I throw my arms around her. “Thank you for giving it to me now. I just…I really miss him.”

			Luke. My unmissable man. I wonder—does he miss me, too?

			Krystal hugs me back, squeezing tight enough to hurt. But it’s a good hurt. One I would gladly feel again and again.

			“I want details!” Krystal bounces excitedly when we part. “Did you have a classic post-action makeout? Did he brush your hair out of your eyes? And why were you in a ball gown? Does that mean he was your date?” She gasps. “Have you seen him in a tux?”

			I pretend to think. “Hmm, yes, yes, we snuck into a masquerade soiree, yes, and yes. And, before you ask, yes, he looks super hot in a tux. Oh, and one more thing. But it’s kind of TMI.”

			“We’re trauma bonded. I’m pretty sure there’s no such thing as TMI. Spill.”

			Cupping my hands around my mouth, I whisper in her ear, “He finger banged me on the bathroom counter of his childhood home and then we had sex.”

			Her mouth drops open. “Brie, if you’re lying to me, I swear—”

			“I’m not lying,” I laugh. My cheeks feel hot, but in the best way. “I can’t believe it, either.”

			“So where is he? Why isn’t he here trying to fuck you in my guest bed?”

			“Shhh!” I shriek, glancing toward the house where her kids and in-laws are eating pie. Thankfully, the windows are closed to ward off the late autumn chill. “You read the letter. He couldn’t stay. Aside from the whole being wanted as a kidnapper thing, he has to do some…traveling. It was part of the deal to get me home alive. And he takes deals very seriously.”

			“What is this deal? And he has a brother? Is he in the mob? The mafia? A drug cartel?”

			“No! No, nothing like that but—” Maybe worse. “Still. He obviously doesn’t want me to join.”

			She scrunches her nose like she smells something foul. “That is such a classic man thing to do. He’s trying to protect you and thinks you deserve better—which, don’t get me wrong, nobody is good enough for you—but you guys had something. I could tell before I was poisoned, I could tell while I was poisoned, and I can tell now. You can’t let something like that go. What does Brie want?”

			What do I want? Definitely not to go back to being a pushover receptionist stuck changing water jugs at Curated Care on Monday. Or, like, ever.

			I think about it through the rest of the night, while eating pie and wedged between Aurelia and Kassidy on the couch reading them a bedtime story and lying on the guest bed staring at the ceiling. Krystal’s right. I’m not happy. I didn’t notice, because I haven’t been happy in over a year.

			But with Luke, there were points where it all peeled away. Even though I have plenty to be furious at him about, I’d much rather be furious with him. And maybe he’ll need help. He didn’t think he would in hell, but I proved him wrong.

			It’s still dark when I slip out of bed. Most of my things are still packed from when I last visited my apartment. I stuff my feet into my sneakers and slide on my spare pair of glasses. The last thing I do is swipe the letter and dagger from beneath my pillow and carefully tuck the blade into the pocket of my denim jacket that Krystal washed and returned.

			My hand is on the knob of the front door when I realize someone sits at the counter. My eyes adjust to the low light from the stove and make out Krystal’s orange satin sleep bonnet.

			“Didn’t think you could leave without saying goodbye, did you?” she asks.

			“I was going to call in the morning,” I swear. “I’m just notoriously bad at goodbyes.”

			“I know you have to go.” She stands and wraps her arms around my shoulders.

			“Thank you.” I squeeze her back twice as hard as tears cloud my vision. “Not just for letting me stay here with your family, but for everything. I’m not sure I would have survived the past few months without you. I mean that.”

			“I wouldn’t have survived at all without you,” she says in a light, choked tone. “You’re always welcome here. Whatever happens, I’m just a call away. Please check in, okay?”

			“I will,” I promise, pulling back. “Give my love to Aurelia and Kassidy. Thank Amelia for me.”

			“You know I will. Now go get your man, angel.”

			Behind the wheel, I expect fear to seize me like it used to, but I start my car without incident. On the contrary, I’m itching to drive. The sky is a few shades lighter, looking more dusty plum than navy. Almost enough to fool me into thinking I never left the underworld.

			I set my dagger on the dash of the car. It’s the most unorthodox GPS ever, but I have to trust it will lead me to Luke, wherever he is. By the time I wipe my eyes and pull out of the driveway, it has spun to point east. I expected it to take me toward the expressway, but only once I’m halfway down a long rural road do I realize where it’s leading me.

			I park outside of Luke’s house as the sun streaks the sky gold with dawn. In the driveway is an unfamiliar shitbox of a sedan, the trunk popped to block the person rifling through it.

			“I see you have a type.”

			Luke jerks the trunk down, staring at me in disbelief over the length of the vehicle.

			I gesture to its rusted body. “God forbid you jack a nice car. What happened to yours?”

			“Likely meeting its demise in an impound lot.” He runs a hand through his hair—not that there’s much left. The results of a buzz cut that looks disastrously good on him, even though I’ll miss having something to grip.

			I nod at the haircut. “You know, people on the run trying to hide their identities usually avoid their house. Tends to be the first place cops look.”

			“I’m on my way out.” The bags beneath his eyes suggest he hasn’t slept much. “Didn’t you get my letter?”

			I round the car, walking toward him. “Sure did.”

			“Then what are you doing here?”

			I only stop when I’m close enough to see every shade of brown that makes up his irises. “Because I’m coming with you.”

			I wait for a rebuttal, but he merely holds my gaze. “Why?”

			“Because it’s what I want,” I crack. Emotion fills the fissures, seeping into every word. “I don’t want to go back to Curated Care. I don’t want to go back to before, whether that was me a year ago or two weeks ago. I’m me now, and I know what’s out there and I’m not afraid. At least, not of that.”

			He steps so close I have to tilt my chin to look at him. “What are you afraid of then?”

			“Losing you.”

			It’s maybe the most honest I’ve ever been. “You made a deal with your brother to save me. And you’re right—that’s your deal. But I still have my choice. I choose you.”

			“Choosing me means being on the run. It means endless nights in motels and the car and the cold. It means your safety never guaranteed.”

			“I wanted to work in movies,” I remind him. “The next best thing is kind of living one.”

			He clenches his jaw. For the first time it occurs to me that maybe he doesn’t want me.

			“Unless you’d rather be alone.” The realization is heavy. “If you don’t want me—”

			I can’t finish the sentence because he’s kissing me, drawing a little sigh from deep inside my chest as I melt against him. When he pulls back, his gaze is tender.

			“I’ve wanted you every second since leaving you at the hospital. I had to get back here to get some things, so I drove across the country in one shot. And you know what I thought the entire time?”

			“What?” I ask, breathless.

			“How fucking miserable it was without you and your questions and company. How much I missed you. So, yes, Brie, I want you. I don’t deserve you, but I want you. And I can’t stop.”

			“Then don’t.” I wind my hands around the back of his neck so my fingers brush the stubby hairs there. “Let’s go hunt some demons. Together. But we’re taking my car, got it?”

			Together, we transfer an extremely illegal assortment of weapons from the shitbox’s trunk to mine. He starts toward the driver’s side, but I beat him to it, spinning the key on my finger. “I’ll drive.”

			“By all means.” He smirks, getting into the passenger seat. Before he can buckle his seat belt, I’m tugging him across the console to capture his mouth with mine.

			“For the record, you still owe me a date.” I pull away to whisper in his ear, “We made a deal.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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			5 Months Later

			The bell above the door jingles as I walk into the seedy Miami dive bar.

			I bypass the scattered tables and slide onto a barstool with cracked turquoise leather. The place is empty aside from a group of motorcyclists crowded around a table in the far corner and the bartender. The sparse crowd would be unusual given it’s a balmy Friday night, but the weather alerts threatening a torrential downpour have likely scared off the bar’s regulars.

			“Order?” the bartender asks. A sun-faded baseball cap is pulled low on his head, hiding his eyes.

			“Fries and a marg would be great. Salt rim, please.”

			He nods gruffly, shouting to the line cook through the swinging kitchen door to put some fries on. As he whips up my beverage, I let my eyes rove over to the other patrons. The motorcycle club is composed of two men and two women clad in matching black leather vests with snakes embroidered on the back. They all sport sunglasses despite the neon signs and scattered hanging lights not being particularly bright.

			“What’s in that?” One of the men catches my wandering gaze and nods at the poster carrier slung over my back. He has a handlebar mustache and tattooed sleeves up both arms, one of which is resting across the back of a woman with bleached blond hair.

			“I’m an art student at U Miami,” I say, patting the plastic cylinder. “It’s a project.”

			“Fries are comin’.” The bartender sets my drink in front of me.

			“Thanks.” I take a sip and grimace. “Sorry, I asked for a salt rim, not sugar.”

			He ignores me and grabs my fries, which have appeared in the order window, unceremoniously dropping the red-and-white container in front of me. Steam rises off the glistening grease. I pinch one between my fingers and take a bite, burning my tongue.

			“Got any salt and pepper?” I ask the bartender, raising my voice so he can’t avoid me this time.

			“Table.” He jerks his head toward one of the empty tables. I grab the salt- and pepper shakers from it, generously dousing my fries before setting them next to my drink.

			“Slow night, huh?” I say around a mouthful of greasy, potato-ey goodness.

			“Storm’s coming,” is all he says. A sound from the kitchen makes us both jump, like something falling to the floor. “Hey, what’s goin’ on back—”

			His reprimand breaks into a startled bark as I reach for my marg but knock over the saltshaker. It spills onto the counter, crystals scattering across the bar. He jumps back, colliding with the shelves lined with liquor bottles behind him. They teeter precariously.

			“Shit, sorry,” I apologize, taking a pinch and tossing it over my shoulder. “I’m so clumsy.”

			“Watch where you’re throwing that stuff!” the other man hollers at me.

			“Sorry, sorry,” I say, meeting his Ray-Ban–covered gaze. The thing is, I didn’t throw it nearly far enough to reach their table. But he’s not at the table anymore. None of them are. Instead, they’ve formed a loose half circle around me. “Couldn’t risk the bad luck.”

			The woman beside him tugs her white shirt over her nose. “What is that smell?”

			I pull a tube out of my jean jacket pocket. “Probably my lotion. It’s white tea and sage.”

			She recoils and the bartender gags. I turn to him. “Not a fan of white tea?”

			“Not a fan of sage,” he grunts, wiping down the bar.

			“How about obsidian?”

			His head snaps up, finally giving me a view of his eyes. The whites are nearly nonexistent, and his irises are as black as tar.

			“Who are you?” he asks.

			Your worst nightmare, I want to tell him. Though I’m proud he isn’t mine. I rarely have nightmares these days.

			Instead, I grab another fry. “You shouldn’t be worried about me,” I tell him, popping it into my mouth. “You should be worried about him.”

			Right on cue, all hell breaks loose.

			Luke barrels through the kitchen door, swiping his dagger in a vicious arc. Curling dark smoke follows him, a sure sign he took care of the line cook while I was testing everyone in the bar. It was exactly what we suspected—taken over by demons.

			Except, not demons like Debra’s, who possess their victims. These are stronger, smarter, shapeshifting to blend in, like Beliar did in my apartment when he mirrored Luke. They discovered working in groups, like motorcycle clubs, gives them a built-in element of protection. Even demons can appreciate the power of friendship, apparently.

			“Behind you!” Luke warns me, slapping my bow onto the bar. The bartender dodges his next swing, slamming into the liquor wall. Bottles rain down, smashing as they hit the ground.

			I snatch my bow and spin as the woman in the white shirt tears her sunglasses off. Her eyes are as fathomless as the bartender’s.

			“Want to see my art project?” I ask her, popping off the cap of the poster carrier.

			She seethes. “No, I don’t want to see your stupid—”

			“Too bad,” I tell her, whipping an arrow out of the makeshift quiver. I let it loose and it plunges into her chest. She explodes into smoke with a furious screech.

			Handlebar watches me warily as I notch another arrow. “What is that?” he asks.

			“Obsidian arrowheads,” I tell him honestly. “You can get them on Etsy.”

			I let the arrow fly. He dodges it with inhuman speed and it thuds into the dartboard behind him.

			The three remaining motorcycle-club demons cage me in. I climb onto the bar top, behind which Luke still battles the bartender for dominance.

			It’s a bit of an unfair split, but I can hold my own. My next arrow hits the demon wearing Ray-Bans. While his cronies are distracted by his demise, I punt the saltshaker off the bar. It smacks the bleached blond in the face. My fourth arrow sails into her eye as she’s spitting out salt crystals.

			My aim is getting good.

			“Did you see that?” I ask Luke, maybe a bit too giddy for the occasion.

			“I’m kind of busy,” he grunts, pointing the soda gun at the bartender and dousing him in Pepsi.

			A fist circles my foot, tugging hard enough to send me slamming into the bar as my bow clatters to the ground. Handlebar is on me in an instant, pinning me to the wood.

			“You’re the hunters,” he snarls.

			“Sure as shit are,” I tell him, always filled with weird pride when our targets know about us. “Your time in the overworld is up.”

			“You’ve been sending us back,” he spits, wrapping his hands around my throat. “We don’t want to go back.”

			“Of course you don’t,” I wheeze. “The overworld is like an all-you-can-eat-buffet for you.”

			He licks his lips. “And you’re the main—”

			His meaty fingers leave my throat as Luke hauls the bartender into him, sending them both crashing into a table. I roll off the bar, grabbing an arrow as Handlebar rebounds. He lunges for me and I drive it into his jugular.

			“Nice work,” Luke commends me, hopping over the bar so we’re side by side facing the bartender, who’s still wiping Pepsi from his eyes.

			“Are there more of you in Miami?” I ask the demon, picking up my bow from where it fell.

			“Lots more,” he hisses. “The bars are full of spring breakers. Lots of young, fresh meat.”

			He’s practically drooling at the thought. Gross.

			Thunder rumbles outside as he raises his hands. “But if you let me go, I swear I won’t resist. Put your weapons down, and I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

			This is the thing about demons I’ve learned since Luke and I have been on the road hunting them: the smart ones are actually quite reasonable when they want to be. But it’s always a trick.

			Good thing we have tricks, too.

			Luke lets his dagger clatter to the floor. I set my bow on the table.

			The demon sneers, lunging for Luke. If only he knew about the second obsidian dagger. Mine.

			I pull it out of my boot and drive the blade through his back. He sputters, staring down in shock at the sharp tip that protrudes from his chest as smoke pulls him back to his world for good.

			Another crack of thunder sounds as I glance around the wrecked bar. “We made a mess.”

			Luke collects my arrows, holding out a hand for me to grab. “Let’s try to beat the rain home.”

			Home.

			The skies open as Luke pulls into the driveway of my childhood house, where we’ve been staying. We race to the door, but we’re drenched before we hit the front steps.

			“Should we wait out the rain and then hit the beach bars to hunt more demons?” I ask Luke, kicking off my boots and shrugging out of my jacket.

			“There will always be more demons to hunt. It can wait for tomorrow.” Luke’s warm hands settle on my waist. Heat spikes my blood, the adrenaline rush from our bar fight lingering. “And by the way, I did see the eyeball shot. Very impressive.”

			I turn in his arms, grinning as he kisses me. “Almost as impressive as you using Pepsi as a weapon. That was very creative for a spreadsheet guy.”

			“You’re rubbing off on me,” he murmurs, trailing kisses down my jaw. He peels off my wet shirt and his fingers ghost over the four scars on my left side, making me shiver.

			“I love you,” he tells me. The words from him aren’t new, but they never fail to send a thrill through me.

			“I love you, too.” Love is so inherently human. Every second of every day, I’m grateful to feel it. “To hell and back.”

			He laughs, kissing me deeply like life is a movie. “To hell and back.”
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