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For Ryan. May we meet again in a kinder world.






AUTHOR’S NOTE


Hellbound is an adult dark fantasy romance with horror elements. It contains subject matter that some readers may find upsetting.

Please protect your peace.

Content Warnings:

Depictions of anxiety, panic attacks, disassociation, and depression; on-page character death; attempted suicide; poverty; alcohol consumption; power imbalance; classism; billionaires; mild gore; blood; dismemberment; death by drowning; kidnapping; torture; off-page drug use; needles; self-harm; scars; hospitalization; weight loss; vomiting; light BDSM elements; explicit sexual content; emotional abuse of a minor by a parent/guardian




We are each our own devil, and we make this world our hell.

—Oscar Wilde, The Duchess of Padua







PROLOGUE


There’s barely a foot of distance separating Marian from her mother tonight. It may as well be an ocean.

“Your car is disgusting,” was the first thing Deborah Eaves said to her when Marian arrived to pick up her mother at the airport late that night. They don’t do “Hi, I missed you,” and never have; they’d both be lying. It’s worse when she says nothing at all. Silence leaves too much room for thought.

Marian cruises east on the 105 in her Camry. It’s so late, there’s hardly any traffic. They still have miles to go. Her mother wouldn’t take a cab or ride share; she insists this is what family is for, though Marian has spent years trying to divest herself of this role because it only means anything when her mother needs something from her. But Marian keeps taking her calls.

Marian tries to stop for coffee; she stayed up too late poring over tax returns for her next article. She doesn’t speak financial reporting—her beat is A&E—but she’s learning. She’s staking her career on this story.

But Deborah wants to go straight home. It’s a forty-five-minute drive from Marian’s apartment to the airport, and another forty-five from LAX to Pasadena where her mother lives with her stepfather. So Marian pushes the speed limit and tries not to fall asleep at the wheel. She turns on the radio to help keep her awake, but her mother doesn’t like any of the stations. Complaints fill the air. Marian begs her to pick something else, anything.

“Should I bother asking how your trip went?” Marian asks. She doesn’t really want to have this conversation right now, but she needs to stave off the exhaustion somehow. If that means starting an argument, then so be it.

Her mother sniffles and fluffs her loose brown curls. She always dresses up when she flies. “Don’t be like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re angry with me when I’ve done nothing wrong.” Her mother looks out the window at the glowing signs they zoom past. “I’ll tell you about my trip so long as you keep your attitude in check.”

Marian grips the steering wheel tighter as she considers the proposal. At least they’re talking.

“Tell me, then,” Marian says as she reminds herself this woman is the only blood Marian has.

Her mother settles deeper into her seat as she looks out the window. Never at Marian.

“Your father booked the most beautiful hotel. We’re going to donate three nights to the church auction. If I hadn’t committed to making an appearance at the yacht club tomorrow, I’d have stayed the extra night with him.”

Church. Daniel’s stained-glass, gold-plated Presbyterian hive in Beverly Hills. The same church Marian is days away from exposing for tax fraud.

Marian’s nostrils flare. “I don’t want to hear about Daniel. And he’s not my father; I have asked you a thousand times to stop calling him that.”

Her biological father is long gone. An addict, her mother told her once. And very dead. Though he must have taken out a decent life insurance policy given how well Deborah Eaves lived when he passed.

Whatever rapport they had in that small moment is gone. Her mother throws her hands up in exasperation.

“Daniel is my husband and a good man. You make him out to be the devil, as if he wasn’t the one who put a roof over both our heads when we had nothing.”

Red bleeds into the edges of Marian’s vision. “Nothing” to Deborah meant fast casual meals instead of fine dining. Department stores instead of personal shoppers.

Marian’s knuckles turn white on the wheel that will shatter if she squeezes any harder. “When I was in high school, Daniel put a gun to my head because I lost the remote to the downstairs TV. Do I get to talk about that?”

“Oh, come on,” Her mother waves a dismissive hand and looks away from Marian. “You are such a little fibber. That never happened.”

Marian is wide awake now, and the only thing she sees is the underside of Daniel Eaves’s Smith and Wesson as he pressed the barrel to her forehead while her mother was out to lunch one weekend. Daniel’s business struggled that year; he’d eventually get a bailout, but for those few months, while the fate of his money seemed precarious, the gloves came off, and Marian took every blow.

But the gun was the last straw, she’d decided. The police didn’t believe her and neither did her mother when no one could produce the gun. So she found a closet of a bedroom in an overcrowded rental that permitted a teen her age and worked herself to the bone to earn her keep.

It doesn’t matter now. She’s going to ruin Daniel with her article about the corruption in his church. She’s spent a year sharpening this blade, consulting experts, interviewing sources and protecting their anonymity. Her stepfather has no idea what’s coming. Justice.

Her mother sighs. “I pray for you every Sunday, you know. Daniel’s right; you’ve been on this awful path for so long. I’d hate to see you burn in Hell.”

Echoes of endless fire and brimstone sermons ring in her ears. Marian drowns them out with her own voice, a touch louder than is necessary. “Did you know there’s a forum of people who think they’ve been to Hell?”

Deborah has nothing to say to that.

“They say it’s empty,” Marian continues as if they’re discussing a newly discovered species of butterfly. “Turns out the demons are all here. One of them owns a restaurant in Santa Monica. It won the James Beard award last year.”

Deborah turns to her with an expression Marian’s seen a thousand times: a longing for a world where her daughter had never been born.

Marian doesn’t even know where she’s going with this anymore; she just needed a curveball to throw. This time, it’s the stupid website she stumbled upon while investigating one of the wealthy men in Daniel Eaves’s orbit. A restaurateur some guy on the internet insists is a demon. Ridiculous.

There’s no such thing as demons.

Marian doesn’t even believe in Hell; she has no faith, despite years of Daniel forcing her to attend services. She almost recalls a time before his Christian cult, of traditions she associates with warmth. But the memories are so faded and frayed, she’s not sure they’re real anymore.

It doesn’t matter; Marian wants nothing to do with a god who condemns her to Hell for being true to herself, or the people she takes to bed. She says the only other thing she can think of to the mother who believes her daughter is damned.

“Cool, thanks.”

A long silence passes between them before Deborah Eaves looks at her daughter again.

“I know what you’re doing.”

Marian glances sideways.

“What are you talking about?”

“The piece you’re working on. About Daniel. I saw the notes on your phone.”

Marian tries to ignore the feeling of the world crashing down around her. Of course this is happening. Deborah Eaves is wife to Daniel Eaves first and mother to Marian Meyer last.

It doesn’t even feel like betrayal; betrayal implies the existence of trust. Marian hasn’t trusted her mother since the summer she was lured into a car with the promise of her first trip to Disneyland and was delivered to a fat camp in Bakersfield instead.

Marian’s voice shakes with bridled rage. “When did you go through my phone?”

“That’s not important. You’re going to stop. The snooping, the article, all of it.”

Daniel’s going to kill her. But it’s as if her mother can read her mind.

“I won’t tell him about it if you promise me right now you’ll stop.”

The words Marian needs won’t come. Maybe she’s forgotten every word she knows; she’s struggling to process what her mother’s told her. The anger and dread turn to confusion and disbelief.

It must be a trick. She forces herself to keep her eyes on the road; a light drizzle speckles the windshield. Her mother never conceals anything from Daniel.

“Why?” is all Marian can manage. The taillights in front of her bloom large and blinding red. “What would Daniel do?”

“For once in your life, just do as I say.”

Her mother shifts in her seat. Marian has studied this woman’s body language her whole life, learning to decode every hitch of breath, every subtle shift in posture for her own protection. But Marian is caught off-guard by Deborah Eaves telegraphing a feeling she so rarely sees in this woman.

Fear.

Seconds, or maybe minutes later, when Deborah Eaves looks at her, Marian meets her gaze. She wants answers to questions she hasn’t even cobbled together yet. What’s made her so afraid that she’d deign to warn the daughter she resents?

Could some part of her care after all?

Hope kindles in Marian’s chest. Heavenly light fills the cabin, as if God himself has blessed this moment. Her hands shake and slip, and the wheel of fortune turns sharply left. Gabriel blows a horn that sounds like a semitruck.

Metal and glass fold around her as Marian falls ever further from grace.







WELCOME TO HELL > INTRO Help




	
M.M. 
Diver—N. Hollywood


	
I went into cardiac arrest two months ago. A doctor said I was dead for seven minutes.

I think I went to Hell.

But I didn’t come back empty-handed.














CHAPTER ONE


Two years later

Marian didn’t want to bargain with a demon today. What she wanted was to go home to her crummy little North Hollywood apartment and sleep for weeks. But if she didn’t close this next deal, there wouldn’t be a crummy little North Hollywood apartment to return to, which meant Marian was going to have to die again. Maybe not today, tomorrow, or the next day, but soon—and she wasn’t ready. Not even close.

A surprise autumn downpour ensured Marian arrived at the transit center uncomfortably damp. As she disembarked from her final stop, a passing bus sped through a puddle the depth of a small lake, leaving her stinking of wet asphalt. Fortunately, the walk to the Presidium—the Tiernan Group’s Los Angeles headquarters—was a short one, but her jeans chafed the whole way.

Though she could care less what their demon CEO thought of her appearance—or stench—she would have preferred not to be shivering and nursing smarting thighs in the elevator up to his office on the 52nd floor.

She didn’t want to be there at all. But she needed the money more than ever after the call she’d received two nights ago from that son of a bitch, Greg Bjernsen, one of the many men who made her regret owning a phone.

“Elio Ramirez is dead.”

“What?” She rasped into the receiver, her throat like sandpaper after weeks of disuse. “Like … dead, dead?”

“Super fucking dead. What did you do?”

Every word in her ear made her sleep-deprived brain seize. She tripped over the potholes in her memory trying to catch up. She’d been holed up in her apartment for weeks, alternating between weeping and hallucinating, and suddenly she had to think—fast.

What had she done three weeks ago, before she’d hid from the world? She remembered dying, entering Hell, and being devoured by the Remnant—a monster that had spelled the end of so many divers before her. And yet she’d survived. Elio Ramirez brought her back to life—just like he’d done a dozen times before. Her return to Earth was a haze of screams and chlorine, but Elio had definitely been alive when she left his Norwalk compound, a little insane and bleeding, and without the artifact she’d been paid to retrieve beyond the veil. But the blood had been hers—not Elio’s.

“I don’t think I did anything.”

Greg didn’t so much as break for air, much less give her time to process any sorrow before he yammered on.

“I fuckin’ told you not to do the Butcher’s dive without me, you cheap-ass clown car. Now we’re down a spotter—a damn good one, too. Ramirez owed me eight grand, and now I hear no one wants anything to do with you.”

Not entirely true. The demon CEO of the Tiernan Group, Mr. Vale, was very eager to see her. He’d emailed her nonstop for weeks until she finally peeled herself off her mattress to respond to his request for a meeting. Now she wasn’t sure what could even come of it, given he likely wanted her to return to Hell to fetch another artifact, which she couldn’t do without a spotter.

Hell-diving was a grisly business, but spotters weren’t supposed to die. That was Marian’s job.

“I’m willing to overlook this … but here’s the deal,” Greg said, and Marian hadn’t the spoons to fight him when he demanded she take on Elio’s debt and get them both new work. She’d been preoccupied watching an inky shadow scuttle up the side of her fridge like a cockroach while she crammed a stale Pop-Tart in her mouth. When she blinked, the shadow vanished. Her new normal in the wake of her subsumption and expulsion from the Remnant.

She preferred the temporal pests to the other souvenir: the still-healing scar on her wrist itched incessantly underneath the worn cotton bracelet she’d fashioned out of an old cornflower blue T-shirt whenever she thought of dying again. Marian remembered with too-perfect clarity inflicting the mark on herself seconds after Elio saved her. She just had no idea why.

Now she owed Greg eight grand, somehow, on top of everything else that had come due. At least he believed her when she told him she’d survived the Remnant when no one else had. So she donned her finest dollar store trucker hat and set off across town that Friday to meet the demon who could fix this.

An alert chimed as the elevator doors opened on the 52nd floor. The lingering scent of espresso hit her immediately, and her veins screamed for it. Marian couldn’t brew anything decent in her apartment; the instant coffee she bought always tasted faintly of burned plastic. She squelched down the black and ivory marble hallway to the large double doors at the end.

Before those doors stood a wide, unoccupied stone desk. Marian assumed the demon had dismissed his papillon of an assistant for the night. It was well after six o’clock, and the hallway pulsed with a thick silence. She glanced at the slip of white paper taped to the left handle of the doors to Mr. Vale’s office. She walked over, peeled it off the metal, and unfolded it.

‘Meyer,

Assuming you bother to show up, you may enter at your leisure.

—V’

She crumpled up the note with a scowl and shoved it in her pocket, suddenly desperate for a human buffer between her and the demon. Even if that buffer was a bitchy assistant. But as far as she could tell, Marian was alone. She sucked in a deep breath, summoned her brittle courage, and pushed open the large double doors to Mr. Vale’s office.

His unnerving presence bowled over her so hard and fast, Marian couldn’t think through the sensation of free-falling through the earth. A being of smoke and shadow burned a hole in reality behind the mahogany desk across from her. She quickly looked away, grounding herself by inventorying the decor.

Plush black carpet, walls of windows affording a sprawling view of the city, wood and leather furnishings—fitting for the chief executive officer of a wealth management company that catered to the coastal elite. Modern cabinetry and floating shelves lined the walls to Marian’s left, which were sparsely decorated with leather-bound books and curios. Among them, she spotted a few she recognized. Warped links of chain, an assortment of black iron fragments, and a single cube of white stone. A benign display of eclectic trinkets to the uninitiated, but Marian knew exactly what they were and what they’d cost.

She’d plucked them out of Hell herself.

With a slow, measured breath, she forced herself to look at the demon who’d paid her handsomely for them. The moment she focused on that dark whorl, the shadows retracted to reveal a pair of eyes the color of glacial ice. Then came the rest of him—jet hair shaved close on the sides, a tall, lean frame, and a pallid face so achingly beautiful that Marian momentarily forgot how to breathe. All wrapped up in an expertly tailored three-piece suit of slate wool and a charcoal dress shirt.

When the butterflies in her stomach dispersed, she challenged the uncanny attraction to burn away the beguiling fog and reveal the truth.

The lines of his face were too sharp, his gaze hawkish. His aquiline nose and sharp cheekbones made him look perpetually severe. A damn good pantomime of a rather gaunt thirty-something human male. Marian bet he could curdle milk with a single glare.

The double doors clicked shut behind her, and the sound snapped Marian out of her own head. She had no idea how long she’d been staring at the demon in overwhelmed silence. Mr. Vale sat there motionless, staring intently back. Very intently.

She slammed the mental door on her instincts, which shrieked at her to about-face and march her ass back home where no demon would find her. Instead, she cleared her throat and muttered “Howdy.”

Mr. Vale’s eyes narrowed as he leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers over his chest. A silver Breitling peeked out from under his shirtsleeve. His steely gaze raked over her, making Marian wish she’d worn three more layers of clothing.

“You’re a difficult person to reach these days, Meyer.” Mr. Vale said at last in a resonant baritone. “And you look dreadful.”

He had a faint accent she’d never been able to place, and he never gave a straight answer when she asked about it, which annoyed the shit out of her. But that voice draped over her mind like a weighted blanket, tempting her to trust him, to let him bend her to his will even as he insulted her to her face. But when she bit down on the inside of her cheek, the temptation ebbed.

All demons were disconcerting in their own way, but Mr. Vale was exceptional. His guise could barely contain him. It also failed to blunt the snide remarks he hurled at her. Marian’s upper lip twitched.

“It’s nice to see you, too,” she replied. “I missed … whatever this is.”

Mr. Vale’s gaze hardened as he watched her. He stood up from his chair—all six and a half feet of him—and came around to perch on the edge of his desk.

Tension crackled in the air as he dissected her with his stare. It set Marian’s teeth on edge and struck her with a new aggravating question.

Does he know?

Impossible. There wasn’t a being on Earth—demon or human—who knew what had happened to Marian three weeks ago. Marian included. The world kept on turning, unaware of what she’d seen in Hell, or the debts that now compelled her to return.

After a long pause, Mr. Vale spoke. “Whiskey?”

The word zapped Marian back to the present.

Oh, fuck yes, she very nearly said. But Marian didn’t drink with demons; she didn’t trust them not to take advantage of even a slight impairment to her judgment. Not that any besides Mr. Vale ever invited her to imbibe. Still, she shook her head.

Mr. Vale reached for the console behind his desk. There came a quiet “click” before he spoke. “Carson, lock the lobby doors.”

A male voice floated up from a speaker. “Yes, sir.”

This after-hours ritual of discretion once frightened Marian, who strongly disliked the idea of being locked inside a building with a demon, but he’d always made good on his promise that she was free to leave whenever she wished.

“What, no ‘please’?” Marian said dryly, sniffling as the warm air turned her sinuses into a faucet.

The edge in the demon’s side eye could cut through steel.

“I didn’t think you knew the word, given that I’ve never heard you utter it before today.” He dropped his gaze and frowned at what Marian guessed was one of the many gaping holes in her soggy black jeans. Mr. Vale rose from his desk and opened the cabinet behind him, revealing a stocked bar. For months, Marian had observed this habit of his. During the week, his selection rotated—Glenfiddich, Blanton’s, Pappy van Winkle. But on Friday’s he always opted for The Macallan 30-Year. Today was no exception as he poured himself a whiskey, neat.

Glass in hand, he turned around and resumed scowling at her clothes. She was down to her last clean shirt, which was a dull gray–much like her eyes. Nothing fit well anymore, either—a newer development; her clothes were all too big for the body she couldn’t afford to feed properly. But Marian felt more at home now in her ill-fitting, androgynous wardrobe than the feminine cuts and colors she’d been forced to wear growing up.

Mr. Vale broke the silence. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

Marian pursed her lips.

“I needed a break.” The truth, for once—well, half-truth.

“A one-month break? How lovely,” Mr. Vale said almost bitterly as he took a pull from his drink. He walked over to the spacious seating area beside the wall of windows and stopped behind one of the black leather chairs, gesturing to the opposite seat with a pointed look at her.

Marian shifted her weight, eyes narrowing. Every word out of his mouth came laced with accusation, but Marian wasn’t confident enough in her suspicion to call him on it. Maybe she wouldn’t need to. Maybe he’d let it go, and Marian could do what she came here to do.

She inhaled deeply. “Listen, can we get right to—”

But before she could complete the sentence, Mr. Vale’s gaze sharpened.

“Sit.”

The command snared her round the middle as it echoed in her ears, urging her to obey. She groped for the back of the chair for support while she envisioned herself shoving him away. When the pressure around her midsection vanished, she shot the demon a disapproving glare. “You don’t get to do that to me, remember?”

Mr. Vale’s expression shifted, the frost in his gaze supplanted by faint amusement.

“Apologies; it’s habit. Please, do sit down.”

Tension escaped her in an exasperated sigh.

“Fine.” She marched across the room and collapsed into the chair.

Mr. Vale rewarded her with a satisfied smile that unleashed another swarm of unwanted butterflies in her stomach. He took a shallow sip of whiskey before settling into the seat across from her. “How long has it been since last we were together?”

Marian squinted as he set his drink on the table. Something about his phrasing made her skin crawl.

“Two months, maybe?” She jerked her chin toward the shelf behind his desk. “It was when I delivered the, uh, Hell bells.”

“Of course.” The demon propped his chin in his free hand, sounding infuriatingly distant.

Marian bit down so hard, she heard the clack of colliding molars. How could he forget? Ah, but her repeat deaths were just outsourced errands to him, weren’t they? He hadn’t nearly lost his mind in Hell’s labyrinth to find the trinkets he sent her to fetch. He only wrote the check.

“I trust you’re rested and ready to work, then?”

She concealed her twitching lip behind her left hand and pretended to massage her jaw as the floodgates of her mind trembled and creaked against the rushing tide of nightmares half-remembered. The scar tissue under her sleeve twinged.

“You’re the last person I’d be speaking to if I wasn’t.”

Mr. Vale’s cutting stare suggested he didn’t much care for her answer, and she couldn’t fathom why. His chair creaked as he leaned back. “You should see a doctor about that.”

‘That?’ Did he mean the Jackson Pollock she’d carved into her wrist? How could he know about that? She’d kept it well out of sight. Don’t look at your scar.

She didn’t look at her scar. Instead, she held his frigid gaze. “About what?”

The ice in his features cracked as he regarded her with a spine-melting smirk.

“This testy attitude of yours,” he said as he sipped his whiskey. “It can’t be good for your health given the nature of your clientele.”

Six months ago, she wouldn’t have dreamed of going toe-to-toe with him. A greener Marian had shaken like a leaf where she stood across from his desk and stared open-mouthed at Vale’s shadows; he was only the second demon she’d seen. He’d looked at her the way a wolf considers a lamb newly strayed from its flock. He’d commanded her to either speak or close her mouth. She nearly wept.

Now, Marian wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of frowning. True, mouthing off to a demon was not in a diver’s best interest. Valuable though their services were, a bit of maiming was never off the table. But Mr. Vale wasn’t most demons, and after yet another dinner of ancient toaster pastries, she felt particularly prickly.

“That’s the problem with getting good at dying,” Marian replied louder than she intended, her voice brimming with bitterness. “You get worse at staying alive.”

Mr. Vale tilted his head, as though she amused him, and Marian suddenly found his stare too much to bear. She looked to the floor, at the hands she’d shoved in her pocket, at the bright blue fabric peeking out of the left—

—A knife. Cold and exacting. That’s what she needs. Elio shouts her name and tries to wrench the blade from her hands, but she moves with strength she’s never possessed so soon after death. She grips the hilt like a lifeline and—

The memory released her, and Marian snapped back into the moment with an involuntary shudder and racing heartbeat.

“Are you alright?” The demon drawled from somewhere in the rapidly blurring room.

“I am so good,” Marian slurred as she stared at the floor. Her shoes slipped in and out of focus. Darkness tinted her vision. Every breath came too shallow, too fast. Her gaze drifted from the carpet up to the shadow that had fallen over her. She caught a dark tendril out of the corner of her eye trying to stroke her arm, only to dissolve on contact.

A warm hand against her cheek shocked her fully back into her body. The demon’s fingers trailed along her jaw to curl under her chin. Marian went rigid, but his hold remained unyielding as he tipped her head back, forcing her to meet his hooded gaze.

Something deep inside her screamed at her to jump out the window or into his arms, and that nothing in between would do. He smelled like whiskey and a blazing fire, and it made a mess of her mind, scrambling the signals screaming at her to run, but the lazy brush of his fingers along the underside of her jaw was downright paralytic. “What are you doing?” Marian rasped.

He bent forward.

“Helping.”

His breath warmed her cheeks as that single word rumbled like distant thunder, shattering Marian’s daze. The cruel gleam in his eyes held the truth she sensed within him.

He was toying with her.

She jerked free from his grasp as she shot him a scathing look. “Well, fucking stop. Please.”

The demon slipped his hands into his trouser pockets and sighed.

“You were so close.”

Marian stood up and skirted past him to shield herself with her chair. What the fuck was she thinking coming here? She wasn’t ready to do this. She’d spent the last three weeks holed up in her apartment talking to shadows and wrestling with dreams that followed her beyond the dawn. Exhaustion and irritation wracked her bones and made her itch to sink her teeth into someone else just to draw blood that wasn’t hers.

“I’m done. Find yourself another diver.”

She whipped around and fled from the billionaire demon like she wasn’t in seven-figure debt.

As if she wasn’t on everyone’s shit list and in dire need of work. As if she didn’t owe the Butcher of Bel Air a literal pound of flesh.

“I know how Elio Ramirez died.”

Mr. Vale’s drawl stopped Marian midstride. “What did you just say?” She turned to find he’d returned to his desk, his expression giving away nothing as he set down an empty glass.

“He was your spotter, wasn’t he?”

“And how would you know anything about that?”

Vale flashed her a polite smile. “I like to keep tabs on the industry. And I happen to be a donor to the hospital where he was admitted.”

Oh, neat. A HIPAA violation.

She hadn’t stopped thinking about Elio since she’d heard the news. But for all her internet sleuthing, she’d found nothing save a brief obituary in the Times. He’d been a licensed EMT. He loved disc golf and played in a garage metal band when he wasn’t bringing Marian back from her drowning deaths.

She’d found his cousin Esteban’s phone number, but he wouldn’t talk to her. Marian couldn’t tell if it was the nature of Elio’s passing that left Esteban too spooked to speak, or of it was the fact that a psycho lady had tracked him down just to ask him how Elio died.

Marian hated not knowing things. It’s what made her such an annoying journalist in her previous life.

“That doesn’t sound like information you intend to give me for free.”

“It’s not.”

“Who’s your source?” Marian wheeled around and marched back behind the armchair.

The demon grinned. “Come now, you know that’s not how this works.”

Marian resisted the urge to claw the furniture.

“Fine. Whatever I find in Hell is yours. In return, I want money and answers.”

Mr. Vale studied her for an uncomfortable moment before he replied. “Very well. But I have a request.”

Marian stood stupefied for a moment as his words registered. Her anger fizzled out swiftly. “A request?”

“Yes.” The ghost of a smile tugged at his lips. “A key.”

“A key? From Hell?” Marian loosened her grip on the chair and struggled to ignore the flop sweat manifesting despite her newfound resolve. “I can’t track specific objects. I find what I find.”

“And now you will find this key,” Mr. Vale replied with infuriating calm. “I’ve seen it.”

Marian straightened. “You remember Hell?”

The possibility excited her more than she cared to admit. No demon remembered what they’d left behind in Hell, nor the reason for their exile. They all hoped that the artifacts she and other drivers retrieved would spark memories. She’d yet to hear of that happening.

“More of a flash than a memory.”

“A flash.” Marian repeated as the thrill fizzled out.

She had no idea how she was going to find a single key in the sweeping halls of Hell, but that wasn’t grounds for her to back out. She’d recruit Greg and split the payment as agreed. “Fine. But I need a week to find a new spotter and—”

“No,” The demon said as he turned around. “This time, I will kill you myself.”






CHAPTER TWO


Trepidation replaced the flare of anger in Marian’s belly.

“And why the fuck—” she licked her chapped lips. “—would you want to do that?”

“Because I’d like to see for myself how good you are at dying.” The demon’s smile widened as he flung Marian’s words back at her.

Her inner voices screamed in protest. Marian’s boundaries dictated that only Marian was allowed to kill Marian.

“You’re kidding, right?” Marian said as Mr. Vale returned to the bar and refilled his whiskey.

“I’m dead serious. No pun intended.”

The pun made her want to throw up on the spot. “Then you’re insane.”

Mr. Vale rolled his eyes dramatically. “Do you really think I’d suggest killing you if I didn’t have the utmost confidence in my ability to bring you back? I’m aware of the dwindling diver population, Meyer, and I have no intention of contributing to the decline.” His gaze raked over her from head to toe. “And I suspect I’ll take far better care of your body than you do.”

Marian’s cheeks burned bright red. “Phrasing.”

He grinned. “I said what I said.”

“I’ve never let anyone kill me before,” she replied, her voice too quiet and uncertain for her liking. She never even let Elio kill her; he only tied her to the anchor that would drown her and pushed it into the pool on her command. “Again, why? And ‘to spite you’ is not an acceptable answer.”

The demon arched a dark brow. “I theorize that if I’m the one to kill you, you might see what I see.”

“The flash. Right.” Marian waved a trembling hand at the shelf of artifacts. “You guys have been stuck on Earth for—what, two hundred years?”

“Three hundred.”

“And now you finally get a flash from an artifact? After all this time?

“If by ‘all this time,’ you mean ‘the past twenty or so years,’ yes.” The look he gave her was equal parts wry and condescending.

Marian bit back a snarl as the discomfort of her own error rolled over her. Demons had been around for centuries, but Hell-diving was a relatively new practice made possible by modern medicine and the advent of the internet. At last, those who’d died and gone to Hell could connect with the demons willing to pay a small fortune to send them back.

Mr. Vale cast a cursory glance at his collection of otherworldly antiquities. He remained the very picture of casual elegance as he leaned against the bar, nursing a whiskey and looking at Marian like he hadn’t just told her he wanted to kill her. And then there was Marian with the single stale cinnamon Pop-Tart churning in her gut as she seriously considered letting him.

But good sense won out. “No fucking way.”

Mr. Vale’s gaze turned flinty. “There’s always a number.”

Fury detonated inside her again with unexpected force. She jabbed a finger toward him. “You want the one thing I can control in all this, and that’s not for sale.”

Marian regretted the outburst as she saw the devious look flash across the demon’s face. As if she’d shown him a piece of herself she ought to have kept hidden away.

A grim little voice chided her.

You have no choice. You’re broke, and you swore to Greg you’d do this. Stellan is going to find you eventually and show you why they call him the Butcher of Bel Air. And you haven’t paid Daniel in—

She stamped out the thought of her stepfather, who she also owed mountains of money. But Daniel Eaves wasn’t a demon threatening her with dismemberment. She wasn’t sure where her debt to him ranked on her list of priorities today.

“Let me make you an offer,” Mr. Vale said evenly.

Marian had barely been there thirty minutes, and she already felt like a wrung-out sponge. She exhaled slowly. “I’m listening.”

He smiled a perfectly professional smile. The same smile, she suspected, that he used to convince countless clients to trust him with their fortunes. And now he was using it to tempt Marian to put her life in his hands.

“I will pay you one hundred thousand dollars to let me kill you. If you return with the key, I will double that and tell you everything I know about Elio Ramirez’s death. And if you fail—”

“I won’t fail,” Marian said quickly.

That’s more than what Stellan paid.

The demon held up a hand. “But if you do, one hundred thousand dollars is still yours.”

Marian shot him a quizzical look. “You’d pay me that much even if I came back with nothing?”

“It’s called ‘incentive.’ ”

“Why me? Why not another diver?” The words were out of her mouth before she knew what she was saying.

“Because I don’t want to kill another diver. I want to kill you.”

Spoken like it explained everything.

Marian dragged a clammy hand down the side of her face as her guts churned. “Oh my god, do you have any idea how creepy that sounds? Let me get Bjernsen down here. I’m sure he’d love for you to kill him. And no one will mind if you can’t bring him back.”

Marian forced a hollow, breathless laugh, which did not help the joke land like she’d intended judging by the demon’s withering stare.

“No,” Mr. Vale replied in a low voice. “You’re here now, and I find you inoffensive, so you’ll do.”

“I’m so flattered, I could puke.” Marian looked away and swallowed down the bile burning its way up the back of her throat. She shoved her hands in her jacket pockets and picked furiously at the seams of their lining. There wouldn’t be much of a jacket left at the rate she was working the loose threads. Fuck, this was big money.

You wanted a deal. Well, here it is.

She’d only just come around to the idea of facing Hell again, but this wasn’t what she’d had in mind. If she refused, she’d walk away with nothing and still be in deep shit.

She’d died so many times before; how she died shouldn’t have mattered. So why did the thought of Mr. Vale sending her to Hell make her throat stop working?

The next breath wouldn’t come no matter how hard she tried. There wasn’t enough air in the room. Lights danced in front of her eyes as her fingers went numb. The massive office was suddenly too small, too suffocating.

“I—”

Her chest tightened while her heartbeat thundered in her ears. The panic she’d staved off earlier returned with a vengeance. She groped for the tools she’d used before to save herself.

Look for colors. One at a time. Orange? Orange in the sky out the window. Breathe. Green? Green on my sleeve. Breathe. Now black. The carpet. Blue. Blue. Fuck, where’s blue?

“Eyes on me, Meyer.”

Again, Mr. Vale’s voice boomed around and inside her, an otherworldly echo that slipped past her defenses and forced her to meet his gaze. His expression turned stony as he held her captive with a look that would brook no resistance. For a few seconds, there was just blue and silence like the world covered in fresh-fallen snow. A cold calm trickled through her.

Then, gradually, the invisible cord around her neck loosened. Beat by beat, her heart slowed. Confused and embarrassed, Marian shook her head as she fished her phone out of her pocket with trembling hands.

Breathe.

There had to be a way forward. She could compromise. Reclaiming some control would help. She tapped on her phone. “I want another diver with me.”

Greg could at least help her earn the money she suddenly owed him.

Mr. Vale shook his head. “No. I don’t want witnesses.”

A cold spike of fear skewered Marian through the middle. She looked up from her phone to shoot the demon a wary glance.

“Now it sounds like you just want to straight-up murder me.”

“Someone’s been listening to too many true-crime podcasts.”

“Joke’s on you. I don’t listen to anything.” How could she when her neighbor’s Wi-Fi was one step above dial-up?

Mr. Vale chuckled, and the sound trailed down her spine like an unwelcome caress.

“Have you ever killed anyone before?” She’d never even let a client watch her die, much less kill her.

“Do you really want to know?”

“Yes? Actually, no, I don’t.” Marian pressed a hand to her forehead, nudging her hat back as her stomach somersaulted again. “Wow, I hate this conversation.”

She hated this situation, the fear coursing through her blood like poison, and how Mr. Vale would not stop staring at her. But most of all, she hated herself for entertaining any of it.

She wished there was another way. She wished she could find steady work where her wages weren’t garnished into oblivion. But here she was.

“How do you die?”

Mr. Vale’s deep, smoky voice drew her out of her thoughts.

“I drown.” It was one of the few methods that didn’t require anyone to touch her.

The demon pushed away from the desk and strode to the center of the room. “Then CPR should be more than sufficient. If I show you my certification, will you stop tearing that disgusting jacket apart in my office?”

Marian glanced down at where her finger poked through the hole she’d torn through her pocket. She folded her arms across her chest instead. Then she looked up at Mr. Vale, brows furrowed.

“Why are you CPR certified?”

Mr. Vale gestured to the darkening skyline outside his window. “Because I am surrounded by things that can die.”

Marian supposed that made sense. If she was immortal and trapped on Earth, she’d probably take up bizarre hobbies, too.

“I’ll need water. A lot of it.”

Fuck if she was going to drown herself in a bathtub again.

“There’s a saltwater lap pool on the thirtieth floor. We won’t be disturbed.”

Marian found that last part far more frightening than Mr. Vale’s tone implied.

“Of course there’s a fucking saltwater lap pool here. What a fun little treat for me,” she said under her breath. When she looked up to meet his anticipatory gaze, it clicked, and her mouth fell open in horror. “You want to do this now, don’t you?”

“You leaving to find a spotter will invite curiosity from other demons and competition from other divers, neither of which I want.”

His haste should have been Marian’s cue to pump the brakes on the deal. If Mr. Vale failed to revive her, she’d become a permanent resident of Hell tonight. But her rational voice was so far away now, far above where she’d fallen. Silence consumed the office while a war waged inside her. She spat out the first cogent thought that formed.

“I want my payment up front and in cash. All of it.”

Mr. Vale barked a laugh. A dark, rich sound that almost made Marian buckle at the knees. “What, in a briefcase? Handcuffed to you so you won’t lose it on the bus home? Absolutely not. I will wire the funds to you as usual.”

“No, I—” Marian replied far louder than she meant to. “Write me a check for six thousand, made out to ‘cash.’ Wire the rest.”

She made a snap decision to at least make sure she’d be able to pay her landlord the back rent she owed tomorrow. The rest wouldn’t be hers for long, either.

“Fine.” Mr. Vale stepped closer, watching her carefully as though he expected her to bolt at any moment. “Do we have a deal?”

He held out a long hand that was almost as pale as Marian’s. Could this really be the first rung of the ladder out of the pit she’d dug herself? Two hundred thousand dollars and answers. All she had to do was let a demon kill her. She’d done dumber things for zero dollars, certainly.

No, I don’t think it gets any dumber than this.

And what about Greg? Should she have asked for more cash to cover what she owed him?

Fuck Greg.

With a shallow breath, she placed her ashen hand in the demon’s and tried not to flinch when his long, elegant fingers enveloped hers. “Deal.”

Mr. Vale’s face split into a pleased smile. Marian found herself unable to meet his gaze and looked down at his polished black Oxfords instead as slithering darkness erupted from him in her periphery—darkness that was uniquely his and had been since the moment they first met in this very office. Darkness so unlike the squirming pitch of the Remnant or the transient creatures in her apartment. Vale’s shadows moved like the smoothest, blackest smoke. Graceful, eerily beautiful, and deeply unsettling.

A heavy silence settled over them as the reality of what Marian had agreed to slammed into her. The deal took shape quickly, writhing between her fingers before coiling up her arm like a serpent. The shadows only existed for the few seconds it took for the bargain to manifest. A newly minted weight lashed to Marian’s soul. Static crackled and faded in her mind, there and gone in an instant. Everything went momentarily fuzzy while echoes of chaos faded into the distance, and a new sensation emerged. An odd pressure behind her that vanished as swiftly as it appeared.

She was vaguely aware that Mr. Vale had walked away, leaving Marian swaying and mute in the middle of his office as the shock of the binding waned. She heard a bottle opening, followed by rattling ice. Then he stood in front of her again holding two tumblers: one filled with amber, the other tonic.

He offered the bubbling one to Marian, his expression guarded. “How is it that you’ve lost so much weight so quickly?”

Marian snatched her hand back, the concern in his voice catching her off guard. She balked before she remembered to bristle. “That’s rude and none of your business.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled as his tone sharpened. “And what of the second unfulfilled bargain you didn’t disclose to me? The blood wager that I now feel like slime between my fingers?”

“Also none of your business. There’s no rule that says divers can’t work two deals at once. Go wash your hands or something.”

In fact, there were virtually no rules in the Hell-diving business. But the hard set of Mr. Vale’s jaw implied he disliked the notion regardless, and she’d concede that she didn’t enjoy the weight of multiple concurrent bargains. Demons were solitary at best, and at worst, bitter rivals without a means to kill each other; their immortality was so absolute, Marian had read that they didn’t even bleed. So, she’d come up with her own rules: don’t drink with demons, don’t tell demons where you live, and don’t talk to demons about other demons.

She prepared to deflect questions about her deal with Stellan, but to her surprise and relief, Mr. Vale looked out the window instead.

“Well then,” he drawled as he raised his whiskey to his lips. “Since you seem to have a flair for danger, why don’t we indulge in an ocean drowning? Perhaps we could bleed you a bit, go down to the pier, get a few sharks involved.”

“Perhaps you could go fuck yourself.” Suddenly parched, Marian tossed the tonic back in a single gulp. Her eyes watered as the carbonation seared her nostrils. “You don’t even remember the shitstorm you’re about to send me into.”

And I’m going there for a fucking key that may or may not exist.

“No. I suppose I don’t.” Mr. Vale was silent for a spell. Then he sipped his drink. “But I promise you’re safe with me, Meyer.”

“I wish I believed you.” Marian eyed the amber liquid swirling in his tumbler and decided she was going to need one of those tomorrow. If she lived to see tomorrow. It all reeked of madness, but Marian was in too deep to turn back now. Without thinking, she reached out a trembling hand to clink her empty glass far too hard against the full one he held to his chest.

“Well, cheers or whatever,” Marian grumbled. “As usual, you get what you want.”
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Mr. Vale escorted her to the vacant 30th floor, which thrummed with a haunting silence that filled Marian with dread as soon as they stepped out of the elevator to the rec center. The only sources of light were the city skyline out the massive windows of the far wall, and the pink and blue of the pool’s recessed lights. The room was downright balmy, but Marian hadn’t stopped shaking since she’d sealed their deal.

She tried to focus on the process: the journey to Hell could only be made through conventional death. The longer Marian remained dead, the more time she’d have to search Hell for the key Mr. Vale assured her existed there. Marian couldn’t remain dead for too long; the body she left behind had to be able to live again for her to return. Brain death and irreparable wounds spelled game over for divers the same as they did for all mortals. There was no magic in this process, at least not that Marian knew, though she’d be the first to admit it was uncanny how many times she’d died and returned without permanent brain damage.

The body and mind weren’t meant to die more than once. Most divers used narcotics to both send themselves to Hell and cope with their experiences, but Marian hadn’t been able to touch the stuff since the overdose last year she’d never intended to survive. That was before she learned what awaited her after death.

She told Mr. Vale to wait three minutes after her heart stopped before beginning chest compressions. Once dead, she’d have to make every second in Hell count. Marian never knew how long she’d have. Minutes of death on Earth might give her hours in Hell, sometimes longer.

Some part of her still feared that Mr. Vale intended to kill her permanently, that this was all a cruel trick she hadn’t fully puzzled out yet. But what did he stand to gain from killing her? It made no sense, yet it still took her three clumsy tries to tug her jacket zipper down past her clavicle.

Whatever she wore in death came with her to Hell, though she usually brought a change of clothes, so she’d have something dry to wear home. But she’d set off for this meeting unprepared to die.

When Marian found she could no longer bear the weight of Mr. Vale’s stare, she craned her head around to find him standing several feet beside her, exuding smug confidence that made Marian want to scream.

“What is that you have there?” He said as he pointed at the layers of blue fabric wrapped around her left wrist. “Another fashion statement?”

Marian stiffened. She forced the memory of driving that knife into her own skin down, down, down.

“That,” Marian replied, tightening the band’s knot. “Is a good luck charm, and it stays on.”

But Mr. Vale stared at the scrunched blue fabric anyway while Marian tore off her ball cap and tossed it to the floor, exposing a faded blond dye job and inch after inch of dark brown roots that she used like tree rings to count the months since she’d given up maintaining it. She gathered it into a tighter bun as she’d resolved to jump in the water without a plan when she noticed that Mr. Vale’s gaze had wandered. It took Marian too many seconds to realize he was staring at her breasts. She was about to chew him out when she remembered the shirt she’d put on today.

She looked down at the black ‘IT STARTS RIGHT MEOW’ text printed across her chest. Above it sat a fat white kitten spinning a turntable. She groaned, jumping into the pool when she heard the first rumble of laughter erupt from Mr. Vale. When she surfaced, the demon stood at the edge of the water, his features obscured by shadow.

“How do you like to be drowned?”

Marian bobbed in the water, the toes of her sneakers barely touching the bottom of the pool.

Tied to an anchor and fifty miles away from you.

“Grab my shoulders and push me under. Yes, I am giving you permission to touch me. No, you’re not allowed to be weird about it.”

But Mr. Vale was immediately weird about it. Even in the dark, she saw a strange glimmer of pale blue light in his eyes. His shrewd gaze never left her as he shrugged out of his jacket and slipped off his Oxfords. “I think I might enjoy this.”

Marian paddled backward as every part of her recoiled from those words. “Fuck, I miss the anchor.”

Mr. Vale crouched down and slid into the pool in a single fluid movement. Marian shut her eyes tight, forcing herself to stop fixating on the demon and the anxiety his presence caused so she could focus on what she was about to do.

You got this, Marian assured herself. But she still had to bite back the whimper that threatened to escape her and turned to face Mr. Vale before she lost her nerve.

“Okay. Let’s—”

Shadows fell across the water as a current slammed into her. Mr. Vale was suddenly there, towering over her with only inches separating them. She hadn’t seen him move. The gym was dark, but not that dark. Marian splashed backward, eyes wide as his nerve-shattering aura expanded to envelop her, fracturing her resolve.

“Holy shit,” Marian sputtered through the saltwater that sloshed into her open mouth. “Wait. Back up.”

But his hands closed around her neck, his fingers like steel over her pulse.

“I said ‘wait.’ ” She clawed ineffectually at his hands. “Wait—”

“Relax. I have you,” Mr. Vale drawled.

The dissonance between the gentle words caressing her in the dark and the fingers gripping her throat was so profound it made Marian’s head spin. Or maybe that was the lack of oxygen.

“For fuck’s sake, Vale,” Marian wheezed. “I’m not ready.”

The demon chuckled low. Fucking chuckled as Marian decided she’d made an enormous mistake by agreeing to this. She looked up to find Mr. Vale’s eyes glowing blue in the gloom. Marian gasped as tendrils of unseen cold slithered down the back of her neck. His thumb swept tenderly along the underside of her jaw.

“No one ever is. But I am.” He pulled her flush against his chest, his arm a vise around her middle as he whispered over the top of her head. “I’ll see you soon, Marian.”

Marian fought for one last gasping breath. What was all this? The touching, the quiet words spoken so softly. The same words that now filled her with a sense of finality she had to escape at all costs. But then he sealed a hand over her mouth and nose while the one around her throat pushed her underwater.

Panic took over. Elio would have pulled her out at the first sign of reticence, but this wasn’t Elio supervising her death.

Marian was being murdered.

Every muscle in her body fought instinctively for life. She kicked and punched at Mr. Vale, but the water slowed every blow. At some point, she bit the palm pressed to her lips, dislodging it enough that salt water filled her mouth.

Her warbled cries spilled out of her in long streams of bubbles.

Stop—you’ll aspirate. But the pain in her lungs robbed her of reason. Synapses fired wildly, overwhelming Marian with thoughts too loud and numerous to parse. Scenes of her life strobed before her, all of them unwelcome.

Then came warmth, like being wrapped in a blanket. Hazy pink and blue fireworks flickered in and out of existence until all the color in the world faded to placid darkness. For a moment, there was peace. Shattered in an instant by the rise of a strident voice she recognized as her own.

You deserve this.
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CHAPTER THREE


The first shackle of Hell manifested swiftly. Awareness.

Awareness of herself, the passage of time, and the physical form Marian possessed once more. With it came the realization that she ought not to perceive any of it; moments, maybe millennia ago, death had unburdened her of that weight. Hell gave it back.

Then came the next shackle. Pain.

She opened her eyes with a sharp gasp to the murk and was immediately overcome by despair so heavy that her phantom body struggled to draw breath—not that she needed air anymore; she couldn’t die again here. Convincing that body otherwise was an entirely different struggle.

Her heart thudded furiously in her chest. Blood pulsed through her veins. Her skin prickled as the pressure of the atmosphere fell over her. In this place, bone could still break. Flesh still bruised and split, and every nerve in her body remembered how to sing in agony. Such was the fate of the damned.

But Marian would return from this, she assured herself. The physical wounds she suffered here would be temporary; only the memory would endure.

She’d lose her mind thinking about it if she didn’t ground herself. The same tools she used on Earth worked here, too.

Three things you see. Two things you smell. One thing you hear.

What did she see? A sky caught in perpetual dusk, choked by rivers of dense mist. A pall of grayish-orange light barely illuminated the twisted metal structures jutting up from the flat ground that went on and on all around her. Three crimson moons hung overhead in a near-perfect line high in the firmament. Only half of the third and smallest moon could be seen through the haze. Not eclipsed, but gone, a debris field suspended where its lower hemisphere ought to be. Twisted obelisks to her left and right marked a jagged path she knew well. Signposts pointing her toward the gargantuan wreckage of a sprawling city in the distance, its walls and parapets the product of a serpentine weave of metal and stone.

She smelled rust. It coated her tongue so all she tasted was metal. With another shaking breath, she detected the scent of rot in the distance. Foul and sweet all at once, and coming from the direction of the ruined city up ahead.

A low, resounding moan filled the stagnant air, the tectonic shift of a dead world welcoming her home.

A familiar sensation stirred in her chest, an instinct that had been her guide since her first death. It always drew her to the same place nestled in the heart of what remained here.

The Tower. The broken crown of this strange and twisted Hell.

Death never deposited her in the same corner of Hell twice, but it never put her far from the Tower. She’d not explored much of the other ruins; she’d not needed to. Every artifact she’d ever discovered had been in the walls of Hell’s most intact structure.

The key, she thought as she placed a hand over her beating heart, where a spark of purpose ignited. Find the key.

She took off down the winding road.

Marian’s slow footsteps echoed in the foyer, a room far larger than any high-rise lobby or convention hall she’d ever seen. She’d ascended countless steps, climbed over rubble the size of pickup trucks, and slipped through the broken gates into the Tower.

Bare scaffolding and crumbling stone stretched up and up while an off-white, vellum substance tangled between the beams like shed skin. The stone floor stretched on, forming alcoves, narrowing to her left and right into dozens of beckoning hallways.

She’d fallen for their tricks, once. Curiosity had gotten the better of her, and she spent hours walking down a hall that never ended. The walls closed in slowly, until Marian found herself trapped and screaming in a coffin-like tunnel for hours until Elio brought her back.

The walls of the Tower were all depressingly gray, as if something had swept through and drained away every drop of color. Not even the reddish haze of the atmosphere penetrated Hell’s last-standing structure—the pinnacle at the center of a ruined city. Who had dwelled here? Demons, the damned, or both in miserable harmony?

She looked up to find a familiar forest of floating staircases yards away at the center of the great hall, all leading nowhere. Above, thick rivers of black flowed toward the Tower’s ceiling she assumed existed, but had never seen. Sludge dripped down, up, left, and right. It gathered on the floor in scattered pools. Experience had taught her not to touch them.

As she walked, feeling out her instinct’s directions, the walls followed. Metal and stone hummed, the skin-like draping dissolving as she fought to stay focused on what the flailing compass needle in her chest was trying to tell her. Change simmered beneath the surface of everything here, bringing chaos with it. For such an untouched place, the Tower always had new, distracting things for her to perceive.

As Marian headed right, new sights emerged from the walls. Violent lines of color and twisted shapes veered so close to forming objects and faces that Marian recognized, and yet they were never right. Rows and rows of what she could only describe as “portraiture” appeared, tugging at a memory from long ago. A museum from a field trip.

But this time, the painted heads had too many eyes and mouths, and mouths where eyes should have been. Bodies burst from other bodies, all piled on top of each other in a grotesque mass of flesh. The sight made her pulse quicken. She watched her feet and the floor in front of her as she sped up.

“Don’t stare at shit that scares you down there. That’s what it wants. You’ll come back to life screaming and you won’t stop, if you come back at all,” Greg had warned her once.

Pictures didn’t scare Marian. The thing Marian feared most in Hell didn’t lie in wait for its prey.

It hunted.

A tug at her chest made Marian look up. She grimaced at the sight ahead: a familiar archway adorned by thick, vine-like barbs and a disembodied stone mouth protruding from its keystone—the source of the wide moat of churning sludge like some kind of primordial black ooze impeding the path.

There, her instinct buzzed.

All she needed to do was cross the black spill in front of her. One long stride and she’d be safe. Its surface had calmed, no bubbles in sight. Seizing the moment, she skirted the edge, then took one certain step. Just as the oozing river erupted with a ropey, hip-high geyser. Marian yelped as it splashed her right calf and sizzled through her jeans.

She hit the ground hard, hugging the knee of her wounded leg to her chest. Blinding pain robbed her of sight. She curled in on herself and rolled as far from the sludge as she could before the fire in her leg demanded her full attention. She clamped her jaw down on her screams and instead growled through the pain.

When Marian could see again, she slowly uncurled from the fetal position to inspect the damage. Her breath caught in her chest.

The ichor had eaten through the denim and left her with a blackened calf. Raw, pink flesh peeked through cracks in her skin. She hissed through her teeth as the initial waves of agony faded into something less consuming. Constant, but bearable.

But the smell of her blistering meat made her stomach roil.

Keep moving. You’ll live again and the pain will end. Think of the money.

Marian swallowed a whimper. Fuck, it hurt, but not badly enough to stall her any longer. She got to her feet and slowly made her way to the arch, limping into the depths of Hell.

The pain in her leg turned into a distant throb as far more disturbing possibilities captured her attention. Like the unidentifiable things writhing up the mile-high walls of this empty path. Stone undulated like liquid all around her.

Fear didn’t distract her long. She’d felt the draw of these artifacts before—a sixth sense that led her to unassuming corners where lost objects lay forgotten, buried in rubble. But this quarry was different. Its call too powerful to ignore.

A rhythm like a second pulse galloped alongside her heart, urging her on despite how her innards knotted with anxiety. She looked around the empty, dismal hall.

Where was she? Why did it suddenly smell like rotten eggs?

Faster. Move.

Marian broke into a shambling jog, ignoring the protest in her leg as she charged through the murk. Doors appeared beside her as she hurried on. None of them beckoned.

On she ran, feeling for the guiding tug that would show her the way. Faster and faster, her second pulse beat. She was getting close to the right door. To the key.

“Marian.”

All the air rushed out of her lungs as the sound of her own name cleaved her in two.

There were no voices in Hell. Other divers, on occasion, but Marian felt in her core that she was alone here. She spun around, but didn’t see anything that could have made that sound. When she turned back toward where the pull was strongest, her eyes widened.

The hall wasn’t empty anymore. Nor was it Hell.

Marian stood in a narrow corridor illuminated by anemic white light. Mint green doors flanked her. Drab gray tile underfoot. Dread ballooned in her chest. She knew this place.

“Marian.”

Again, the voice called out.

What was happening? Hell never looked like anywhere on Earth. It only ever presented its own grotesque creations.

But that voice. It couldn’t be …

Quietly, she stepped under the hard fluorescent lights of the hospital morgue and down the hallway she’d seen only once. Marian hadn’t wanted to come here in life, but her stepfather demanded it. When the staff stepped away, he’d dragged her by her hair down this hall to face what she’d done.

When she stepped into cold storage now, she heard it again, soft and frightened.

“Help me.”

This isn’t real, came a shrewd voice inside her.

She’d only ever seen other divers here and the occasional traveler—living people with the ability to manifest in, like temporary ghosts through the veil. Gifted, too, though rarely. Their kind didn’t need to leave Earth to profit from their strange little powers. Lucky-fucking-ducks.

And yet she couldn’t extinguish that burning question. Where were the true dead? The damned who’d lost this game with death? She wanted answers almost as much as she wanted two hundred thousand dollars.

Greg’s voice crackled through the din of her racing thoughts, each word clipped by static.

“Don’t look for answers there. You won’t find any. It’s—”

More static. She tuned through the noise, but only found silence. A gaping emptiness where Marian swore something important once was.

Hell’s doing. It had to be. Focus.

At the end of the hall stood six recessed alcoves, their metal doors all ajar.

“Please, help me.”

“Mom?” Marian rasped, voice brimming with disbelief.

She’d never heard Deborah Eaves speak here. Marian didn’t believe such a pious woman would join her in Hell. But her rational mind tripped over that logic. No, Marian was wrong. That voice. So desperate. Terrified. Her mother never sounded like that all her life.

Marian approached the open cold chambers. All of them empty, though the shelves bore signs of organic decay, as though the walls themselves were skin and flesh, slowly rotting away.

“Marian. It hurts.”

She spun around at the sound of her own name, clear as a bell.

Deborah Eaves stood behind her wearing a salmon pink sweater and khakis. The last thing she ever wore, her face caked with blood.

She took a tentative step forward. The second she moved, the scene flickered before her, revealing Hell’s dead hall once more, its pulsing walls and dismal light. Instead of Deborah Eaves, there was a gray statue reaching for her, featureless and crude like a cast from Pompeii. A human vestige of a great cataclysm.

A second later, her mother and the morgue returned.

Slowly, Marian reached for her mother’s face. Deborah Eaves looked at her with such despair. Such love in those eyes.

“My sweet baby girl. I know you can help me.”

How Marian longed to hear those words. But she knew better.

Deborah Eaves hated her daughter.

Focus.

Marian framed her mother’s face between her hands. Deborah twined her fingers with hers. Marian glanced at her mother’s fingers. Two jutted out at odd angles, broken so badly, bone protruded through skin. Just like that night.

The sight tore at a distant memory, bringing with it a soul-deep yearning for a place that didn’t exist.

The face beneath her fingers turned cold and rigid. Marian squeezed. Tiny fractures appeared in her mother’s skin and widened. Hell bled through the mortuary backdrop. But the skull between her hands remained solid. Real.

Deborah Eaves stared at her, eyes ablaze.

“Oh, my wicked daughter. My wretched child.”

Reason abandoned Marian, and the next thing she knew, she was all but clawing at her mother’s face, frantic to … to what?

To find the truth.

Skin peeled away. Bone cracked between her fingers, giving way to gray stone. The morgue and memory of her mother collapsed, and suddenly Marian was back in the middle of the dark hall, the walls rippling violently around her. Between her hands, she held the head of that gray statue. It crumbled away to reveal a deep, black pit where an eye should have been. Not flesh. Not bone, but a charred black carapace that became ash under her touch. Another socket emerged as the plaster-like surface fell away, exposing brutal ridges that no human skull possessed.

Before she could dig any deeper, the rest of the statue shattered, slipping through her fingers in streams of dust.

When Marian looked up gasping, there were dozens more of the same gray statues, all reaching for her.

It didn’t make any sense.

She dropped to her knees and scrabbled through the debris, gray dust slipping through her fingers. She swept it toward her, gathering it in her arms only for it to spill down her front. She had to put it back together. To free her mother. She is gone. But her voice was so clear. You are alone. Marian could fix this, fix everything. There is no redemption here.

The sound of stones quivering on the floor brought her racing thoughts to a grinding halt. Horror washed over her.

A voice that was both her mother’s and not clawed through her skull, each consonant repeating.

“In darkness, you shall burn.”

It raked through her mind, bringing with it an agony so exquisite it transcended bodily pain and punched through her psyche. Her eyes rolled back into her head, and for a split second, she saw nothing.

Hell transformed again.

Crimson beams of light sliced across the floor. The remaining statues collapsed as the ground quaked. The walls sloughed off layer after layer, baring twisted, rusted scaffolding. A wet tearing sound overhead signaled imminent danger.

The hunter. The Remnant. Hell’s only sentinel, and her doom.

The flow of time stuttered to a crawl as emergent darkness seeped through the air like poison. The void grew, a speck of shadow one moment, a giant, swollen cancer the next. It gushed onto the floor like liquid and shuddered. Then, slowly, it solidified, rose up, and sprouted trembling tendrils. They anchored on the scaffolding, pulling its mass to a towering height.

In a blink, it transformed into a spasming shape that Marian had no earthly frame of reference for.

It slithered toward her, erupting small, many-jointed limbs as it moved. It assumed a new form that was both serpentine and arachnid all at once. Spindly legs strained toward her with a soul-splitting scream.

Marian bolted back down the hall in an all-out sprint.

Her instincts wailed at her as she felt herself getting further from the key. Every step was agony to her charred leg, but she couldn’t stop. She wouldn’t let it take her again.

Faster, she ran, past endless doors. Doors on top of doors, doors within doors. A furious urge pushed her through the nearest one, promising escape.

The Remnant followed close behind as a stampede of shifting black limbs and claws, screeching as Marian burst into a long, narrow room with deep red walls the texture of melted wax. Unidentifiable detritus littered the floors like an obstacle course. Stupidly, she shut the door behind her. It shattered as the Remnant slammed into it, sending Marian crashing into a pillar of splintered beams and some spongy surface that gushed red liquid as she bounced off it and fell to the floor. She scrambled to her feet, through spikes and stones that bit into her flesh as she fought her fear-drunk body for every inch of distance. Ahead of her lay a sea of gray where the fourth wall of the room should have been.

Jump, a voice inside her screamed.

She lunged forward as a barbed tendril lashed at her back. A glancing blow that ended with both Marian and Remnant shrieking. Darkness blotted her vision, but a white-hot pain in her arm swiftly burned it away.

Her scarred wrist blazed like she’d been branded. She looked down her arm for the source of the fire and found nothing that made any sense. A pinkish-red light shone through her shitty little bracelet.

Her scar was glowing. And burning.

She spun around and found the Remnant holding its position, seemingly stuck. It folded in on itself over and over as it sprouted more knobby tentacles. Its churning core expanded, then retracted with another infernal shriek. Marian backed away, her arm now a five-alarm fire. She clutched it to her chest as she gasped for breath.

With each inch she conceded, the Remnant inched forward.

She threw frantic glances at the wall of mist. What was out there? Nothing, she hoped, since it was the only escape.

Or it was until a sharp tug at her navel stole her breath. The pull of life.

Time’s up.

And she had nothing to show for it.

Her lips curled as the fear in her belly turned to hatred. Anger. Frustration. She’d lost. Again. The key, the money.

Marian bolted for the mist. She clenched her fists and flipped up both middle fingers at the Remnant as an inexorable force yanked her off the ledge. Swallowed up by gray, she fell through darkness, where pain ceased to be.






CHAPTER FOUR


For a while, Marian hovered on the cusp of existence, unburdened by anything until her memory gradually pieced itself together. Terror. Guilt. Longing. Those moments in Hell sharpened like objects in a viewfinder as sense returned. A pity her hindbrain was programmed to fear death. Death itself was a mercy compared to what lay after.

And coming back to life was like being killed all over again.

Blood pumped through muscle and tissue. Every cell in her body screamed as a weight like a brick slammed into her chest repeatedly.

“Breathe, Marian. Breathe for me.”

Marian wanted to give that low, disembodied voice everything, but her lungs were full of fire.

Her eyes opened to a blurry world of blue and pink. Her body surged with a heady mix of adrenaline and the fading fever dream of her last moments in Hell. The key. She knew where to go, and yet she’d turned away. She had to go back at once, but snake-like shadows coiled around her middle and dragged her backward when she tried to rise. An arm like a steel beam pulled her upright into a lap and pinned her against a solid, warm chest.

She clutched at the arm with quivering fingers. A broad hand splayed across her breastbone, holding her as a wave of spasms wracked her body. There was something stuck inside her. Something she had to exorcise.

The world shifted as she folded over the bracing arm and heaved up salt water. Another hand moved her hair out of her face. When it was over, she sagged boneless against a furnace wrapped in slate wool. She blinked down at the hand over her stomach. The face of a silver Breitling blinked back.

Mr. Vale was holding her.

The ringing in her ears gradually subsided enough for her to register his gravelly, soothing murmurs. She had no idea what he was saying, and she didn’t care.

“Send me back,” Marian whispered. Her throat was full of glass. Broken words dissolved into another round of coughing. “Send me b-back. I know—”

“Stop talking,” Mr. Vale’s commanding voice bulldozed her demand. “Unless you want to aspirate.”

Warm, gentle fingers pressed into her neck, seeking her pulse as she coughed up more water. His touch brought her a strange, analgesic calm that didn’t match his brusque tone.

“I know where it is.” She didn’t understand how her instinct had latched on to its presence, but it didn’t matter. The money did. She wouldn’t let it slip away. But when she tried to crawl out of his arms, Mr. Vale dragged her back into the warmth of his lap.

“I’d expect someone who drowns for a living to know better than to swallow so much water.”

If she could breathe properly or think beyond the single-minded purpose of returning for the key, she’d have had a comeback for him. Instead, she belched up more bile and saltwater. Some of it trickled out her nose.

“Come on.” More coughing. More knives in her chest.

“No.” Mr. Vale tightened his grip. “Your life is worth more than this.”

Marian blinked through her confusion, droplets of water dripping through her lashes onto her cheeks. Since when? She opened her mouth to voice the question, but he’d smothered her face with a towel and roughly wiped away the fluids leaking from her.

Ever so slowly, her fugue abated. She grew heavier, weaker. Death took its toll, and Marian found she could do nothing but lie there as the last dregs of adrenaline drained away. Helplessness following revival was typical. Frenzy and panic, less so. Rarer still, if not outright unheard of? Being cradled against the massive, smoldering body of a demon toweling her off.

The same demon who’d drowned her and brought her back without the artifact he’d sent her to find. The realization that Marian had failed again hit her like another blow to the chest. If Mr. Vale was upset by that fact, he didn’t show it. Instead, he picked her up off the wet ground. The world spun in cotton candy colors as he carried her toward the door.

Marian clutched weakly at his shirt collar. “The fuck are you doing?”

“Taking you home,” Mr. Vale replied.

“No.” The hand on his collar turned into a fist. She slammed it against his chest. It may as well have been made of marshmallow fluff.

“Then I’ll call you a car. After you dry out in my office.”

Marian blinked hard. What the fuck was happening? Half of her was still in Hell. Peeling her mother’s face off and fleeing the rampaging Remnant. The other half was struggling to remember how to breathe and bewildered by Mr. Vale’s behavior. How was it that he could touch her now without making her senses go haywire? Her chest hurt like crazy, but that was typical of the CPR experience. Another cracked rib for the collection.

“I don’t understand,” she said through chattering teeth. “I fucked up.”

“I said I’d pay you one hundred thousand dollars for the attempt, and I will. But you won’t survive another death tonight.”

She felt more than heard those chiding words reverberate up her back.

Panic boiled inside her. She’d let two hundred thousand dollars slip through her fingers. She’d be paid, but it wouldn’t be enough. At least Mr. Vale didn’t appear upset that she’d failed to bring him an artifact—a discovery that ought to have brought her relief.

And the Remnant failed to capture her a second time. Marian grasped for that memory and forced it to repeat in her mind while it was still sharp. The scar on her wrist—the one she’d made—glowing bright red at the Remnant’s touch. The way the Remnant hesitated to take her again.

She considered recounting it for Mr. Vale, but something compelled her to keep quiet. At least until she had a chance to make sense of it.

Not now.

The gym grew unnaturally dark as her thoughts snagged on a small and stupid problem that she stubbornly clung to like a lifeline. Marian wriggled an arm free and pointed behind them as Mr. Vale carried her away.

“My hat. I need my hat.”
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The next thing Marian knew, she was sitting in that same plush chair in Mr. Vale’s office. She’d traded the towel for a black chenille blanket Mr. Vale had produced from one of the many cabinets on his wall. She stared bleary-eyed at her reflection in the window, the sky outside black, cloudy, and moonless.

She had no memory of bickering with Mr. Vale in the hallway or insisting she could walk unassisted. He claimed she’d hurled a rainbow of curses at him when he set her down, only to immediately rescue her from falling flat on her face.

Now she clutched a scalding mug of unwanted tea as she tried to piece together those lost moments. The finest Earl Gray in the world wouldn’t do a damn thing to soothe what ailed Marian. She also disliked bergamot, but the stony-faced demon had ignored her refusal and thrust it into her shivering hands.

“Why are you doing this?” She’d asked. Any other demon would have kicked her sopping wet ass to the curb.

“I protect my investments,” he’d answered.

His cold pragmatism quieted some of her confusion while simultaneously making her feel like even less of a person despite his insistence on treating her like one.

“I’m pretty sure I’m ruining this chair with my saltwater butt. Protect that investment.” But the words slurred together, losing the edge she’d tried to convey.

Vale looked downright pleased.

He moved to his desk and opened a drawer. “Your backside? I intend to.”

Marian blacked out again between the sound of a pen scratching paper and footsteps on the carpet. When Marian came to, Mr. Vale was standing over her, scowling again. She was sprawled out across the chair like she’d been shot, the tea precariously close to spilling down the front of her. He held out a check and plucked the mug out of her grasp. Marian sat up and glanced at the swooping strokes of ink on the slip.

Six thousand dollars. Cash.

Marian took the paper and shoved it into the pocket of the jacket folded up in the large white bag that had appeared beside her. She eyed the demon warily as licks of shadow wafted off his body.

That’s twice in a row now you’ve fucked up a deal. But this time, she had something to show for it. She needed more.

She wanted success; to prove she was worth the money and then some. She wanted answers to the questions about Elio Ramirez that kept her up at night.

“I’m going to find that goddamn key.”

Mr. Vale considered her quietly, the weight of his gaze exceptionally heavy. After a moment, he reached into her bag and pulled out the trucker hat from the top of the pile. He then set it on Marian’s head and tugged the brim down. “I thought you might say something like that. I don’t intend to dissolve this bargain.”

A strange thrill surged through Marian at his words. Fear wasn’t far off, but it didn’t matter then; the demon was going to give her another chance. The chair creaked as she leaned forward. “I can try again?”

“Yes, but not tonight.”

“You’re not killing me again. Next time, I go on my own terms with my own team. That horse shit you pulled back there was weird as fuck.”

Mr. Vale’s eyes fluttered shut as if being near her exhausted him. “You have such a way with words. It’s like being kicked in the ear.”

Marian’s upper lip curled. “I hope you’re speaking from experience.”

When he opened his eyes, his expression shuttered. “Assemble a team if you must. But you won’t speak to anyone about who financed your hunt or what I’m after. Understood?”

Marian nodded as she wriggled an arm out from under the blankets and offered him a hand to shake. Mr. Vale shook his head.

“You’ll keep this secret because I asked you to, not because you are bound to silence.”

Marian frowned in confusion. His words sounded far too much like trust to her liking, which seemed suspect. But she pulled her hand back under the blanket and shrugged, relieved to not have to have another clause etched into herself. “Fine. I promise.”

Goddamn weirdo.

“Good.” A wan smile stole over his features for a moment. Then his impassive mask returned as he rose to his full imposing height.

Marian watched and wondered what was going on in his head. Any other demon would have bound her to her word and named a consequence for breaking it. Mr. Vale was adept at treating Marian like she wasn’t a complete pile of garbage, which set him apart from the rest, but she knew better than to think he acted on altruism.

They all wanted something from her. Some were harder to read than others, and Mr. Vale was the most difficult of all.

“I’ll drive you home,” Mr. Vale said as he loomed over her.

“You said you’d call me a cab.”

“I said I’d call you a car.”

Marian frowned. “What’s the difference?”

He smirked. “Several hundred dollars.”

“Then I’ll take that expensive car now.” She slowly untangled herself from the blanket and gave the luxurious fabric a goodbye pat before standing up. To her relief, her legs worked.

“Keep it,” Mr. Vale murmured, tipping his chin toward the pile of chenille.

Marian’s brows rose, but she didn’t hesitate to shove the blanket in the white bag along with her raggedy jacket. Mr. Vale strode behind his desk and tapped a few keys on his keyboard.

“A company car will be here in ten minutes. You’ll tell the driver where you live, and he will lose that address once he’s delivered you home. He will not ask you questions, and he will only speak if spoken to. He will have no memory of you after tonight.”

Marian tore her eyes from the mug to stare at Mr. Vale. “You can erase memories?”

He stared at her inscrutably for far too long.

“In a manner of speaking. For the right price, you can make anyone forget anything.”

“Oh.” Marian pursed her lips. She searched for something in that arrangement to complain about and came away with nothing. Exhaustion tugged on her limbs, her thoughts sluggish and sticky.

It was past time to go. She grabbed the white bag, which seemed far too heavy given its meager contents. Death always left her so fucking weak.

She cleared her throat. “Cool. Good talk.”

The demon’s face split into a smile that was miles away from reaching his eyes.

“Yes, this has all been very interesting, Meyer.”

Marian grunted as she tugged her hat further down her brow, cringing as water trickled down the back of her neck. There were dozens of questions she ought to ask him. Any sensible diver would want to know how he came to decide that killing her would affect her search in Hell. But the icy shift in Mr. Vale’s aura told her that this conversation was over.

She always thought there was something of a rapport between them. Tonight reminded her that he was and always would be a demon. A monster. It was human nature to run from monsters.

She’d have to find her answers elsewhere.

What had she seen in Hell tonight? Where were the damned? Had the Remnant consumed them all? What even was the Remnant? Its moniker had come from the divers who’d lived to tell of it, but what it wanted and where it came from was still a mystery. And why did the aching scar in her arm light up like a glowstick when it touched her?

The Hell she knew now was so unlike the Hell her mother and stepfather had taught her to fear.

She threw a furtive glance out the window at the red and white rivers of cars creeping through the city streets and willed the night to end.

“Likewise,” she mumbled. “Let’s never do this death thing together again.”






CHAPTER FIVE


Marian launched out of bed the next morning with a strangled shout. Streaks of pale light streamed through the gaps between the two blankets she’d fashioned into curtains in her stuffy bedroom.

Her raw throat was her first clue that she’d spent the night screaming. Marian missed having downstairs neighbors. They’d throw shit at the ceiling to wake her up when her cries grew too loud; it had kept her night terrors brief.

Between each deafening throb of her heart, fragments of a nightmare half-remembered appeared superimposed against the wall. Senseless shapes paraded before her eyes, leaving a trail of orphaned dread in their wake. What had she seen this time? Her frantic pulse and dysphoric paralysis were reason enough to believe that whatever it was, it’d come from Hell.

Amorphous phantoms in the dark. Pain like being dissected alive. Screams. Constant screams. All of it misshapen in the waking world as though encrypted in her return through the veil.

Her body ached with fatigue as though she’d slept for minutes instead of hours. She lay on her sweat-soaked sheets and stared at the creeping mold on the popcorn ceiling for another hour, wishing dreamless sleep would claim her. It never did.

She gave up around nine to face the day. As she padded half-naked through her studio in search of clothes that didn’t stink, darkness gathered in the corner of her eye. Equally curious and reticent, Marian turned to inventory the dark shadows that joined her earthside today.

Her shifty companions simmered at the end of the hall, under her unmade bed, and in the empty nooks of her cramped kitchen. They’d appeared shortly after her expulsion from the Remnant, but unlike the nightmares that followed out of Hell that night and into the day like hands around her throat, the small shadows mostly kept their distance. Sometimes they moved and inevitably wound up convening in some distant corner, taking the shape of a small creature Marian might have called mammalian had it possessed any consistent features. Often, they did nothing at all and diminished as the day stretched on, so Marian resigned to ignore them. She brushed her teeth over the bathroom sink while the black blobs skittered across the medicine cabinet mirror like spiders. They’d become a frequent enough sight that they no longer triggered her flight instinct.

Whatever. She needed to cash her check.

The weather hadn’t quite decided what it wanted to be when she set off for the bank. Ominous gray clouds hovered on the horizon while an easterly wind made the palm trees sway dramatically in the parking lot. The threat of more rain hung in the air, and Marian was too hungry to care that she’d left her apartment without a jacket.

She stumbled through the transaction with the bank teller and walked away with the cash she needed to stave off eviction for a few more months. Marian pocketed a couple of twenties for groceries on her way back. She shoved the larger bills in an envelope and stuffed it into her landlord’s lock box. It felt messy and less-than-legal—much like her cocktail napkin rental agreement—but the laird of the three meth labs stacked on top of each other that Marian called “home” could be very forgiving when she paid in cash. It was a miracle the giant Albanian man hadn’t kicked her out months ago for all the back rent she so often owed.

She contemplated spending the rest of the day nursing her post-death hangover in bed when her stomach growled painfully.

Right, she groaned, thinking of her empty cabinets. Food.

She escaped the market with a single bag of groceries and a few dollars to her name. The bag was woefully light despite how much it cost her. The correct thing to do was march straight home and eat the packet ramen she’d bought, but the way back took her past a fast-food joint, and she’d earned a cheap burger after doing something so responsible as grocery shopping.

The sun had just mustered the strength to peek through the clouds when Marian walked out of a Burger King with her lunch. The gray overhead parted to reveal a pocket of brilliant cerulean sky. She fixated on the blue as she tried to forget for a moment how much she loathed this concrete city. Weariness tugged at her limbs, so she parked herself at one of the painted tables beside the play place to eat.

She perched at the edge of a bench, her groceries flush beside her as she licked ketchup off her fingers and watched the cars fly through the intersection. She was about to start on the burger when a familiar voice turned the fries in her belly to lead.

“Marian? Jesus, you look like dog shit.”

The voice shredded Marian’s calm like tissue paper. She craned her head around to find a Nordic man in his late forties with a mop of tousled blond hair and watery blue eyes glaring at her. Off-brand street wear and a comically long gold chain hung from his lanky frame as he stalked toward her.

“Not now, Greg.”

But Greg Bjernsen marched right up to her to block her view of the sky with his spindly body. A very naive, very lonely Marian once found him attractive instead of grotesque. Now all she could think about was how he looked like a scarecrow cosplaying Eminem.

Like most of her mistakes, she found Greg on the internet via a message board for people who claimed to have entered Hell. The first time Marian met Greg in person, he regaled her with the tale of his first death totally unprompted. He’d died after a botched attempt at autoerotic asphyxiation left him clinically dead for four and a half minutes. He’d have stayed dead if the escort he’d hired to watch him hadn’t been trained in first aid. He told the story to Marian with glee in his eyes, and Marian wasn’t sure why.

That should have been her first clue that Greg was as much a liability as he was a resource. The escort thing was fine; Marian hoped the woman was living her best life. No, it was how Greg delighted in telling Marian, a stranger, about his sex life.

He stuck his face in hers as if the concept of personal space didn’t exist.

“Now’s good for me. You line up some work yet?”

That’s when the stench hit her. A mix of weed, refuse, and something acidic. Marian scrambled off her bench.

“Sort of.” She touched her hand to her nose as she backed away. “You smell awful, dude. What’s wrong with you?”

Greg followed, his long strides eating up the space she’d claimed for herself. Bile bubbled up the back of her throat.

“I’m doing a cleanse.”

“Is it a shit and piss cleanse?” She shoved the burger back into the paper bag, her appetite gone as nerves and that awful stench turned her stomach into a war zone. Marian shot a sideways glance at the parking lot. She didn’t want to do this here.

“I saw you at the Presidium.” Greg said with a sneer. “You made a deal with Vale, didn’t you?”

“Wait,” Marian balked as she cycled through guilt, confusion, then anger. “You followed me?”

Greg waved her question away.

“Calm your tits, I was just looking out for you. You’ve been MIA for weeks, and I happened to be in the area. You should be fuckin’ thanking me, honestly. So, what’d that cocksucker have to say? What’s the gig?”

Mr. Vale didn’t make deals with Greg anymore. He hadn’t for years, and neither Mr. Vale nor Greg would say much about why. But hearing Greg call Vale a “cocksucker” made her want to slap the ever-living shit out of him.

Greg had spotted for her once. There’d been no hawkish supervision afterward, no complimentary hot drink or chauffeur waiting to take her home. Elio hadn’t provided those things either, but Elio never laughed at her when she hobbled away, shivering and muttering after a dive. Unlike Greg.

Marian fumed quietly as she considered her next move. She’d be lying if she said she hadn’t thought to tap Greg to help her find this key. But Greg admitting to following her raised a new red flag that squashed any notion Marian had of trusting him with this.

Greg had taught her how to drown and survive it. He’d imparted his firsthand knowledge of Hell to her, used his own personal tragedy to keep Marian from repeating history. Years ago, he’d watched the Remnant subsume his partner—the only diver to have witnessed such a thing. Greg said he’d have met the same fate had luck not been on his side; his spotter revived him just before the Remnant could consume him, too. But today Marian struggled to muster gratitude for her former mentor’s experience and “wisdom.”

“I turned it down,” she lied.

All the pleasure drained from Greg’s face. He took a menacing step forward.

“Why the fuck would you do that?”

Marian shrugged. “I didn’t like the terms.”

“Didn’t like the terms?” Greg reared back with a hideous laugh. “This from the idiot who told Stellan Blacke, the Butcher of Bel Air, he could scoop her eye out with a fucking spoon if she came back from Hell empty-handed. And then you came back from Hell empty-handed.”

Greg’s face flushed red as he damn near shouted. Marian spotted a few curious passersby walking across the parking lot. The last thing she needed was an audience. Especially not a normie one. To the world at large, demons didn’t exist, and Marian wasn’t about to be the one to convince them otherwise.

She gritted her teeth. “Keep your voice down.”

“You are the dumbest person I’ve ever met. The one time I try to call in a favor, you fuck it up.”

“Your chief import is favors. Look, I tried, but I’m not exactly operating at one-hundred percent efficiency here. Whatever the Remnant did to me—”

Greg groaned. “You have got to drop the ‘I escaped the Remnant’ shit. It’s freaking people out.”

Marian’s brows furrowed. “You said you believed me.”

“Because that’s what you’re supposed to tell people when they act insane!” Greg shouted.

Quiet fury swelled inside her. “Well, I think I’ll break into Sea World and throw myself at their angriest whale before I dive with you again.”

Marian snatched her grocery bag off the table, ripping a hole through the paper in her haste. Greg lunged in front of her.

“Y’know, I liked you better when you were sad all the time. This cunty attitude of yours isn’t working for me.”

“Then go find someone else to look out for,” Marian ground out as she clutched her bag tighter.

“You wanna fly solo? Fine. Be my guest. I had a new spotter sourced for us and everything. I’m not going to be there to catch you when you fall this time.”

“Catch me?” Marian laughed. “Like you caught your old pal Arthur?”

His face contorted with rage. She tried to run, but Greg grabbed her wrist and pulled so hard that her elbow audibly popped. Marian yelped as he whirled her around to face him.

To anyone on the sidewalk, the two of them probably looked like a couple locked in an embrace. But they couldn’t see how Greg’s fingers bruised the skin above Marian’s scar.

“You watch your fucking mouth,” he hissed in her ear, his hold on her punishing. “Or I might change my mind about our little deal.”

The understandings between them were few and simple: Marian didn’t mention Arthur Falk, the partner Greg lost to the Remnant, and Greg wouldn’t talk about Marian’s first death.

After another brutal squeeze, he let her go.

Marian flinched, instinct screaming at her to prepare for him to strike her. But Greg only shoved past her, clocking her shoulder as he skulked out to the parking lot. She gripped her bag tightly and scampered homeward in the opposite direction. Adrenaline simmered in her blood and eroded the edges of her vision; she missed her first turn as she clung to a single bitter, shaky thought like a shield.

You don’t need him. You don’t need anyone.

The cold, long walk back home swiftly whittled down her temper. By the time she’d reached the last flight of stairs to her apartment, her legs were gelatin, her stamina gone. She nearly tripped and dropped her groceries side-stepping her neighbor’s cross-eyed orange tabby sitting on the landing’s edge.

“Beat it, Jeff. Nothing in this bag is for you,” Marian grumbled at the cat. She used to leave out bits of deli meat for him back when she could afford to. He’d never forgiven her for ending that ritual.

Jeff gave a creaky meow. His tail swished irritably.

“Yeah, well, stop puking on my doorstep and then we’ll talk.” She shoved the key in the deadbolt, stepped over the fresh hairball at her feet, and slipped inside. Once she’d deposited her bags on top of the nearest milk crate tower, she plopped down on the sagging futon.

Nervous energy had her tapping her foot on the floor. She dug out her phone, ignoring the annoying voice that told her to put her groceries away. Marian thumbed through her emails instead. Her eyes lit up at a name she’d not seen in years.

Esther Armack. Financial Reporter at the Washington Post, and an old classmate from college Marian once called upon to help her decipher the documents she’d taken from Daniel’s computer.

Hey, all my emails to your Times account bounced. I hope you’re OK wherever you are. Just thought you’d want to see this, in case you’re still working on that tax fraud story. As usual, don’t ask me how I found it.

Marian’s eyes flicked to the attachment. Numbers. So many numbers and abbreviations she didn’t understand. Below them, another note from Esther.

Translation: The Sunset Boulevard Youth Ministries you were looking into is moving money again. This time to a construction company that didn’t exist until three weeks ago.

SBYM had been a fake ministry registered to Daniel’s LLC. It existed for years, serving no one until two weeks after they put Deborah Eaves in the ground, and Daniel learned that Marian intended to expose SBYM as a front. Only then did he open its doors and cover his tracks.

Marian scanned the rest of the document, plucking out the name of the so-called construction company. NS Works. Probably another shell corporation.

She’d never been able to locate the real recipient; one shell corporation always led to another. Marian itched to plug that name into Google, but stopped herself. What was the point? She’d lost the battle against Daniel; retreading these paths would get her nowhere. She closed her email app and moved onto voicemails. Most were from collections agencies—painful reminders of the price she’d paid for investigating Daniel Eaves—calling for “MAR-ian MAY-or.” She hovered over one she hadn’t had the energy for until now.

“Hey Marian,” the chipper male voice said as she played the message. “It’s Craig. Again. Ms. Vetrano would still really like to speak with you about a business opportunity. I’d love to invite you out to her studio for some face time. You have my number.”

Last week, she’d been dead set on ignoring every demon forever. Especially “Alice Vetrano,” the latest incarnation of Verinne, a demon who couldn’t afford Marian’s fee the first time she tried to solicit her for a dive when Marian was just starting out. Verinne hadn’t had an assistant then, either. Times certainly had changed.

The demon had gone by many names over the years, but Verinne was almost always broke. That supposedly wasn’t true anymore; in fact, Verinne was doing very well now. She’d started a lifestyle business; supplements, high-tech beauty gadgets, twenty-four karat gold face masks. Expensive and ineffective. Influencer catnip.

Was Marian in any condition to vet a demon right now, especially after the last two weeks?

She glanced at her souvenir from Mr. Vale’s office—the white bag she’d left on the counter still full of her clothes. She got up and walked over to the counter, thumbing the handles as she looked at the lump of jacket on the surface. She bought it years ago, before money became scarce. Duct tape kept the right sleeve attached to the shoulder. Her fingers drifted from the paper to the tape.

You don’t have the luxury of choice anymore. If Verinne really does have money now, then it’s just as good as any other demon’s.

And Verinne seemed eager. Eager demons gave Marian leverage.

A spike of unease speared through her as she hit the callback button and waited as it rang. She hated talking on the phone with demons and humans alike. Marian channeled her anxiety into upending the white bag on the counter to inventory her effects. Her new blanket spilled out on top of her old jacket.

She frowned as a few more soft somethings tumbled from the bag. A black business card fluttered free and landed on a plush, brand new black zip-up hoodie, a pair of gray denim jeans, and a sage sweater. The tags were still attached, but the prices had been removed. She took the sweater between her fingers. Holy fuck, it’s cashmere.

She was so taken aback that she didn’t speak for several seconds after Craig’s phone went to voicemail. “Uh, Gre—Craig. It’s Marian. Call me back.”

She ended the call and tossed her phone on the counter beside the pile. Nordstrom tags. Everything was her size, and to her tastes. Loose-fitting and comfortable.

Had Mr. Vale bought her clothes? No, that sounded insane.

Marian picked up the piece of card stock, frowning. He’d given her one of these when they first met.

John Vale, it read. Such a flavorless moniker for a demon. Then again, none of them adopted names that raised brows. The goal was to blend in.

Below the print was a cell phone number she didn’t recognize and a handwritten note in elegant gold strokes.

‘No more emails. Call or text. V.’

“Shit wizard,” Marian mumbled as she set the card aside and pulled a new container of instant coffee from the cupboard. She turned on the sink to let the water heat up and tried to push away the feeling like she was in for a terrible day.
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CHAPTER SIX


Marian drummed her fingers against her coffee mug as she checked her phone again. She’d snagged a corner booth inside the bustling Norms on La Cienega while she waited for a demon to walk through the door.

She could practically hear the veins bulging in Craig’s forehead through the phone when she’d refused to meet the demon in her territory, opting for a public place. To her surprise, Verinne agreed to her terms—through Craig—without further negotiation.

Now Marian nursed a tepid cup of black coffee as she eyed the throng of customers that gathered in the entryway shortly after she sat down. They glared at her as she occupied a table intended for four.

Her stomach growled when the waiter, the most haggard-looking teenager Marian had ever seen, came to take her order. Marian hadn’t even opened the menu; she assumed she’d throw up whatever she ate when Verinne arrived, given her stomach’s tendency to revolt in the presence of demons. The coffee, however, seemed like a safe splurge. She shook her head and pushed her cup out for a warm-up with a half-swallowed “thank-you.”

It didn’t take much to trigger her anxiety, but prolonged delays ahead of unpleasant tasks were a surefire way to make Marian chew drywall. She took a careful sip of coffee, which was now hotter than the surface of Venus.

When the entrance doors opened, Marian forgot all about her mouthful of magma. The world narrowed to the supermodel strolling down the aisle toward her and the sweeping wave of revulsion that followed.

Time stuttered as a demon with white-blond hair trained in luxurious waves down her shoulders strode through Norms wearing a knee-length marigold skirt, pale pink blouse, and strappy white sandals. Marian sat stupefied in her black trucker hat and grease-stained Laker’s tee from three championships ago as one by one, every other eye in the restaurant swiveled to the petite woman with a perfect tan who’d just walked in and slipped into the booth opposite Marian.

Marian wrapped her hands tightly around her mug as the demon set a black handbag on the table—Saint Laurent—and pulled off her sunglasses with a captivating smile that made her honey-brown eyes twinkle.

“Hey, girlie. Sorry I’m late. The 405 was a parking lot,” said the demon, her Angeleno accent engulfing every vowel. She folded her glasses and placed them inside a case while Marian’s gaze flitted about the room.

The other patrons resumed their conversations, all interest lost in the woman whose aura assaulted Marian’s senses like a swarm of locusts.

“Verinne?” Marian said once she managed to unstick her burned tongue from the roof of her mouth.

The demon placed a manicured hand over her heart, her long silver nails filed to dagger points. “I keep forgetting we haven’t actually met in person. We emailed back and forth so much, I feel like I already know you.”

Marian leaned into the booth, the glossy vinyl clinging to her bare arms as she looked at the demon. “What do you want?”

Verinne’s smile held.

“All business and no bullshit, I love it. My colleagues are so big on intimidation and long speeches, and I’m just like, ‘Where have you been for the last three hundred years? Why are we bullying our only links to Hell?’ It’s so stupid.” The demon laughed a nasal titter that rained pins and needles down Marian’s back.

She hadn’t expected the demon to be so …

Friendly.

But like every other demon stuck on Earth, her nausea-inducing aura contradicted her comfortable manner. Maybe she wasn’t a sadist like the Butcher or a domineering freak like Mr. Vale. But she was still a demon, and demons only ever wanted one thing from Marian.

Marian braced her elbows on the table. “You’re not wrong. But, again, what do you want?”

Verinne beamed. “I have a very trustworthy source who’s informed me that Vale recovered a memory of a specific artifact. I want you to find out what it is, get it out of Hell, and bring it to me. I’ll make it worth your while.”

A discomforting chill fell over Marian. Her jaw clenched to keep her poker face in place.

This key was already the worst-kept secret Marian had been asked to keep. She’d put a few feelers out for new spotters, but that was it. Nothing that ought to raise suspicion; she’d kept her word thus far. The fact that Mr. Vale already had a demon gunning for him heightened her anxiety.

Marian reached for the ramekin of sugar packets at the end of the table to occupy her hands. “I don’t poach. Never have, never will.”

The waitress chose that exact moment to return, her coffee pot half-full as she turned her weary but cheerful gaze to the demon. “Can I get you anything?”

Verinne’s head snapped toward the waitress, her pretty face twisting in disgust.

“No.”

The word—sharp and low—sliced through the air like a knife. The demon’s lips tightened as the strength of her smile doubled, and the air cleared of the horrible feeling burrowing into Marian’s bones. “I don’t do grease. Thank you.”

The older waitress stood there for a moment; her expression momentarily vacant before awareness returned. She gave the demon a silent nod before moving to another table.

Verinne tucked a strand of blonde behind her ear and turned back to Marian as though she hadn’t just compelled a woman.

“I hear the food here kills humans so fast.”

Marian grabbed her mug and raised it to her lips.

“I can think of worse ways to die. Like double crossing a demon.”

Another bright laugh. “You’re, like, so funny. And I am obsessed with the nineties grunge look you have going on. But seriously, John Vale is a liar, and a bunch of us agree that he’s dangerous.”

It took every ounce of Marian’s composure to keep her eyes from widening. He killed me last night, so yeah, that checks out. But he’d brought her back, too. She took a long sip of her still-too-hot coffee while she pieced together her reply.

“Who is ‘we?’ You have a rule where only one demon can be present at a public function. You all hate each other.”

Verinne offered a dainty shrug. “Sometimes we unite against a common enemy. Like Kennedy.”

Kennedy? Which Kennedy? Nope. Don’t touch that.

“So, you formed a ‘we hate John Vale’ club? How petty.”

“You wouldn’t understand. You’re mortal. Young—” The demon hesitated as her eyes fell to Marian’s frown lines. “—ish. You have no idea what it’s been like trying to coexist with him. He acts like he’s on an island all by himself while he pretends not to meddle in our affairs. He’s a total scammer.”

Marian arched a brow. “Didn’t you used to be the head of a multilevel marketing scheme?”

For the first time since Verinne sat down, a crack appeared in the plastic of her Barbie-like face. Her smile faltered—not quite a frown, but a flaw. There, then vanished by a blinding smile.

“That was a long time ago.”

Marian took another swig of coffee. “Ten years. Must be a blink for a demon. You went by Cassandra Foiles then. Didn’t you have to pay back a buttload of money?”

The demon tossed her hair over her right shoulder with a brittle laugh. “You do your homework. I’m impressed. Most divers don’t care about that. They just want a check.”

“Oh, I want a check. But I also want to know why you think Vale wouldn’t launch me into the sun after screwing him over for a demon who, when we last spoke, couldn’t afford me.”

Verinne’s warm brown eyes darkened. “A lot’s changed since then. My company’s doing very well, as you’ve probably seen on the Morning Show.”

“I don’t have a TV.”

Verinne blinked slowly. “My past might be a little sketchy, but whose isn’t? I’ve accepted that Earth is my home, and I want to play by human rules now. I don’t want to keep starting over like Vale insists we do every few decades; it’s exhausting. If I’m going to be stuck here, then I want to enjoy my life while I figure out why I’m here in the first place. But I’m tired of the bullshit and the in-fighting. We should be working together. I seem to be one of the few who believe that.”

The demon’s voice dropped an octave as she spoke, and the smiling mask fell away to expose something far more somber.

Marian couldn’t help the pity that crept into her heart. She knew all too well what that brutal cycle was like. To have nothing, then something, then to lose it all and start over. Except Marian currently had nothing. The same couldn’t be said for Verinne.

“You paying me to find whatever you think he’s after is more cloak and dagger, though.”

Verinne shook her head. “This is different. I won’t keep what you find a secret. We all deserve to know what he’s seen.”

Marian unconsciously tore up an empty sugar packet as she turned the demon’s words over in her head.

You promised Mr. Vale. And you promised yourself you wouldn’t get involved in their grudges.

After a lengthy silence, Marian replied. “I’ll think about.”

Verinne’s gaze hardened.

“I can protect you from him, if that’s your concern.”

Wave after wave of nausea lapped at Marian as she imagined herself on Mr. Vale’s bad side when his good side already left so much to be desired. She shoved her mug to the middle of the table and scooted to the edge of the booth. “I said I’ll think about it. I’ll call your guy when I’ve made a decision.”

Verinne grabbed her purse and quickly followed suit. Her affable mask returned.

“Please do. Craig’s available twenty-four-seven. He used to work for Kourtney Kar—”

“I don’t care.” Marian reached into her pocket and pulled out enough singles to cover the coffee and tip. “I gotta go.”

Before your presence makes me throw up my Folgers.

Marian pulled the brim of her hat down and skulked toward the door without so much as a backwards glance at the demon, who called after her in an airy voice.

“Next time, let’s meet at my studio. I’d love to send you home with some products that’ll make those little under-eye baggies disappear.”

Marian kept her eyes trained on the door as she maneuvered her way through the crowd of unseated guests. Only when she was outside again did she realize she’d barely taken a full breath throughout the whole encounter. She rounded the corner to a wall without windows, tipped her head back and indulged in a deep inhale.

How did Verinne know that Mr. Vale was hunting something? Why were secrets always so heavy?

But the thought she kept coming back to? For someone who supposedly wasn’t broke anymore and keen to suck up to a diver, Verinne hadn’t offered to pay for Marian’s single damn cup of coffee.

She let her head roll forward until her chin hit her chest. Had this been a waste of time? Doubt gnawed at her nerves.

Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t.

Fuck, she needed a drink.






CHAPTER SEVEN


There were a handful of cheap bars in Marian’s neighborhood, but only one that still let her keep a tab. The Annex’s vibe was a blend of abandoned factory, and “neighborhood dive, but make it a horror movie.” Time had gnawed away at the interior; the myriad stains and holes marring the brick walls suggested that the place had been on fire, flooded, and shot at over the course of its existence. Every table reeked of nacho cheese and the floor outside the restroom was aggressively sticky, but none of that bothered Marian. The eighties power ballads blasting on loop did a bit, though.

The Annex was a place where she could enjoy a cheap drink, cheaper pizza, and practice shallow conversation with the flightiest bartender in North Hollywood.

“Okay, so,” Paul said as he leaned against the counter, lips pursed and brows low—his telltale I’ve-got-some-dumb-bad-news face. “Turns out we do have pizza today, but I’m not allowed to serve it to you.”

He may also have been the worst bartender Marian had ever met. The guy had a habit of leaving the place unattended when it was busy, and he spent more time chatting with patrons or to himself than pouring drinks. Marian wouldn’t complain so long as he kept forgetting to add meals to her tab, which happened so frequently that she wondered if he was trying to get fired. Aside from his tendency to take off his shirt on the job, Marian found Paul inoffensive. Him being moderately attractive didn’t hurt, either.

Marian frowned as she took a swig of her well whiskey and soda. She’d stopped ordering beer when it became clear Paul never cleaned the taps. “Why?”

Paul’s face split into a wide, sheepish grin.

“I may have accidentally told Iggy it was specifically you asking about the pizza, and he said you can’t have any.”

Marian threw up her hands. “Oh, come the fuck on.”

“I know. That guy is, like, really mean. Did you know that he—”

“You can’t tell me there’s pizza here and then not give me the pizza.” Marian swiveled on her stool and shouted across the empty bar toward the kitchen. “That’s a violation of the Geneva Conventions!”

She swiveled back to find Paul with his head cocked and arms folded across his broad chest, which was on the verge of bursting through his too-tight black shirt. The sleeves could barely even stretch around his corded biceps; it afforded her almost a full view of his blackout sleeve and the spindly white tree winding up the length of his arm. As far as Marian could tell, he didn’t play sports or frequent the gym; Paul was just jacked for no reason.

“Well, you did punch his boyfriend.”

Marian reached for her drink. “That guy was an asshole, and I was smashed. Those two things should cancel each other out.”

“I was there, you know,” Paul replied, his dark brown gaze darting to the kitchen door. “I watched you puke on the ATM because your ‘fist hurt too much from punching so good.’ ”

Marian didn’t really know Iggy, the Annex’s lone cook. But she knew firsthand that Iggy reheated a mean pizza. Marian just didn’t know that the Texas asshole she’d decked two months ago at karaoke night and Iggy’s boyfriend were the same person. The guy walked away with a black eye, and now Marian’s order always came out cold, incorrect, or wet. She didn’t even remember what he’d said to set her off.

Paul pushed off the counter. “Lucky for you, I know how to use the fryer. So, your options are french fries or french fries.”

“Surprise me. With ketchup.”

Paul rapped his knuckles on the counter with a grin. “You got it. Keep an eye on the place for a minute.” He slipped out from behind the counter and disappeared down the hall, leaving Marian completely alone in the front. It was the first quiet moment she’d had since she walked in.

Marian preferred silence in most scenarios, but Paul spoke like he was afraid of it. The bartender rarely dominated a conversation, but he’d toss out an anecdote at the first sign of a lull. Over the past year and a half, and against her will, she’d learned that Paul drove a motorcycle, surfed badly, was at least thirty years old, visited his cousins in Seoul every summer, and was a Schwarzenegger movie buff—Conan the Barbarian was the best, apparently. The man was a lover of many things about which Marian knew jack and shit.

Why Marian remembered any of that was beyond her. Paul was the only normal human in her orbit, though she could hardly call him a “friend.” Marian didn’t have friends, and that was by choice.

Now she could check her DMs in peace. She’d put out a call out for another diver and spotter, someone who wasn’t Greg, to come with her on the second hunt for Mr. Vale’s key. Nothing but crickets.

She wasn’t sure what she expected, especially after Greg confirmed what she’d feared all along.

No one wanted to go near the diver who claimed to have survived the Remnant. Especially not a diver whose spotter had died mysteriously.

When she decided no one was going to rob a dive bar in broad daylight, Marian ducked into the bathroom to relieve herself. She stood in front of the sink with her hands under the faucet long after she’d finished washing the soap away. Against her better judgment, she locked eyes with her reflection in the mirror.

The brim of her black cap cast a shadow over her face that exaggerated the deep purple bruises under her slate-gray eyes. Once upon a time, she’d had full cheeks and a second chin. Now the gaunt mess staring back at her was months away from turning thirty and looked like she’d spent every one of those years fighting for her life. The faded dye job and empty piercings in her earlobes were all that remained of her attempts to be someone she could stand to look at—someone she wanted to live for. The bottles of blonde hadn’t transformed her into someone else, and they were expensive, so she stopped trying.

Marian slammed the faucet off, pried a few tampons out of the rusty wall-mounted dispenser, and walked back to her stool. Kansas wailed through the speakers. Paul hadn’t returned from the kitchen yet, so she brought out her phone again and pulled up the tabs she’d saved.

Articles about Verinne’s exploits over the years. Old forum posts from divers who’d worked with the demon in the past. The Instagram account for Verinne’s lifestyle company, NuSense, and its crystal-focused, anti-aging retreat in Malibu.

Maybe the demon had figured out a legit business model to fund her anti-Vale pursuits. But Marian hadn’t actually seen any money—just an expensive outfit. Growing up with a stepfather who lived large regardless of whether his bank account could support it had taught her that just because someone looked wealthy, it didn’t mean they were.

A sheet of icy dread settled over her as the thought of Daniel Eaves threatened to summon a pack of unwelcome memories.

“What are you drinking?”

The cheerful voice startled Marian from her thoughts. She spun in her seat so abruptly, she accidentally elbowed her whiskey soda off the bar.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Marian barked as cold liquid drenched her lap. She looked to her left to find a young woman with deep brown skin and voluminous curls staring aghast at the intact glass on the floor.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” said the woman as she practically threw herself across the counter reaching for the empty napkin dispenser. “I’m such an idiot. Here, let me—” The woman frowned. “Where are the napkins?”

“I haven’t seen a napkin in this place for months.” Marian squinted at the stranger. Her thoughts stumbled over each other as she realized she was looking at the cutest girl she’d ever seen.

Early twenties at most, and pretty in an elfin way with large, warm brown eyes, arched brows, and full lips. She was shorter than Marian, though most women were, and wore a goldenrod sweater cropped at her midsection. High-waisted burgundy pants hugged the ample swell of her hips. Her makeup was flawless, her eyes accented by a masterful application of shimmery white shadow. A halo of springy black natural curls framed her face and bounced softly as she looked around.

Marian’s mouth went dry as butterflies fluttered in her belly. The feeling caught her off guard and fizzled out swiftly as her paranoia roared back to life, dampening her attraction to the stranger. The ghost of her mother’s voice nearly extinguished it entirely.

“That’s a sin, Marian. Your father and I won’t stand for it.”

“Well, whatever you were drinking, I’ll buy you another. As soon as the bartender comes out of whatever wormhole they slipped into,” the stranger said as she looked over Marian’s shoulder.

The woman exuded an easy-going sort of vibe that Marian found oddly magnetic, which could only mean one thing. She was Hell-touched in some way.

The realization had Marian pulling her mental walls up. She climbed back onto her stool and lied. “Blanton’s, neat.”

The stranger gave her a look that Marian interpreted as “why the fuck are you drinking whiskey at two in the afternoon?” But it was fleeting and followed by a thin smile. “Sure thing. So I—”

“Are you lost or what?” Marian said as she plucked her phone out of a shallow puddle of whiskey. “Beat it” was her conditioned response to unsolicited conversation, but the little dimples in the stranger’s cheeks almost made her ignore the reflex to shoo her away. She also really wanted another whiskey.

The woman’s eyebrows lofted as she unslung a leather backpack and set it on the counter. She climbed up on the stool beside Marian. “Can I sit here?”

Marian stared at her. “You just did.”

The stranger gave Marian an incredulous look. “You must be really fun at parties. I’m Tori, and I think you’re Marian?”

Marian sat up straighter. “How the fuck would you know?”

Tori arched a penciled brow. “Because you look like your avatar on the Welcome to Hell forums.”

“Oh.”

Tori nodded, a curtain of curls brushing her forehead. “I saw your post about needing a new spotter. I heard you’re looking for help with a hunt. I’m volunteering. See, I kinda do what you do, except I don’t die. And I’m fine being in the dark about who you’re working for so long as that goes both ways.”

The rumor mill worked fast.

Marian shot Tori a wary look.

“You’re a traveler?”

Tori nodded with a sheepish smile.

Travelers, like divers, could enter Hell. But unlike divers, they didn’t need to die to get there. Marian was no expert, but she’d gathered from a few message boards that they used a method like astral projection to pass through the veil—and they had to want to go to Hell. Some, including Marian, held the belief that intention had nothing to do with it; diver or traveler, it didn’t matter—if you could enter Hell, you were damned. Daniel and Deborah Eaves had been right all along.

But something about the traveler method prevented them from assuming a corporeal form once they crossed over, which meant they couldn’t manipulate anything, nor could they bring back pieces of Hell like divers.

It also meant that travelers weren’t her competition.

“Tourists,” Greg’s voice echoed in her head. “Fuckin’ tourists.”

“I don’t need a traveler. I need a diver. Someone who can actually do something down there.”

“But no one wants to work with you, do they?” Tori replied without an ounce of animosity, and yet it infuriated Marian all the same. “Your rep kind of sucks right now.”

Marian’s face screwed up in an ugly marriage of anger and confusion. “You wanna tell me how the fuck you know all this? You can’t just walk up to me in my bar—”

Tori’s brows shot up. “You own this bar?”

“In a bar,” Marian said loudly, “Insult me, then propose we team up. ‘Hi, I hear you suck. Let’s go to Hell together.’ Hard no.”

The traveler’s smile fell. Her friendly demeanor transformed into something harder. Something with teeth.

“Please stop putting words in my mouth. You have no idea what’s going on out there, do you? People are talking about you, and none of the rumors are good. Everybody knows that one of the most experienced spotters died after bringing you back, but nobody will say what killed him. You’re like an urban legend now, but the bad kind. People think you’re insane or cursed or both.”

Marian’s jaw tightened at what felt like a lead weight hitting the bottom of her stomach. How did Tori know this but Marian didn’t?

Maybe because you cut yourself off from the world for a month.

“And you don’t?”

Tori leaned forward.

“I hate gossip; it’s all noise to me. You can’t know what’s true unless you go to the source.” The traveler blew out a slow breath, and some of her edge went with it. Lines of worry creased her forehead.

“I know this is awful to hear, especially from a stranger, and I don’t mean to sound flippant, but I think you and I are in a similar boat. I need a diver, but no one wants to work with me either—I can’t pay what anyone’s asking. You’re the last one on my list, and if you don’t help me, I’m going to die.”






CHAPTER EIGHT


Marian decided long ago not to get mixed up in other people’s problems. The best way to make sure she stuck to that rule was to avoid people altogether. But here she was, sucked in by the traveler’s bombshell plea.

“Uh, what the fuck?”

Tori pursed her lips. “If I don’t deliver a sketch of Hell by Wednesday, my client will kill me.”

“Sketch?”

“I sell architectural drawings of Hell to demons,” the traveler explained. “It doesn’t pay nearly as well as diving, but I’m not keen to try dying anytime soon.”

“So why do you need a diver?”

“There’s a door in my way that wasn’t there before. I need a diver to open it for me.”

Marian waved a hand. “So just make something up and sketch it. How would a demon know you’re lying?”

Tori shot Marian a disapproving look. “Because if my client sends a diver to a place I drew only to find that I made it up, they’ll turn me into a flesh hat.”

And Marian thought the deal she’d made with Stellan Blacke had been bad. “Rewind—how the fuck did this become life or death?”

Tori’s foot tapped rapidly against the base of the stool. “Because this demon offered me a lot of money and I thought they were joking when they said ‘if you fail, you’re dead.’ But when I shook their hand to make the deal—when the terms became part of me—I felt the truth: they weren’t kidding. And by then, it was too late to back out.”

Marian let out a low whistle. “Wow. That was stupid of you.”

Spoken like a true hypocrite.

“Yes, please tell me more about how I screwed this up. I’m not already stressed out of my mind about how I’m going to be murdered,” Tori replied dryly.

Suddenly craving some personal space and a seat not dripping whiskey, Marian shoved off the stool and ambled to the nearest booth, where Tori couldn’t see the turmoil on her face.

Does it really matter if she’s a traveler and not a diver? At least you won’t be alone down there.

The irritating voice inside her set her teeth on edge. Did it matter? No, a traveler was most definitely a downgrade. They could leave Hell at will with intense focus, but if the Remnant snatched up a traveler before they shifted back to their bodies, they’d die for good, just like divers. Divers who weren’t Marian.

Tori followed her to the booth.

“I can give you five thousand dollars. It’s all I have.”

Marian sat down and looked up to find the traveler offering her a thick white envelope. She glanced from the stack of green bills peeking through the opening to Tori’s face. She knew that look intimately.

Desperation.

Marian’s jaw set as she turned the idea over in her head. She could absolutely die for five thousand dollars if it meant she’d collect one hundred thousand dollars from Mr. Vale once she found the key. Five grand was half of her typical base fee, but desperate times called for steep discounts.

“Who’s your client?” Marian asked.

Tori shook her head. “I can’t tell you. My deal came with a secrecy clause.”

“Fucking demons.”

Tori’s full lips quirked in a sheepish smile. She held up the envelope. “Here’s my proposal: I help you find your artifact. Then you help me open this door. I’ll give you twenty-five hundred now, and the rest when it’s done.”

Marian folded her arms across her chest. “What makes you think I won’t run off with this and ghost you? I’m a shit bag.”

“You won’t. And no, you’re not.” Spoken without a shred of doubt in her voice. “You want me to think that you are for some reason, but you don’t really believe it.”

Marian unfolded her arms and leaned back as she stared at Tori. The traveler spoke before Marian could get another word in.

“You’re not going to steal from me,” Tori continued, holding Marian’s gaze. “I always know when people are lying.”

At that exact moment, the door to the kitchen burst open. Tori and Marian’s heads snapped to the back of the bar. The traveler quickly shoved the folded envelope in her pocket.

A stocky, tan man in a tight black tee and white apron was suddenly standing at the end of their table. He dropped a plastic basket beside Marian from high above her head. Half of the fries spilled out when it landed. Iggy turned around and stormed away without a word. Marian hesitated before picking a fry up out of the basket. Stone cold.

“Ketchup, Iggy!” Marian yelled.

“Go to hell, shitass,” Iggy shouted back before disappearing into the kitchen.

If you only knew.

Marian sighed and looked back at Tori. Their eyes locked for a moment, uncertainty fizzling between them until Marian broke whatever odd spell had fallen over them by shoving the basket toward her. “Want some? They taste like spite.”

Tori blinked looked down at the six remaining french fries. “No thanks. I’m trying to cut back on high-spite foods.”

“So you can’t be lied to, huh? That’s … neat.”

Tori snorted and braced her elbows on the table. “Yeah, it’s great until you realize you can never be lied to even when you want to be. I assume you want more proof, because everyone always does, so let’s have a round of two truths and a lie. They have to be boring things, though. Otherwise, it’s too easy.”

Marian knew the game. She’d played it dozens of times during her freshman year at USC. She vaguely recalled there being a lot more liquor involved. But she was eager to test Tori’s little power, so she rattled off three lies.

“I like gummy bears, I know how to ride a bike, and I’ve never been to Wyoming.”

Tori scowled. “Cheater. That was three lies.”

Marian’s eyes widened.

“How did you do that?”

Tori pushed a few ringlets out of her eyes. “It’s like a little alarm bell inside me goes off whenever I hear something that isn’t true. Been able to do it for a few years now.” She looked over Marian. “No one ever taught you to ride a bike? Really?”

Marian sniffed and looked down the aisle, wishing Paul would show up and give them something else to talk about.

It’s like you’ve never seen a cute girl before.

“I want you to know that I don’t die for less than ten grand, and five barely covers my spotter’s fee. This is the first and last time I make an exception.”

There weren’t a lot of people who did what Elio had, and even fewer who did it well. But she’d find another. Somewhere.

“You’ll do it?” Tori almost launched out of her seat. Had the table not been stuck between them, Marian was certain the traveler would have tried to hug her.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Oh my god. I literally owe you my life.” Tori clapped her hands together and pressed her fingertips to her lips. Marian found herself perplexed by the warmth blooming in her own heart at the traveler’s relief.

“And you’re okay with the deadline? The compensation? You have a spotter?”

“I’ll make it work. Soonest I can do is Monday.”

Tori nodded. “I understand.”

“You know what this entails, right? You’ll need to be with me when I die.”

She’d only tried to take one other traveler to Hell with her, an older man who’d hired her as a guide. But he fell to pieces when he saw Elio pull her dead body out of the water. He never made it beyond the veil, leaving Marian to wait for revival in a rotting corner of Hell while she hid from the Remnant.

She didn’t go looking for tour guide gigs anymore; demons paid better, and Marian wasn’t interested in indulging the curiosity of wealthy travelers and new age fanatics. But fuck, L.A. was full of them.

Tori nodded again, her expression grim.

“You won’t be my first dead body.”

Marian shot the traveler a quizzical look. A question formed in the back of Marian’s mind, but she shooed it away. Nearly every mortal in this business had been touched by death in some way; Tori was unlikely to be an exception. She fished out her phone and pushed it toward her.

“Put your number in there and I’ll text you where to meet me once I sort out the details. I have one rule: no cops, no ambulances. If you put me in a hospital, I’ll kick your ass.”

“What a catchy rule.” Tori swiped at the screen and began to type, her curls obscuring her face. “We’re on the same page. Fuck the police, and I don’t have health insurance either.” She looked like she was about to say something else when Paul materialized at the end of the table, a slice of pizza dangling from his mouth.

“Hey ladies, can I get you any—” Paul said through a mouthful as his eyes landed on the mess on the bar. He lowered his pizza. “What happened here?”

Marian frowned at him and put her phone away. “I spilled my drink like fifteen minutes ago, dude. And then Iggy gave me spite fries. Where the fuck were you?”

“I was doing stuff,” Paul replied, his eyes glued to Tori. “Who’s your friend?”

He didn’t wait for an answer before tearing off his T-shirt and wadding it up in his fist. Marian’s eyes shot wide open as he flashed his inexplicable six pack. His biceps flexed dramatically as he mopped up the spill.

“What are you drinking, sweetheart?” Paul asked Tori as he shook a stray lock of hair from his face. His lips slanted in a roguish grin.

Tori looked like she might puke. “I’m not. Marian was. Please get her a Blanton’s, neat. And put your shirt back on. I’m not into any of this.” She looked at Marian. “Does he strip on the job often?”

Marian’s head bobbed. “Often enough that I don’t notice anymore.”

Paul paused the clean-up-slash-gun show and frowned. He straightened and propped his hands on his hips, damp shirt still clutched in his palm. “What do you mean, you don’t notice?”

Marian sighed. “You take your shirt off at least three times a shift, which is a health code violation. The only reason I even started coming here was because I heard there were free tampons in the bathroom.”

Paul slowly narrowed his eyes at Marian. “Those aren’t free.”

“Welp, I’m gonna go,” Tori said and scooted out of the booth, grabbing her bag along the way. She produced a few crumpled bills and put them in front of Marian. “Text me.”

Paul gave Tori a wide berth. The traveler was halfway to the door when Paul put his liquor-soaked tee back on. He called after her.

“If I keep my shirt on, will you stay?”

Tori pushed the front door open. “No.”

When the door squeaked shut, it was just Marian and Paul again. She slipped out of the booth and found a new stool. She looked over at Paul, batted her lashes, and wondered if the gesture looked as cringey as it felt.

“You heard the lady. One Blanton’s, neat.”

Paul threw back his head and barked a short, sharp laugh.

“We don’t have that. You get Wild Turkey.”

Marian’s shoulders slumped as Paul went back around the bar. She eyed the liquor wall, which she ought to have inspected before she lied to Tori about what had been in her glass. And yet the traveler went along with it anyway.

Marian had never met a human with an uncanny ability. “Gifted,” they were called online. And none of them claimed possessing a power like that. Empaths, short-term foreseers, and emotional manipulators.

She drew her bottom lip between her teeth while Paul pulled out a fresh glass.

“Did Hell freeze over while I was pissing? Did you pick up a cute girl in here?”

Marian snorted softly as she bent to pick up her fallen glass. In another life, perhaps. She raised her hand to her lips to lick away the thin sheen of whiskey that had dripped on the pad of her thumb.

“I’ll let you know when I get there.”

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d flirted with anyone or felt even the slightest tug of romantic interest.

Liar. You felt it yesterday in Mr. Vale’s office.

The thought made her clamp her mouth shut tight. Lust, yes, but what she experienced in Mr. Vale’s presence didn’t count. The attraction she suffered when she was near him had to be an effect of his aura. Some demon trickery unique to him.

But Mr. Vale wasn’t here. And Marian had made yet another bet. Hopefully a mutually beneficial one that would end with a young woman keeping her life. If they failed? Well, that sure would suck.

Everyone made their own terrible choices in this business, and everyone owned them all the same. Pity was for suckers.

So, what does that make you?
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Spotter— Riverside


	
I have a theory. When divers die, the door to Hell opens, and stays open way longer than we thought. Maybe Hamilton was on to something—maybe brain death is what closes it. What if there are other damned, but we can’t see them because we haven’t fully passed through the veil. Maybe they slip through to Earth when we go to Hell. Maybe one killed Elio Ramirez.
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Diver—Ventura


	
You think ghosts killed Elio? That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.
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Spotter— Riverside


	
You die and go to Hell, and that’s where you draw the line of plausibility? Ghosts?












CHAPTER NINE


Marian left the Annex with a slight buzz and a question rattling around in her skull: Where was she going to find a reputable spotter on short notice? There were others. Cheaper than Elio but missing the same sterling reputation; one had to be cool with whatever medical malpractice lost them their jobs in the first place. But even a questionable established spotter wasn’t in the budget.

Lloyd Wertz was, though. He’d just gotten out of prison and was looking for clients. Wertz was put away on assault charges before Marian became a diver. The preferences he’d posted gave her hope.

“Certified in CPR and wilderness first aid. Will do: suffocation, overdose, drowning resuscitation on site. Won’t do: strangulation, impact, aftercare, assisted death. Fee: negotiable.”

It read more like a list of kinks and hard limits, but it was exactly what she needed to see. Wertz may have been out of the business a while, but his price was right for Marian.

The guy put his phone number right there in his post like internet scams weren’t a thing. Marian didn’t even wait until she was back in her apartment to dial him. She nearly walked into traffic at a red light at a crosswalk tapping out the number. A car peeled around the corner in front of her as its horn blared and—

Elio yelps as Marian springs forward. She snatches the knife from his hands and rolls away with it tucked against her chest before the spotter can take it back. His shouts are devoured by the rising chorus of screams only she seems to hear. She has a new purpose—an epiphany that feels like madness, and the only certainty Marian has ever known. She presses the tip of the blade to her wrist and—

Marian snapped back into herself with a strangled gasp, nearly tripping on a lip of uneven pavement. It took her two attempts to hang up the phone. She clasped a palm to her forehead, knocking the brim of her hat up. Her hand came away damp with cold sweat.

Maybe she’d wait to sort this out at her apartment after all.
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Marian had a spotter, a location, and a plan to die all sorted before succumbing to sleep somewhere around midnight. To her chagrin, Lloyd had heard about what had happened in the wake of Marian’s last dive. To her relief, it didn’t deter him from taking her on as a client. It required some negotiation, but Lloyd was so hard up for cash that Marian didn’t have to make many concessions to get him to accept Tori’s payment as his fee.

Marian awoke the next day at predawn again to another murky morning filled with listless shadows and buzzing nerves. She had all the symptoms of a nightmare hangover and, as usual, only partial memories of the Hell she visited in her sleep.

The rest of Sunday didn’t happen. Marian spent most of it scrolling on her phone and staring at the popcorn ceiling above her bed once the darkness vanished, vacillating between panic and paralysis. The memory of her last death was still fresh in her mind, and the closeness of it rankled her endlessly all while a sadness that had nothing to do with the grisly task ahead tugged at her limbs. Food in the fridge at long last, and Marian didn’t have an appetite for any of it.

Dirty laundry still lay strewn about her apartment, the baggie of quarters untouched on the kitchen counter along with the stack of unopened mail forwarded from her last apartment—all notices from collection agencies and a letter from Daniel’s attorney likely threatening her to pay the monthly due she didn’t have.

In those scattered moments when Marian was functional, she texted back and forth with Tori, exchanging meeting times, locations, and assurances that this would work out. Tori convinced Marian to drag her ass out to Long Beach later in the week to collect the rest of her payment. She should have fought harder for the Annex, but Marian couldn’t find the will to argue. So, she fired off a “k” and pulled the patchy teddy bear-patterned comforter over her head.

The only silver lining, albeit tarnished, was the ninety-four thousand dollars she discovered in her bank account when she opened her laptop in bed. Mr. Vale’s transfer had come through as promised. She typed furiously, the fans of her laptop screaming as it struggled to stay cool in her lap. It sounded like it was trying to launch itself into low orbit by the time Marian finished paying everyone who needed to be paid. She carved off a pittance for Daniel.

Zero dollars for her.

She’d tried to condition herself over the past few years not to mourn these large sums. Yet every now and then, in moments of weakness, she fantasized about the life that many zeroes could buy her. A vacation? Working appliances would be more responsible. Maybe a one-bedroom apartment. Definitely a TV.

Or she could finally buy a plane ticket back to Washington and do what she really wanted to do—walk into the wilderness of the Olympic Peninsula and never return. She’d build a little cabin in the woods and live out her days foraging and arguing with squirrels or whatever it was hermits did.

She couldn’t think of anything else she wanted, and every time she tried to recall what used to bring her joy, she encountered the same roadblock.

Static.

It made her feel incomplete, but that didn’t matter. Marian had forfeited the right to peace and happiness long ago. She sure as fuck couldn’t afford them, either.

Few things, Marian decided, were quite as demoralizing as being sued—especially by her own supposed family. But Daniel Eaves had never really been family. Even when Marian was a child and he’d just entered her life, he’d insisted that he’d always be “Daniel,” never “Dad.”

Marian shook her head, exorcising her mind of Daniel’s presence as she shoved her laptop away and pulled herself out of bed to quiet her rumbling stomach. She padded past a stack of empty milk crates that once stored things like camping gear and books. Now they were empty, their contents sold or pawned to ensure Marian’s survival.

Sometime after the sun vanished and Marian realized that Monday was fast approaching, she found herself pacing the short distance between her kitchen and sitting area, gnawing on a thumbnail as she weathered her own questions.

What if this plan didn’t work? What if she failed again? She’d never died in such rapid succession before. Mr. Vale warned her to wait, but had she waited long enough? And did she really care to heed his warnings?

She owed him an earful for sneaking a bunch of random clothes in her bag. He’d said no more emails, and while a phone call was out of the question, texting him didn’t seem so daunting after she’d downed a few cans of Pabst.

Yeah. Yeah. Marian rifled through a kitchen drawer until she found his business card.

MARIAN:



WHOSE CLOTHES DID YOU SEND ME HOME WITH?





She glanced at the clock. Eleven thirty pm. The perfect time to ask about this. No way he’d try to call her so late at night.	

Her phone buzzed immediately, giving Marian a start.

VALE:



YOURS. CALL IT A “GIFT.”





She frowned at her screen, forgetting her exhaustion as her heart slammed into her ribs.

MARIAN:



WHY WOULD YOU GIVE ME A GIFT? YOU’VE NEVER GIVEN ME ANYTHING BEFORE.





VALE:



“THANK YOU” WAS THE APPROPRIATE RESPONSE. BUT IF YOU MUST KNOW, IT’S SO I NEVER HAVE TO LOOK AT THE RAGS YOU WORE TO MY OFFICE EVER AGAIN.





Her frown twisted into a sneer. She regretted starting this conversation already. There was a reason she preferred email. But a momentary lapse in judgment meant the demon had her cell phone number now. And Marian had a gift from Vale to go along with the odd flutter in her belly.

MARIAN:



AND YOU JUST HAPPENED TO HAVE AN ENTIRE OUTFIT IN MY SIZE LYING AROUND?





Marian had to wait a few seconds this time for his reply.

VALE:



GET SOME SLEEP, MEYER. YOU LOOK LIKE YOU NEED IT.





She made a sound of disgust and sent one last text before setting her phone down for the night.

MARIAN:



SHOW A LITTLE RESPECT FOR THE WOMAN WHO’S ABOUT TO DIE FOR YOUR GODDAMN KEY.





What a colossal waste of time that was. Now her blood pressure was spiking, and she had nothing to show for it. Asshole.

For a fleeting moment, Verinne’s offer appealed only out of spite. But at least Mr. Vale had distracted her for a bit from the next item on her to-do list.

Die.






CHAPTER TEN


Monday dawned without mercy. Marian awoke to a clear blue sky out her window. Another glorious California morning.

Rude, Marian thought to herself; by nightfall, she’d be in Hell.

She spent the day inside preparing herself for the journey and ruminating. Her nervous stomach couldn’t handle anything heavier than packet ramen. The few mouthfuls of noodles she’d choked down writhed in her belly.

Verinne had called while she was eating. Marian let it go to voicemail and listened to the demon’s insipid, crackling voice as she sipped broth from a coffee mug.

“Hey girl! Just wanted to touch base and see if you’d given my offer any thought. No rush, but I’d love to know one way or another … soonish. Ciao.”

Verinne herself was pursuing Marian now. Smells like desperation.

Marian couldn’t delete the message fast enough. She’d been too focused on her upcoming dive to give the demon’s proposal any more thought. The entire encounter left her with a foul taste in her mouth.

It was dark by the time Marian arrived a few houses down from the Inglewood address Lloyd Wertz had sent her. She was about to check the time when the sound of flip-flops slapping pavement made her look up from her phone.

Tori jogged down the sidewalk dressed in skintight eggplant leggings and a matching sweatshirt. Her vinyl backpack dangled from her shoulder as she waved at Marian. “There you are! I wasn’t sure where to park.”

Marian made a noncommittal grunt as she scanned the street for other pedestrians. She almost always died at night when the world was a little quieter and the sidewalks vacant. In the summer months, she’d occasionally see people out enjoying the extended hours of daylight, and nobody gave Marian a second thought. They walked their dogs as she walked to her death. She waved Tori on. “Let’s go.”

Marian led them past a row of brightly painted bungalows to a two-story stucco construction on a corner lot. Skinny lemon trees lined the surrounding chain link fence that opened to an unpaved drive. Gravel crunched beneath their feet as they walked up toward a large garage.

“Let me do the talking,” Marian said she walked up to the building and knocked on the door. It screeched open on the second knock.

Harsh white fluorescents backlit a man built like a rugby player. Marian squinted until she could make out his features. Glasses perched on a nose that had been broken multiple times. His head gleamed, smooth as a cueball.

“What’s the password?” Lloyd Wertz asked in a Southern drawl.

Marian dug the envelope out of her pocket and shoved it into his outstretched hand. A chill breeze picked up as he made them wait in the driveway while he counted the money.

“Well alright then,” Lloyd pocketed the envelope, then squinted at Tori. “This your friend here?”

Tori shuffled forward. “Hi, I’m—”

“Not my friend. This is the traveler,” Marian said as she shoved past Lloyd on her way inside.

Tori’s gentle voice floated through the doorway.

“I’m Tori. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Well, aren’t you sweet.” Lloyd chuffed. “Now get your ass in here and turn off your phone.”

Marian looked around. The interior of the garage was deceptively ordinary. An array of power tools lay on a dusty workbench on the south side of the building. There were all sorts of storage bins on top of it—some labeled “Legos” and “baby clothes.” Fishing poles, tackle, a couple of football helmets. Then there was the giant above-ground pool in the middle of the garage with a metal platform hanging over it.

Her stomach lurched again when she spotted the delta anchor perched on edge of the platform.

The door slammed shut behind her, giving Marian a small start. Lloyd walked in with Tori on his heels. In the unflattering light, she got an eyeful of his burgundy tank and snug jean shorts that did not leave nearly enough of him to the imagination.

Lloyd picked up a coil of rope from a nearby workbench. “I got a buddy coming over at seven thirty to, uh … watch the fight, so you’re gonna need to die fast tonight.”

He slung the rope over his shoulder and turned to climb the ladder up to the platform, giving Marian and Tori an unobstructed view of the handle of the .45 millimeter shoved into his waistband. Tori immediately began pawing Marian’s arm.

Sensing the incoming barrage of questions, Marian grabbed Tori roughly by the arm. “Give us a sec, Wertz.”

Lloyd grunted as Marian dragged Tori into the farthest corner of the garage and wedged them between an artificial Christmas tree and a jumble of lawn reindeer for privacy.

“Why does your spotter have a gun?” Tori hissed, shaking out her arm.

“For protection,” Marian whispered, nearly backing into Rudolph’s big red nose when Tori pressed closer, eyes wide.

“From what?”

Marian almost bit clean through her tongue trying to keep herself from replying “from me.”

“Lloyd has a gun because he asked me if he could carry one, and I said yes. Now, here’s how this is going to work. Lloyd will tie me to that anchor over there, and when I tell him to, he’s going to push it in. Do not interfere. If you can’t handle it, don’t look. Once he confirms I have no pulse, you do your thing.”

“OK, got it,” Tori nodded emphatically. “What thing?”

Marian’s brows furrowed. “The thing where you follow me to Hell? Meditate, do ’shrooms, whatever the fuck it is you do to separate your soul from your body?”

Tori blinked, her lips forming a little o. “Right. Cool, cool, cool.”

This was all starting to feel supremely not cool. “I didn’t imagine our conversation at the Annex, did I? You can travel to Hell at will, right?”

A very emphatic nod. “I can do that, yes.”

“Good,” Marian replied as she struggled to ignore the doubt taking root in the pit of her stomach—a fitting companion to the fear burning a hole in her stomach lining. “In theory, this should just work if we’re in the same room. Let’s go.”

Marian headed for the pool, but Tori grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her back around.

“Hold up—what do you mean ‘in theory?’ You’ve gone to Hell with other travelers before, right?”

Maybe Marian ought to have at least brought up the weeping traveler situation before tonight’s dive. “There was … an attempt.”

Tori looked like she’d been slapped in the face. “ ‘An attempt?’ ”

“If you could call it that,” Marian’s brain buzzed as she grappled for the right words to use to calm Tori down. “The other guy didn’t even make it.”

Tori paled. “He died?”

“No! Fuck.” Marian smothered her face with her palm. “He pissed himself when he saw my body and never crossed over. I haven’t tried again since. I’ve gone to Hell with another diver, though.”

Greg, and only Greg.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier!?”

Marian groaned. “I had a lot on my mind, the fries were terrible, and I wanted to go home. Stay focused. You know what to do, right?”

Marian turned away again, determined to get the show on the road before her resolve could take any more hits. A forceful tug from Tori sent her stumbling into the Christmas tree. Marian swatted a fake fir branch out of her face.

“When did I say that I did?” Tori’s voice broke as the word slipped out somewhere between a whisper and scream. “I’ve never done this with a diver before, and it’s not like there’s a wiki!”

Marian blanched. She’d never explicitly asked about Tori’s experience, had she? She met Tori’s apprehensive gaze. “This would have been great to know two days ago.”

Note to self: start a Hell wiki.

Tori cast a miserable glance at the pool behind Marian. “I hate all these unknowns.”

Irritation clawed at Marian’s back and turned her next words callous and hard. “I don’t know what to tell you. You’re just going to have to figure it out like the rest of us.” She reached back in time for the fragmented memories of what the old traveler had said to her about tethering to a diver. “Feel for me when you cross over. It’s how I always found my partner after death. Once you find me, don’t let go.”

“I sure hope that makes more sense when I transition,” Tori took a deep, trembling breath, and some of the fear bled from her eyes, replaced by a questioning look that she pointed at Marian.

“What happens if Lloyd can’t revive you?”

She stared at Tori and gave a shrug that belied the anguish the answer brought her. “Then I die for good, and Hell becomes my permanent address.”
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Disconcerting hypothetical questions aside, the plan seemed simple at first: go to Hell, hope the key would still call to her again, bag it, then locate Tori’s hallway, open the door there, and see what lay beyond it—all without attracting the attention of the Remnant. It was the variables between each step of that plan that worried Marian initially, but as the moment of her death drew nearer, she found herself facing a devastating realization.

This is fucking insane. They’d have to accomplish so much in an indeterminate span of time.

Divers and travelers were equally susceptible to the Remnant’s snare, but there was no consensus about what happened to travelers if caught; she’d never heard of any close encounters like hers—travelers could leave Hell at will and rarely stuck around long enough to find out. She’d heard rumors of novice travelers discovered in their homes on the edge of brain death during a crossing, but those cases all involved massive doses of mind-altering substances, which made it difficult to determine if their almost-demise was the Remnant’s doing or the drugs.

But Marian remembered the way the Remnant had reacted to her scar. She just hoped its Remnant repellant power hadn’t been a fluke.

Marian insisted that Tori not leave her if the Remnant appeared, though the request came out as “don’t you dare bail on me the second shit gets real.” She wasn’t sure what good Tori’s company would do for her if the Remnant attacked and her scar failed to ward it off again, but the prospect of having another soul with her in Hell sounded better than the alternative.

But with each passing second, Marian’s confidence in Tori waned.

“Marian,” Tori whispered from the garage floor as Marian shed her outer layers and climbed up the ladder to the pool platform. “Who is this guy?”

She assumed she meant Lloyd, who’d excused himself to take a piss in the backyard before they got started, leaving Marian to prepare herself. She picked up the rope he’d left and began looping it around her ankles.

Tori, meanwhile, paced around and inspected the spotter’s setup, which he’d laid out on a plastic folding table. Marian did have to admit the guy’s equipment wasn’t the caliber she was used to. Nothing looked medical grade. She let her eyes flutter shut as she tried to ignore the mounting unease. “Don’t worry about it.”

There came the click of a container opening, followed by the rustle of plastic packaging. Tori sifted through box after box. “This first aid kit only has Hello Kitty bandages, this AED is ancient, and right next to the ibuprofen is a bottle of pills labeled ‘PCP’ in Crayon.”

“Tori,” Marian said as she fumbled the knot she was trying to tie for the third time. “Shut up.”

“Ready to die, string bean?”

Marian jerked as Lloyd Wertz’s head appeared at the top of the ladder. He hopped up to the platform as Marian clutched her chest.

Lloyd sauntered over to the anchor and scowled at the rope between her legs. He crouched down beside her, picked up the slack, and set to work succeeding where Marian had failed.

“That’s some knot you got there,” Marian grumbled. Lloyd released the thick braid of rope, pulled out another, finer coil of cord, and bound it around Marian’s wrists.

“Slip knot. Comes undone easily so I don’t have to cut anything off you.” The metal platform rattled as Lloyd stood and propped a foot on the anchor. “You ready?”

White blotches bloomed in front of Marian’s eyes. She blinked them away and tried to ignore the sudden wave of dizziness.

When are we ever? She squared her jaw and nodded, forcing some steel into her voice.

“Ready.”

There would be no screaming, no crying, no begging for her life. If Marian so much as sniffled before she jumped in, Lloyd would untie her, walk away without a word, and wouldn’t come back until she could look him in the eye and tell him she was ready to die. It ought to be a breeze after what Mr. Vale put her through.

She cleared her throat. “All set, Tori?”

Tori didn’t reply immediately, but when she did, her voice rang out strong and clear. “Good to go whenever you are!”

Lloyd crossed his arms as Marian stared at the water until her eyes unfocused. Six slow breaths later, she nodded again at no one and slipped off the edge of the platform into the water. With her ankles bound, she had to gyrate her whole body to tread water for the few seconds she had left to breathe.

Marian blinked through the water streaming down her face.

“Drop.”

The platform creaked as Lloyd shoved the anchor over the edge on her command. A loud splash marked the beginning of the rapid countdown. Marian blew out a breath, emptying her lungs in time for the anchor to drag her under. The drop was a short one, the weight pinning her barely a foot from the bottom.

She waited there, bound and floating a mere twelve torturous inches below the surface of the pool as she waited for death to claim her. It happened quicker than she expected, and with a sudden crushing sensation. Her vision split down the middle as every one of her internal alarms went off.

Fuck, it hurt. Marian thrashed in her bonds, convinced her body was moments away from exploding. Her death at Mr. Vale’s hands seemed so gentle by comparison.

Then the pressure vanished, leaving her with only the sensation of falling. Down, down, down. Always down.






CHAPTER ELEVEN


Marian awakened in Hell with a gasping breath. She stood on the parched flat ground, the Tower in the distance. Its spires disappeared through the thick mist obscuring Hell’s trio of moons. She flexed her fingers in front of her eyes. Five on each hand, all intact and opaque. Whole again and standing in a place that looked nothing like the medieval paintings her stepfather had forced her to study when she was a little girl—the lakes of fire and horned devils tormenting nude sinners.

But Beksiński’s work came so close to truth that Marian was convinced he’d seen Hell for himself.

Focus.

She forced her hands to her sides as she swiveled around to look for Tori, anxiously searching for a sign that the traveler had succeeded where the last had failed.

The air was still and heavy with the same foul stench as always. A weak tug at her breast guiding her toward the Tower reassured her that her instinct endured, and that it still sensed the key.

But if Tori was here, she didn’t feel her.

“Tori?” Marian whispered to the vastness of Hell. A faraway rumble of shifting metal answered. Both noises quickly dissipated into Hell’s ambient buzzing.

“Whoa,” a bright, fuzzy voice crackled behind her.

Marian whirled around in time to see countless threads of amber light emerge in the space in front of her. They wove together rapidly to create a translucent humanoid shape. After a few seconds, a whole, golden, glowing woman stood before her. Not quite solid like Marian—the reddish cast of Hell bled through the traveler’s vessel—but phantasmal. A radiant ghost was born before her eyes.

Marian stared speechless as she realized she’d never seen a traveler in Hell before. They weren’t solid like divers. Greg sometimes called them “Lite Brite bitches.” Crass, but not inaccurate.

“You found me,” Marian said as she watched Tori’s glow fade and brighten in a measured cadence, like breathing.

“Yeah,” Tori said with a note of awe in her voice. “I thought of you before I hit my substate, and there you were, like a little angry storm cloud. And here you are, so … pale.”

Meanwhile, Tori was very luminous, her edges a little blurred, and her facial features nowhere near as crisp as they were on Earth; her eyes especially, which were now pools of molten gold with faint shadows where her pupils ought to be. But everything was in its proper place. Face, limbs, curls, and the vague outline of clothing.

Marian’s phantom heart thumped in her chest. “Why are you gold?”

She’d heard of travelers manifesting in all sorts of colors. Red and purple seemed common. Gold, less so.

“No clue. It’s one of the bazillion things I didn’t have on my Hell bingo card.”

Marian huffed and walked on, a clod of parched gray dirt crumbling underfoot. “What did you expect? Lakes of fire?”

Tori snorted. “I hoped it didn’t exist at all, but I’m good with how not on-fire it is. Pastor Corey said everyone would be naked and crying, but there’s no one here but you, and you’re wearing pants. Shows what he knows.”

Questions popped into Marian’s head so quickly and spilled out before she could stamp out her curiosity. “You’re a Christian?”

“Baptist. Past tense.”

Marian imagined the vision of Hell she was raised on looked a lot like Tori’s. Fire, brimstone, darkness, and pain—eternal damnation doled out for her choices. Like who she took to bed.

There is a loving god who made you in his image. But step out of line, and he’ll let you burn.

Marian took a step down the road. “How often do you come here, anyway?”

Tori tilted her head back, her pained expression clear even through her muddled golden visage. “Often enough to know not to stay in one place for long.” She pointed at the Tower looming in the distance. “I’m guessing what you’re after is in there, too?”

“Yup.”

Tori jogged ahead in a streak of weak amber light and waved Marian along. “Then let’s get a move on.”



[image: ]

“You ever wonder where everyone is?” Tori asked as they ascended the wide steps to the Tower. “I had a list of people I expected to find, but you’re officially the only other person I’ve seen—and we planned it that way.”

Marian grimaced at the question. She and Greg worked together, mostly in silence, only speaking when absolutely necessary. She preferred it. Tori didn’t appear to share her preference. Marian shrugged. “I used to.”

Then I got tired of asking questions that have no answers.

She’d scoured the internet, sent countless emails. Demons were no help, and the only people willing to talk to her wanted money she didn’t have in exchange for information that would change nothing.

Marian had wasted a lot of time wondering where the damned were. There were blogs espousing so many certainties about what happened to divers and travelers alike. They all promised horrific outcomes, yes, but when it came to the fate of the damned, Marian only found baseless conjecture. If she had to guess, then she’d say that the Remnant was what happened to them.

Tori hesitated in front of the giant slab of stone Marian had climbed over. The traveler skirted it, taking care not to fall into the chest-high cluster of pointed shards sticking up out of the steps. It appeared that a spire had broken and crashed into the steps at some point, but the steps didn’t crumble on contact—they warped into new, dramatic shapes.

As mutable as Hell was, some features remained the same. These steps were one of them, and there were enough clues in the rubble of the exterior that Marian had pieced together a picture for herself of what might have happened to the stone beneath their feet. She just couldn’t begin to explain why.

“Are you Christian?” Tori asked after a while.

“No.”

“Jewish?”

Words floated up from pages of a world religions textbook she’d studied in college. Sheol. Gehenna.

They hadn’t done a damn thing for her during her short career as a journalist, but now they were neat little nuggets of context.

“The Jewish concept of Hell is more nuanced.”

Tori perked. “So you’re Jewish?”

Marian’s patience snapped like a rubber band. “Why the fuck does it matter?”

“Sorry,” Tori said defensively. “I thought a conversation would be preferable to creepy silence.”

“Yeah, well, you thought wrong.”

“OK, then. Creepy silence it is,” Tori mumbled.

They’d moved into the sprawling foyer of the Tower with its signature rivers of gravity-defying sludge. Tori flickered like a dying bulb, then brightened again. The sight instilled a new fear in Marian: the possibility that Tori would vanish any moment.

“You can stay here indefinitely, right?” Marian asked.

“Now she wants to talk to me,” Tori sighed. “I think I can. I’ve never left Hell before I was ready, but I’ve never attempted to see how long I can stay. My little ‘power’ helps me with the traps that usually jettison other travelers.”

“You mean the lie detector thing? How does that help?”

“You’ll see.”

Marian took her word for it and focused instead on how her instinct reacted to the path they charted. The hum of the key grew stronger, a second pulse behind her breastbone. But her mind couldn’t keep up with the rapid shift in their surroundings; she’d taken the lead and let that instinct guide her, trusting that the unfamiliar passages were indeed the same ones she’d walked last time.

Tunnels swelled and contracted, morphing into hallways like the one Marian traversed on her last dive, only to decay before her eyes and revert back into dark, cramped caverns that activated Marian’s claustrophobia. All the while, static intermittently broke up her thoughts like radio interference. She knew this feeling, but she couldn’t remember what it signified.

Look for the hall of doors.

Once they’d reached it, how could she keep Tori from discovering what Mr. Vale was after? Would it matter once she’d found it?

She added it to the list of things she ought to have considered earlier.

But as they walked on and on, that hallway failed to manifest. Tori walked astride her in silence, speaking only when Marian’s steps faltered.

“What’s up?” Tori asked softly.

Marian’s jaw clenched tight. “This isn’t what I remember. There’s something …”

There’s something else here.

Then it clicked, and Marian’s stomach bottomed out.

“Fucking shit.”

“What?” Tori’s golden eyes widened. “What’s wrong? Is it the Remnant?”

Marian growled as she took off at a sprint down the shrinking tunnel.

“It’s another goddamn diver.” Marian’s mind raced as she bolted down the hall with Tori close behind.

Competition had arrived. Why else would there be another soul here at this exact moment? Divers were too few for run-ins to be coincidence.

She never should have put out a call for help, vague as it was.

The tunnel dumped them onto the ledge at the perimeter of an atrium set in black stone. Marian nearly stumbled into a waist-high barrier separating her from a long fall down to the bottom. The room was flooded with the coldest yellow light she’d ever seen.

The source hung overhead: a massive, pale orange sphere like a dying sun. A feminine figure emerged from a dark alcove down the ledge. Marian’s eyes locked on her, seething with suspicion.

The diver gripped the twisted railing, panting softly as she locked eyes with Marian. Surprise flashed on the stranger’s face, then vanished. She was barely taller than Tori and sported a bright red pixie cut, but Marian didn’t recognize her.

Tori’s golden light burned beside Marian as she and the unknown diver stood locked in a silent stand-off.

“Marian, what—?”

“What the fuck are you doing?” Marian shouted at the other diver, whose freckled nose crinkled in distaste.

“What the fuck are you doing?” the diver replied with a thick Irish brogue. She pushed off the barrier, her eyes darting from Marian to the glowing orb up above.

Marian stepped closer, hesitating when a pricking sensation at the base of her skull compelled her to see what had captured the other diver’s attention. The giant sphere’s glow intensified when she did.

It took a great amount of effort to look away. Marian blinked at the diver, who couldn’t seem to tear her eyes from the orb.

“You’re following me,” Marian said as she took another step. “Who hired you?”

“No one,” The diver replied, sounding distracted. “Don’t even know who you are.”

“Lies,” Tori whispered at her back.

Marian shot a sidelong glance at Tori.

She pursed her lips as she eyed the diver creeping along the barrier, toward the steep slope that led down to the base of the atrium.

“Go back the way you came,” Marian shouted.

“But I’m lost. Let me tag along with you and the traveler for a bit.”

“Another lie,” Tori whispered again before shouting over Marian’s shoulder. “What’s your name?”

The diver shot Tori a quizzical look, then looked back up at the sphere. “Aisling.”

Tori muttered, “That’s the first honest thing she’s said so far.”

“The fuck is this thing here?” Aisling asked, still staring at the orb.

Marian opened her mouth to reply but found herself pulled once again by a force stronger than her instinct. The glowing sphere dragged her gaze up. At once, it filled her with a warmth she couldn’t get enough of. It was like staring into a sun that was made for her—quietly dazzling, painless, and oh-so-lovely to behold.

Marian swayed on her feet. She stepped forward and gripped the barrier tight.

Then Marian was somewhere else, lost in a sea of light.

It flooded her vision with the radiance of a thousand breathtaking sunsets. All she knew was peace. Light that wouldn’t let anyone hurt her ever again.

Was this what it felt like to be loved?

It was so overwhelming, so glorious. And yet, so, so heavy. She didn’t know where to put it all. It was too much. Suffocating. Like being held in crushing hands, squeezing tighter and tighter.

It would break her so beautifully.

A jolt of electricity snapped her to her senses. All that wondrous light disappeared, and Marian was suddenly back in the atrium. She looked down to find Tori’s spectral hand protruding through her chest. It retracted sharply, sending another painful shock through Marian’s whole being. She yelped in pain.

“Sorry!” The traveler said as she rounded on Marian. “You were freaking out! I wasn’t sure if I could touch you. I—”

“That fucking hurt.” Marian blinked hard as she fought to collect herself.

Tori pointed at the glowing sphere. “Don’t look at that. It’s messing with you guys.”

Her eyes widened.

Aisling.

When Marian had gathered the rest of her wits, she looked at the other diver and found her head tipped back, mouth agape as she stared unblinking at the sphere that had snared Marian.

“Do you have any idea what that thing is?” Tori asked as she edged slowly along the barrier closer to the diver.

“Some kind of aberration. I’ve come across them before, but this one is strong.” she huffed, “You don’t feel its pull?”

Tori shook her fluffy golden head. “What’s an aberration?”

“A mind fuck. That’s all I know.” Like the paintings. Marian eyed the other diver warily. “Yo, Aisling. You going to stay the fuck away or what?”

No response. Aisling kept staring at the orb pulsing its strange yellow light.

“Let’s go,” Marian waved Tori down the path. “We’re close. I can feel it.”

“You’re going to leave her like that?”

Marian threw a scowl over her shoulder.

“What do you want me to do? She’s a poacher.”

“But …”

The traveler’s voice was so pleading, so full of disbelief that Marian’s conscience roared to life with surprising intensity. She let out a loud groan. “Fine, fine.”

Marian took a few steps toward the other diver. “Hey, idiot! Don’t look at that!”

The diver swayed against the barrier, blinking once, then twice. When her eyes next opened, they were milky white.

“Feels … so good,” came her drowsy voice. “Feels like …”

Aisling’s feet left the ground as she began to float toward the sphere. Marian’s eyes widened.

“Oh my god,” Tori gasped, her own eyes taking up half her face. “What’s happening to her?”

Marian didn’t know, but the sight of diver muttering and levitating sent a cold spike of fear through her. The only thing missing was a fucked-up clown holding a red ballon.

Without thinking, she dashed across the ledge toward Aisling.

“Aisling! Snap out of it! Hey! Hey!”

“Feels like …” Aisling slurred as her shins bumped the edge of the barrier. She drifted higher, closer to the orb, circling it slowly like she’d entered its orbit. “Like goin’ home.”

Tori raced up beside Marian and reached across the barrier, but Aisling was too far away now. She spun faster.

Marian’s heart lodged in her throat as dread washed over her as she watched Aisling spin even faster. She had no idea why she no longer felt the sphere’s pull, but she couldn’t look away from the diver spinning round and round.

Then Aisling’s right arm snapped like a twig.

“Oh shit,” Marian muttered.

Tori’s horrified gasp came at the same moment Aisling erupted in a symphony of godawful screams. Her skin peeled away, exposing muscle. One by one, those fibers plucked away, revealing bloody bone. New limbs sprouted from dispersing tissues, then broke down. Something silver ignited in her chest.

Like a magnesium burn, too bright to behold. Her screams grew more ragged, less human and more animal as her body broke down.

Until all at once, Aisling dissolved away, and all that remained were the echoes of her screams. Then silence, and a ring of dust circling the siren sun overhead.

If there’d been anything in Marian’s belly, she’d have thrown it up right there.

“What … what happened?” Tori asked, her voice quaking. “Where did she go?”

Marian swallowed thickly. She had no idea; she’d heard of divers surviving horrors like these. So long as the Remnant didn’t take you, there was hope. What remained of a diver’s mind on revival was another matter entirely.

Marian shoved past Tori and hurried back down the path as she tried to push the image of Aisling’s dissolution from her mind.

“I don’t know. Keep moving.”






CHAPTER TWELVE


The specter of what they’d witnessed hung heavy over Marian’s head. She harbored no guilt about what happened to Aisling, but the memory of her dismantling would haunt her beyond her final death.

Neither she nor Tori had spoken in the hour they’d spent since leaving the other diver to her fate. Marian’s instinct led them down a winding staircase she’d never seen before to a hallway she had.

The hall of doors from her last death.

But now there wasn’t a single statue to be found. She held her breath as they walked, bracing for another memory to take over. But it didn’t.

The order of the doors had changed, yet the pull remained the same. She followed it through an unassuming gray slab that vanished as soon as she tried its knob, revealing another, wider hall with deep red, spongey flooring that made Marian cringe with every step. Tori kept close as a profound sense of dread took root in Marian’s chest.

The feeling intensified the further they walked, the gray walls oscillating like water. Then the hall widened into a cavernous black tunnel, the ceiling obscured by the lazy mist pouring from the hall. Marian’s gait faltered when she laid eyes on what her instinct insisted was the source of her unease.

A gargantuan black gate split the tunnel in half. The word “gate” didn’t quite suit it, though it was the first word that leaped to mind. From the floor to the ceiling, its innumerable pickets locked in an erratic weave, completely barring the way. There was no pattern, no order to its makeup—the thing looked like an explosion in stasis.

Marian hadn’t seen anything else quite like it in Hell.

“Wow,” Tori said as she took a tentative step toward the gate. “I hate that.”

Marian shuddered.

“I don’t feel much down here, but that …” Tori said, her tone one of awed horror. “That makes me want to throw up and I have no idea why.”

Marian had opened her mouth to tell Tori that it also happened to be their destination, but when the ground opened up in front of the traveler, she didn’t think.

She just moved.

Marian surged forward and grabbed Tori before she could step off the precipice.

You can’t touch her. She’s not really here.

But it didn’t stop her from trying. Her hand sliced right through the traveler. Another uncomfortable shock went through her like in the atrium. This time, she blacked out for a few seconds.

Tori spun around, her projection swirling where Marian had broken it. But she was standing on solid ground at the edge of a massive crevice.

“What was that for?” Tori shrieked.

Marian gaped at her as she jabbed a finger toward the hole that had nearly swallowed her. “That!”

Tori blinked in confusion, then turned around and looked down.

“Oh. I didn’t see.”

Marian’s features contorted in anger. How could Tori not notice?

“You didn’t see the abyss in the fucking floor?”

“It’s pretty convincing, isn’t it?” Tori said right as she took a decisive step off the edge.

Marian’s heart flew into her throat. Reflex took over, compelling her to reach for Tori again though she knew full well it would accomplish nothing but pain.

But instead of plunging into the depths of Hell, Tori stood on solid darkness.

“It’s not real,” Tori explained as she took another step across the emptiness while a slack-jawed Marian looked on.

“It sure looks real,” Marian said as she eyed the pit. It stretched from wall to wall and was wide enough that Marian couldn’t jump it. There was no way around it, either. No matter how hard she stared at it, no matter how fiercely she challenged her perception, the pit remained a pit.

She usually sensed when Hell played tricks on her, though she’d fallen for plenty. But this one didn’t come on as a fever dream like the others. No matter how hard she challenged its existence, it remained.

Tori jerked her chin toward the gate. “Let’s get your spooky business over with so we can get my spooky business over with, too.”

Marian shook her head. Thoughts like daggers clashed in her mind. Was this a trick? Why would Tori trick her? Tori needed her. Unless there’s something else you haven’t considered.

“How do you know this isn’t real?”

Tori tapped a finger to her temple. “My little bell is ringing.”

Marian looked down at the abyss, then back up at Tori. “But I didn’t lie.”

“Hell lies.” Tori pointed at the pit. “That right there is a lie. My little power works on people and places, I guess.”

Wasn’t that exactly what an illusion was? A lie. And she’d seen Hell produce plenty of them. She’d fallen for one the last time she’d died.

She took a step forward and hoped she hadn’t placed her trust in the wrong person again. Cold fear washed over her and vanished the instant she felt the squishy surface underfoot instead of a long fall.

“I couldn’t see past them at first,” Tori explained as Marian crossed the rest of the gap. “I don’t have tactile senses in Hell, but I hear things. See things. There’s so much noise here, I have to listen really close for the ringing.”

Marian eyed Tori, her interest piqued more than she cared to admit.

She wondered what else she’d seen that had been a lie, too. Lies she’d not detected. With the false obstacle cleared, Marian raised her eyes to the gate. Dread settled once again in the pit of her stomach
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The gate looked like it’d been brought into existence by an act of violence. As Marian approached, its aura grew more insistent—an unsettling signal pelting her repeatedly like Morse code. Marian didn’t know Morse code.

Neither of them spoke as Marian traced the bizarre construction with her gaze, following the wild lines to where they converged in the center at eye level. There they turned sharp and jagged, a vortex in suspended animation. The metal reflected no light, and at the center of it lay a mass that rivaled the deepest darkness— Vantablack.

“Guess we need to open this. And by ‘we,’ I mean ‘you.’ ” Tori reached for the gate. Her fingers disappeared through a picket with a hissing sound, and she quickly withdrew her hand, which sparked and fizzled where her digits went missing just below the first knuckle. Golden threads sprouted from the nubs and quickly went to work replacing the fingers she’d lost.

Tori hissed and shook out her hand. “I definitely felt that. Big, big ow.”

Marian frowned. “Maybe don’t go all Shadowcat on that again.”

“I can’t remember the last time something here hurt me like that,” Tori murmured as she glanced down at her newly grown fingers. Her brows arched as she grew pensive. Then she frowned and blinked at Marian. “Was that an X-Men reference?”

Marian ignored her and took a decisive step toward the gate, gritting her teeth against the torrent of sensation radiating from it. Unease crawled over her skin and through her, whispering to her in a deep, mournful timbre. One note rose above the noise, steady and stronger than ever.

The key.

There, at the center of that angry-looking metal mass, where the iron-like knots melted into shadow, pulsed an unmistakable aura. She couldn’t see it, but she believed with all her being it was there.

The key—hidden somewhere in all that darkness.

And yet as she reached for the center of that black mass, every cell in her body hesitated. Her legs turned leaden, rooting her to the spot. Muscles tightened. The rest of her body rebelled against her mind. Her hindbrain ordered her to run. Frustration flared in her chest.

Take it.

Marian plunged her unmarked arm into the darkness and watched it swallow her.

Cold. So cold. But there was nothing there. No pull, no painful surprises. Only icy emptiness.

For a few seconds, at least, until solid weight manifested between her fingers. It moved. Or grew? She couldn’t tell, couldn’t see it. The weight became smooth and slender, and her fingers curled instinctively around what felt like metal.

Her instinct flared at the contact. A victorious smile stole over her.

“What the heck is that?” Came Tori’s breathless question from over her shoulder.

Fuck.

Marian hadn’t intended for the traveler to see this. She ought to have made Tori wait somewhere else, but after the illusory crevasse and the gate’s pull, she’d gotten ahead of herself.

Before Marian could think of a truthful reply that would preserve her promise to Mr. Vale, something lashed around her wrist. Blinding pain pierced her skull, pounding between the eyes. The mark in her other arm blazed as though she was carving it all over again.

Screams from numbers untold. Cries unceasing, pleas for mercy that will not come. The last light fades as bone and flesh are twisted—remade—in an image not of their kind. The price of betrayal is paid in eons of agony. A promise is broken, an oath is made—

Marian roared in pain. She tried to rip her arm free, but the darkness wouldn’t let go. Marian burned in invisible flame.

“Pull me out!” She screamed.

Tori rushed to Marian’s side, her hands raised in uncertainty. “But I can’t touch you!”

Just as the traveler’s gold light appeared in her periphery, the gate let her go. Marian stumbled backward. She raised her wristband to her lips and yanked the fabric down with her teeth, frantically searching her scar for light like she’d seen on her last dive. But there was no light; only ruined flesh. The pain vanished, her nerves resetting instantly. The agony transformed into a distant memory.

“Are you OK? What happened?”

Marian squinted through the receding pain to the object in her unmarred hand. She’d been released from the shadows, but it seemed that some darkness had come with her.

It was no key between her fingers, but a crooked shard of something caught between all states of matter. Solid to the touch, yet gaseous as its edges blurred and brushed across her knuckles like wisps of smoke. It maintained one distinct shape—a rippling sliver of the darkest night.

Before she could even attempt an explanation, or examine what she’d taken from the gate, a deafening sound rang out. Hundreds of feet of metal screeched as the gate groaned open, revealing an unobstructed path forward. Marian threw a furtive glance down the length of the tunnel.

“What is that?” Tori whispered.

She traced the edge of it with her thumb, hesitating at the prick of a finely honed edge against the pad of her finger. Fuck, it was sharp. Her hands stilled as a word leaped to mind.

“A knife.”

Yet it was unlike any knife Marian had ever seen. And not at all what the demon had sent her to find. But that strange instinct assured her it was what she’d come to Hell for. A key in its own right.

Tori hovered beside her and stared at it. “It looks like a shadowy banana to me. Is that normal?”

A damn good question. The shard of indeterminate metal in her hand felt nothing like the artifacts she usually sifted from the rubble. The knife in her hand hardly weighed more than a pound, but she couldn’t shake the fear that she’d just picked up a metric ton of “oh shit.”

Vale, she thought grimly. What the fuck are you up to?

“There is no normal here,” Marian replied as she clutched the knife to her side, fingers sliding into unseen grooves that fit her grip perfectly. She eyed the open gate and the unobstructed path that descended even deeper into the darkness. As much as she loathed leaving a new route uncharted, she’d made a deal.

“All right, Lite Brite,” Marian said as she forced herself to leave another mystery behind. “Your turn. Lead the way.”
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“This is it,” the traveler announced.

They’d backtracked to the hall of doors, back to the foyer and into one of the many Tower halls that Marian had traversed before.

Now they stood where the path ceased and stared at a blank gray wall. The smell of sulfur was strong here, but they’d encountered no illusions. Just half a mile of corroded metal walls.

An anticlimactic arrival.

Marian dragged her eyes from the floor to the ceiling. “Let me guess. This is another lie?”

“Yep.”

Marian hummed low as she inspected the wall, not that there was much to see. So, she felt. Despite the disconcerting pressure in the air, Marian sensed nothing on the other side; too much nothing. A void.

“Point me toward the handle or knob or whatever,” Marian said.

“It doesn’t have one.”

Marian’s fingers tightened around the knife at her side. Most of what she took from Hell fit in a pocket, but this was an exception.

She shot Tori a derisive look. “Then it’s not really a door, is it?”

The traveler let slip a small, exasperated whine. She waved at the wall. “But it’s got hinges. I thought divers could manipulate stuff here. Y’know, manifest things. Like door handles.”

Marian exhaled the desire to scream. “I can’t create anything down here; I can only touch and take.”

Golden creases formed between Tori’s eyes. “Then how do you—”

Two things happened in quick succession: Marian lost her patience, then snapped her right knee up and kicked the wall-slash-door in front of her. Instead of a smarting knee, Marian was rewarded with a sound like shattering glass. The wall crumbled like cheap plaster as Tori’s strangled shriek filled the fetid air.

Then there was a doorway where a wall once was, and the emptiness Marian had sensed before was replaced by a gentle vacuum. Space itself seemed to constrict around them. Marian stared into the open archway leading into murky darkness. She swallowed hard as she fixated on that ominous feeling.

Time dilation. Across the threshold, it moved at a crawl. Why, though?

Tori flapped her glowing arms in front of Marian. “Do you want the Remnant to jump us or something? That was so loud, I bet Lloyd heard it.”

Marian’s upper lip curled as she backed away from the traveler. “Calm the fuck down. Noise alone doesn’t draw the Remnant.”

“How would you know?” Tori said as she took a tentative step toward the new opening in the wall.

“Research. Experience,” Marian said gruffly, eyeing the tendrils of gray mist being drawn through the doorway with great suspicion. “The Falk incident.”

“Why do I know that name?” Tori crept toward the beckoning doorway.

Because Arthur Falk and Greg Bjernsen are the only reason anyone knows what happens to divers who lose a race with the Remnant.

“This is not the time for a history lesson.”

“Hey, you brought it up,” the traveler said as she slipped through the doorway.

Marian had barely lifted a foot off the ground when a single word thundered in her mind.

“Leave.”

It sounded nothing like familiar chorus of her own conflicted selves. It was too comprehensible, too … commanding.

And it had her too out of sorts to notice Tori had proceeded inside. The traveler shimmered in the darkness, her ghostly gold light hardly bright enough to illuminate the solid, ashy ground beneath her feet.

Marian approached slowly, her nerves buzzing as she went against that disembodied command. Every step forward felt like a mistake, yet there was nothing here. Tori’s flickering light illuminated curved walls of more gray stone all around them. Dark shadows filled deep recesses in uneven rows like catacombs.

“It’s like an empty tomb,” Marian muttered disliking very much how full it felt despite what she saw.

“It’s not empty,” Tori replied in a strained whisper. She shuffled backward slowly as every hair on Marian’s body stood on end.

The traveler slowly pointed a finger at the dismal darkness. All Marian saw were the vacant chambers surrounding them.

“It comes and goes,” the traveler muttered. “But I see it.”

Why Marian walked forward to see for herself was beyond her. Everything in her told her to stop, to turn around and leave. But something else dragged her forward. A force she couldn’t describe.

There was something here.

As she reached toward the empty space that had Tori so mesmerized, she felt it.

The lie burned away slowly at first, the way a lit match met paper. Then it accelerated rapidly. The gray stone and empty alcoves vanished, revealing a crimson cavern. Her fingers grazed the bars of a tiny cage made of twisted metal and sinews suspended by a construct she could barely comprehend.

A mind-bending fusion of decaying skin and stone appeared where there was once nothing. Chains of mixed matter dangled from the ceiling—flesh and bone, onyx and iron. Myriad smells mingled together to create a stench uniquely disgusting; ozone and char, rot and burning plastic. The urge to vomit struck Marian without warning. She yanked her hand away and doubled over with a loud gag.

Her stomach was empty, but her body still went through the motions. She heaved twice before the feeling passed. Panting, she straightened to find Tori transfixed on the grotesqueries hanging over them.

At the center of the horrors hung a smooth black chain interwoven with organic matter. Desiccated appendages that could have been fingers, legs, had they not all had teeth. Pointed, flat, broken. All of it seemed vaguely human, and yet fundamentally wrong.

What. The. Fuck?

But before Marian could find the words to express her horror, a familiar sound made her chest cave in. Whispers trickled through the alcoves like millions of skittering insects. Dread coiled around her, throat tight, and suddenly nothing else mattered but escaping this place.

Tori looked up at Marian, eyes wide. “Please tell me the Remnant didn’t find us. Please tell me there’s another reason you look like you just shit your pants.”

“It would be a lie.” Marian’s heart slammed into her ribs. “We need to leave. Now.”






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


They tried to backtrack, but fear and haste muddled Marian’s memory of the way they’d come. Soon they were hurtling through the abyss, sprinting through dark tunnels, turning unknown corners away from dead ends, anything that allowed to keep running from the nightmare at their backs.

They couldn’t have been running all that long when the tunnel turned perilously narrow before it spat them out into an enormous cavern.

Pressure mounted at her back as a noxious combination of dread and terror corroded what rational thought she still possessed. The Remnant had fallen silent, but Marian knew it was there. She’d never mistake that feeling again.

A curtain of mist fell up ahead. Before them stretched a sea of fog, spanned by a flat, narrow bridge. Erie green light emanated from below the surface.

Marian had no compass here. Instinct and intuition both devolved into garbled noise in the back of her mind.

The cavern erupted with a profound bellow. Like broken whale song, it reverberated through her very being with its haunting echo. Again, terror twisted her thoughts, ever the thief of reason: the Remnant had found her. The Remnant would always find her.

“The devil knows your name, Marian.”

“Can you go back to your body yet?” Tori raced up beside her as they sprinted toward the bridge. The traveler’s voice cut through the viperous whispers in Marian’s head and expunged enough of their poison that Marian could think. She looked inward as they ran, searching for the pull between her ribs that meant rescue was close. But there was only slack.

Marian spat a string of curses as the discordant song rang out once more. It was getting closer. Shit, shit, shit.

“No,” she shouted back.

“How much longer?”

“I don’t know,” Marian snapped, panting.

The blood-curdling sound of shattering rock sent another boulder of fear tumbling into Marian’s stomach. The bridge ahead was gone, now a pier hanging over the foggy sea, bringing their escape to an abrupt end. Marian skidded to a stop with a few feet between her and a sharp drop. Tori came to a stumbling halt beside her.

“Is this a lie, too?” Marian hollered.

“No, it’s real,” the traveler cried.

The cavern shook with a deep, terrible moan.

Marian didn’t turn around; she didn’t need to. She knew exactly what she’d find in the mist behind them. But seeing her own fear mirrored in the traveler’s face when she looked at Tori set loose a strange urge inside her.

She spoke without thinking.

“Tori. Look at me,” Marian said with uncanny steadiness that was incongruous with the terror in her heart. On Earth, she’d made Tori promise to stay with her if the Remnant arrived, that she wouldn’t bail at the first sign of danger.

Tori kept her word as she stood beside her. There was nowhere else to run. Marian was fucked.

But Tori didn’t have to be. Marian couldn’t make her stay when the traveler had a way out. Her conscience, the shriveled-up thing that it was, wouldn’t allow it.

“Forget what I said at the bar. Get out of here.”

“What?” Tori’s head snapped to Marian. “No, I’m not leaving you now. I can’t—” Tori pressed her hands to her scalp instead and pulled at her iridescent tuft of hair. “We could jump.”

“It’ll follow us. Revival is the only escape.”

“Then how do we speed that up?”

The answer was “we don’t,” but Marian couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud. Tori’s reluctance confused her, but Marian kept pushing. “Leave. I’ll be OK.”

Tori’s distress morphed into a scowl. “Now that’s a lie.”

Ah, right. Marian grit her teeth. There wasn’t time for this.

An idea popped into her head as the Remnant’s silhouette took shape in the mist, a massive, hulking amalgam of horrors.

“You need to go help Lloyd bring me back to life,” Marian said.

Tori nodded furiously. “OK, OK, yeah. I can do that.”

Marian’s twinge of relief was short-lived as the stone bridge beneath their feet began to quiver. The Remnant reached through the fog with a long, barbed limb with too many joints to count.

Marian snarled when Tori’s light didn’t go out.

“For fuck’s sake, get out of here and bring me back to life! I’m not going to let the Remnant take me again without a fight.”

It wasn’t a lie. But Marian realized too late that it was the wrong thing to say. Tori had begun to dim, her presence turning thready. The traveler’s amber eyes flared brilliant yellow.

“Again?” Tori asked just before her figure collapsed.

The traveler was gone, leaving a few amber threads of light in her wake. They floated limply through the air before dissolving into darkness, leaving Marian alone and bereft of a witness as the Remnant stalked toward her.

Alone, her whole body shook with fear as she stared up at the writhing void fanning out around her. It shuddered. A multitude of gnashing faces contorted in anguish as they bulged through its surface. It extended spider-like limbs, anchoring itself to the bridge. Her heart jumped into her throat as stone beneath her feet began to crack. She stared at the monster, frozen with fear.

Incomplete memories sliced through her mind. Pain without a source. Confusion. Countless nights on Earth screaming in fear of this thing, and yet ignorant of what she’d endured in its clutches.

The unknown had come for her, and Marian refused to go back.

“You want me?” Marian screamed at the darkness. “Come and get me, you mother fucking shit cloud.”

Mouths emerged from its all-consuming darkness, snapping and snarling at her before they turned to devour each other. All while long, smooth limbs broke free of its body and reached slowly for her. Dozens of them straining to touch her, to embrace her.

White hot pain lanced Marian’s knife hand, the metal suddenly scalding. The knife thrummed in her grip with a weak, but steady pulse. Its edges blurred as the black metal gave way to shadows and smoke. Wisps of darkness poured forth from its surface and dripped to her feet in a pool of velvety smoke. Light shaped like her scar shone through her braided wristband.

What was happening? The knife burned, its hilt a fiery brand in her palm, and yet she couldn’t let go. She didn’t want to let go, despite the pain. Her intuition coaxed her to dig deep, to find strength and hold on as the smoke enveloped her body in a sinuous aura. Tendrils of shadow caressed her neck before they lashed at the Remnant, severing its limbs before they could reach her.

The cavern exploded into cacophonous screeching, the sound of the Remnant’s anguish more horrible than anything Marian had ever heard in life or death.

A spidery limb launched at her, but Marian raised the knife in reflex. When the blow came, the blade took it. Marian’s knees locked as she fought to hold her ground, all while black static exploded where the Remnant had struck.

Another skull-piercing shriek. The Remnant recoiled, the long, leathery black limb sizzling as it melted away. It grew another. Then another. More than Marian could count.

Her knife hand shook as her scar burned. Two more times, the Remnant struck, and both times, her shadows repelled its blows, destroying a piece of the monster that quickly grew back. Each hit winded Marian until her vision swam and her body swayed.

She couldn’t keep this up.

An impossible sight took the rest of her breath away.

A blood red flame ignited high above the Remnant, a sliver of pitch splitting it up the center. Another split flame ignited beside it. Then another, smaller flame. And then another, until there were a dozen flames overhead, no two the same size. One by one, they extinguished and flared to life again. Blinking in and out of existence. Dread ballooned in Marian’s chest as she realized what she was seeing.

Eyes. They’re eyes.

The air swelled around her with a low, familiar rumble that tugged at something stuck deep in Marian’s mind. Like a fleet of jet engines whirring to life. Wickedly curved stalactites pierced the darkness. Rows and rows of them emerged below the cluster of eyes. Not stone, Marian’s hindbrain shrieked again. Teeth.

It opened its snarling maw and launched at the Remnant.

It all happened too fast. A fang sliced through the Remnant’s core, pinning it to the bridge. Enormous limbs pawed at the darkness. The ground shook and Marian had nowhere to go. She backed up as far as she could, to the very edge of the broken bridge.

The red-eyed beast threw its head back, and Marian caught a glimpse of long, wickedly-curved horns protruding from its wolfish head as it roared.

The sound broke her in half. She clasped her head in her hands and screamed and screamed until something jettisoned her through the ether and out of Hell.
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Marian arched off the cold, hard ground as she coughed violently. Panic took hold well before Marian recognized the source of her fear. She was alive, which was supposed to mean she was safe—though weakened. But she knew better.

Every cell in her body vibrated. Memories of her clash with the Remnant filled her mind, but she didn’t understand it. The knife. She’d had a knife. It made her scar glow as it engulfed her in shadows. It hurt her. Saved her. Where was it?

Something else had protected her, but the memory had no shape. The knife, though—that was real. She clenched her fists at her sides, but her fingernails bit into the flesh of palms instead of the strange metal she expected to feel. Gone. How? She blinked through her watery eyes, groping around for her prize. Her protection. But it was gone.

She tried to push herself to a sitting position to look for it, but she slipped and toppled sideways onto cold concrete. Marian sputtered as water dribbled down her chin. A hulking shape stood over her.

Lloyd propped his hands on his hips and frowned down at Marian as if she was a problem.

“Should have let me tape your mouth shut, sugar.”

Cigarette smoke mingled with the overpowering aroma of cheap aftershave. It made Marian’s stomach churn violently. She couldn’t articulate the warning, so she flopped away from Lloyd and vomited pool water. Lloyd kept talking, but nothing he said mattered.

The world had shifted on its axis. As if some cardinal rule of nature had been irreparably broken.

What mattered was the feeling behind the pain of revival, behind the nausea and chill wracking her bones. It was the fear coiling around her throat, the malice at her back, vibrating with the need to hurt her. Consume her.

Marian’s eyes flared open as fresh horror flooded her mind. The veil was still open, leaving a gaping hole between their worlds. It should have closed the moment she returned to life.

And something was coming.

She pushed up onto trembling elbows. It took a few tries; her legs were near useless—numb and cold and disobedient as Marian urged them to run from the thing stirring at the edge of death. She needed to warn them, but her voice didn’t work. They needed to know now.

It’s coming.

“Marian!” Tori shouted through the sound of a roaring wave in her head. “Marian, are you OK? Talk to me, please. He said there wasn’t anything I could do, and you were so—”

“Stop shouting,” Lloyd snapped. “Divers don’t always talk right away. Death gums up the brain. And this one’s got a reputation for—” He paused. “How did she get that knife?”

Marian opened her mouth to speak, but only a strangled whisper came out as a stabbing pain pierced the scar on her wrist. She flexed her hand with a wet gasp, bewildered by the feeling of static between her fingers. A long black knife filled her palm, its lightless surface undulating gently in her grasp.

Inside, Marian was screaming.

It’s coming.

Lloyd backed away. He reached for his pistol. “The fuck is going on?”

Marian convulsed once, twice, her body struggling to process the feelings coursing through her. Her scar was on fire. Energy surged through her limbs, alien and overwhelming.

Tori’s eyes were suspiciously wet, pleading. “Marian, what’s wrong?”

Marian let slip a shuddering breath as the hinges of the garage doors rattled.

“It’s here,” she croaked at last. “The Remnant. It’s here.”

Then every overhead light went out, plunging them all into absolute darkness.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Faster. She needed to move faster than her body would allow. She tried to push herself to her knees, but her elbows gave out immediately. Tori had an arm around her shoulder before Marian hit the ground.

“What do you mean ‘it’s here?’ ” The traveler asked as she hoisted Marian to her jelly legs. “It can’t come here. The Remnant can’t leave Hell.”

Marian swatted her away, but the traveler’s words rang inside her skull as infernal, disembodied shrieking filled the garage. She clasped her head in her hands, the knife bumping against her temple as the sound burrowed between her eyes.

Why was it so fucking dark? She couldn’t see the streetlights out the window like before. Had they gone out as well? The moon was gone, too. There was only suffocating darkness.

Her breathing quickened. She couldn’t see Lloyd.

“Wertz!” Marian gasped. “Wertz, where are you?”

Silence.

“Hold on.” Tori fumbled beside her. Seconds later, a phone light illuminated the ground. It barely burned through the shadows, affording only a few feet of visibility. The traveler raised the light, shining it in an arc around them.

The plastic table with the first aid kit lay on its side. Bandages lay strewn on the floor. Beyond it, Lloyd Wertz crouched on the concrete, only the whites of his eyes visible as thick rivulets of black ichor oozed from his nostrils. His head snapped up, and his jaw opened so quickly and unnaturally wide that the corners of his mouth tore with the effort. Blood spilled down his chin.

The scream was barely out of Marian’s mouth when she spotted the plume of undulating darkness sprouting from his back.

She looked on in terror as the Remnant twisted Wertz’s body into a bloody marionette.

Marian grabbed a fistful of the traveler’s sweatshirt and dragged her away from him.

The Remnant’s presence throbbed behind her. Marian clutched the knife to her chest, ignoring Tori’s garbled protests until Marian clipped the edge of a workbench with her hip. Then came a sound like a thousand pounds of Legos cascading to the floor.

Pain lashed around Marian’s ankle. The next thing she knew, she was hurtling backward, away from Tori’s phone light. She hit the ground shoulder first and looked up to find the flashlight beam illuminating a knot of black tentacles writhing in the space above the pool.

The Remnant was here.

The garage erupted into a symphony of chaos—screams both human and not. Dread drenched her thoughts. You fucking idiot. You just ended this world.

“Marian!”

Something man-shaped dropped on top of Marian, knocking the wind out of her before she could form a scream. Ice cold fingers closed around her neck and squeezed.

Tori’s phone barely lit up the slack-jawed man trying to kill her. Then the light went out, and Lloyd’s weight jerked above her. The traveler shouted as she wrestled with him, but he barely budged.

The sounds of struggle mingled with the constant droning emanating from the Remnant, and the broken, inhuman gurgling coming from Lloyd.

Air rushed around her. There came a loud crash like another stack of boxes collapsing, followed by Tori’s pained cry as she was tossed aside.

Lloyd’s hands returned to her throat as he strangled Marian in absolute darkness.

Her heart seized as the scar on her wrist suddenly blazed white hot, as though she was carving it into herself all over again. The knife in her hand quivered, her fingers pushing through the hilt as it was suddenly no longer solid.

It’s leaving. You’re dying.

Marian would have screamed in agony if she could breathe; his bulk on her chest was too much, he’d crush her windpipe next.

Tori’s shouts echoed behind her as deep red spots bloomed in Marian’s vision.

This is it, came a disparaging voice from somewhere within the knot of panicked thoughts blocking out reason. This was the end. Lloyd—the Remnant—would snap her neck and send her back to Hell. There was no return from that kind of death.

The knife pulsed, solid again in her hand as it telegraphed a single, booming thought into her mind. Just like the voice in Hell that had urged her to flee.

“Mine.”

A gun went off. Lloyd convulsed over her with an inhuman scream. He released her neck and suddenly she could breathe again. She gripped the hilt of the knife tight, its weight cold and unyielding this time. She wanted to run, to get as far away from this evil as possible.

Again, that foreign resonance pierced her thoughts, smothering her panic and cocooning her in certainty.

“Fight.”

Every muscle in her arm spasmed, setting her nerves ablaze. She pushed through the pain, letting it burn away her confusion while that cold command thrummed in her skull. It slid down her spine and pressed between her shoulder blades like a guiding hand. The smell of gunpowder assaulted her senses, staining her tongue. Marian got to her feet, her eyes straining to see Lloyd writhing in the dark.

Someone tugged on the back of her shirt. Tori. But Marian yanked free of her hold as Lloyd lurched to his feet.

The beam of Tori’s flashlight sliced across him, shining in his empty eyes. Marian twisted the hilt between her fingers, clutching the blade for a backward strike. Lloyd lunged for her, exposing the inky cord connecting him to the Remnant floating above the pool.

She sliced through it, severing Lloyd’s connection to the darkness.

The spotter convulsed as if he’d been electrocuted. The Remnant withdrew from him and recoiled like a worm in the throes of death. Its shape morphed so rapidly, Marian couldn’t track it with her eyes.

When Tori grabbed her a second time, Marian didn’t try to pull away. She collapsed back into the traveler’s chest as she stared in open-mouthed horror at the twitching body in front of her.

Empty space parted, exposing a starless void and pulled the Remnant through. For a fleeting moment, as Marian glimpsed inside the vacuum, she knew only despair. Then malice. Sorrow. Hunger. An endless yearning for something without a name. A need to possess her, consume her.

A final, world-shaking scream rang out as the void collapsed on itself in a blinding white corona. With a flash, it vanished, taking the Remnant with it.

The garage was suddenly bathed by moonbeams. Night had never been so bright. Marian registered the collapsed tables and toppled boxes in her periphery, but the edges of her vision went dark again as her world narrowed to the crumpled body in front of her.

Lloyd lay face down on the ground. Beneath him, blood mixed with pool water in a shallow puddle.

Marian stared down at the knife in her trembling grip, the blade’s surface still endlessly black and completely nonreflective, as untouched by light in life as it had been in death. Shock numbed her pain, made her forget that her arm ached fiercely, that her throat hurt like hell.

For a few seconds, there was only the sound of her own blood pounding in her ears, the tremulous wheeze of air in and out of her lungs, and white noise in her head.

Something icy stroked a soothing circle on the back of her hand, but she wasn’t paying attention. Her eyes were on the motionless body of Lloyd Wertz.

“Marian!”

She barely flinched when Tori crouched in front of her and gripped her by the shoulder. She should have shoved her away; she really didn’t like to be touched. But Marian’s reflexes weren’t working. Was this shock?

“Marian,” Tori said quietly, her eyes as big as plates. “Are you hurt?”

Marian’s gaze drifted from the traveler’s stricken face to Lloyd’s Glock in Tori’s hand. Bile crept up the back of her throat.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” Tori stammered, as though she’d realized what Marian was staring at. “He was going to kill you.”

Marian began to shake uncontrollably as she swallowed what felt like a mouthful of glass. Why would Tori care if Marian died? That didn’t make sense. But nothing made sense anymore. The knife. The Remnant. The mark. The void. Was Lloyd dead? What had they just witnessed? Whatever it was, Marian recognized that everything she’d known had changed for the worse.

“I aimed for his legs, but it was so dark,” Tori said, her voice cracking.

Nausea struck in earnest as everything sank in at once. Marian clawed at her scalp. The sting of plucked hair was enough to nudge her mind back into her body, and the full weight of reality slammed into her.

And her hand—the marked one—was empty. She looked down at the floor, but the knife was nowhere to be seen. Then she stared up and saw a stream of black smoke drifting toward the ceiling.

The knife was gone.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Sometime later, stomach acid still burning in the back of her throat, she and Tori went to work dealing with the fallout of what they’d done.

Marian’s movements detached from reality, as though she was observing her body rather than piloting it. But it kept the pain at bay so she could function. Together with Tori, they maneuvered an unresponsive Lloyd Wertz into the rescue position.

Marian’s first aid skills were rusty, but Tori seemed to know what she was doing. Or perhaps she just moved with the confidence of someone who refused to do nothing. The traveler staunched the bleeding in Lloyd’s backside with a gauze pad and calmly instructed Marian to apply pressure to the exit wound. Marian did as she was told in silence.

The wound wasn’t fatal; Tori had miraculously shot him in the ass instead of somewhere more important. The bullet had entered through the side of one buttock and exited out the other.

Lloyd’s intermittent groaning bolstered her hope that he’d live.

Marian was reaching for another round of gauze when the traveler exhaled loudly. There was a bloody thumbprint on her ashen cheeks.

“I think he’s stable, but I have no idea what to do next. He needs to go to the emergency room,” Tori said.

Marian glanced at the unconscious spotter. His face was pasty white, and the uneven rise and fall of his chest made her nervous. The hands that had once tried to choke the life out of her were now limp and cold.

Tori was right. But getting Lloyd to a doctor meant calling an ambulance. And when they discovered the bullet hole in him, police would soon follow. Marian swore under her breath.

Her conscience was on a roll today.

She stiffly got to her feet. The plastic bandage wrapper crinkled in her grip as she thought through the next steps. She’d shadowed crime reporters before as a journalist, and she’d read enough cold cases to know how to muddle a crime scene.

“Wipe down everything you touched, especially the gun. I’ll deal with the bandages. When we’re done, call 9-1-1. Then we’re going to get gone really fucking fast.”

Her voice sounded so alien in her ears—cold and steady. She shouldn’t be so calm given what they were doing. It wasn’t her first crime scene, but it was the first one she’d created. If what happened here could even be called a crime.

“Do we hide the gun or what?” Tori said as she stripped off her sweatshirt and reached for Lloyd’s Glock.

“We’re going to put it back in his pants and hope it looks like he shot himself in the ass.”

Tori pursed her lips as she scrubbed at the gun with her pink sweatshirt. “They’re going to know someone was here, bandaging him.”

“Then take his gauze off.”

Tori looked at her, horrified. “We can’t leave him bleeding.”

“Then what do you want to do?” Marian snapped back.

Tori grimaced and looked away. “Where’s your knife?”

Marian’s stomach lurched.

“Gone.”

And she had no idea what she was going to do about it.
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It was freezing out, and Marian was still really fucking wet. The weather app on her phone said it was only sixty degrees, but it may as well have been snowing. In her earlier fugue, she’d forgotten to pack a change of dry clothes. She should have at least thought to bring a towel. Why did she never remember to bring a damn towel?

She’d gathered up her effects, shoved her hat on her head, and raced out of Lloyd’s garage with Tori at her side well before the blare of sirens sounded in the distance.

Guilt gnawed at her as she thought of how they’d stripped the spotter of his bandages before they left. They’d delayed as long as they could, and while the bleeding had mostly stopped, it was an ugly parting. But when Tori called for an ambulance, all Marian cared about was getting as far away from Lloyd Wertz and his garage as quickly as possible.

Tori lied beautifully to the dispatcher, her concern so convincing as she explained where and when she’d heard the gunshot. As soon as she hung up, they fled.

There were so many thoughts and fears Marian hadn’t processed yet, she didn’t know where to start as they hurried through the night away from that place of death. Nothing short of a pharmaceutical coma could make her forget seeing the Remnant break through the veil to Earth. And the knife was gone, dissolved before her eyes like a hallucination.

That revelation alone damn near sent her into a doom spiral. She needed to get back to North Hollywood and have a breakdown in the privacy of her gloomy apartment. But she had no idea where they were in relation to the bus stop she’d arrived at. They’d set off without a direction.

She also wasn’t sure why Tori was still here. The leaves of an old Indian laurel rustled overhead, moved by an easterly wind as Tori exhaled loudly. The first sound she’d made in minutes.

“I don’t even know what to say.”

“Then don’t say anything,” Marian grumbled.

“I’m suddenly really glad I parked so far away.” Tori stopped in her tracks and looked around. “Where did you park?”

Marian stuffed a stray clump of damp hair under her hat. “I took the train.”

Tori’s brows lofted in surprise. “You took the Metro? From where?”

“NoHo.”

“And you’re going to take public transit back? At this time of night?” Tori replied, incredulous. “After what we just did? Is that a good idea?”

Marian shot the traveler a glare.

After a short, sullen silence, Tori spoke up.

“It’s not on my way home, but I could give you a lift. You look like … well, you look like you just died. No offense.”

Marian grunted. She knew perfectly well what she looked like. While the thought of a free ride was tempting, it meant getting in a car with a stranger who’d shot her latest spotter.

She stuck by you. She saved your life.

“I’m good,” Marian replied.

“You sure?”

“Yeah.” But a rogue pang of guilt made Marian respond quickly with something she wasn’t sure she wanted to say. “I can walk you to your car. Or whatever.”

“As soon as I remember where I parked it, sure.” Tori pointed down the block. “That way, I think.”

More words clawed their way up Marian’s throat against her will. “Why did you save me?”

Tori could have abandoned them all and left Marian for dead when Lloyd attacked. Dead Marian would have worked out better for Tori. Dead divers didn’t need to be paid.

Tori glanced down at the pavement and shoved her hands into her hoodie pockets. “I did what anybody would do. And hey, you faced down the Remnant without me. How did you even get away?”

Shadows. The knife. A force with no name like a hole in her mind. The memory consumed her, dragged her back down to Hell, then spat her out on the pavement again.

She had no idea how she got away, but she knew the knife had something to do with it. And she wasn’t about to go into it with Tori.

Marian dredged up a vague truth that she hoped would get past traveler’s lie detection.

“I’m not totally sure. Seems like Lloyd brought me back just in time.”

Tori stiffened and side-eyed Marian. Uncomfortable silence settled over them as they crossed the street.

“Oh no.” Tori stopped dead in her tracks, her gaze fixed on something up ahead. The curb beside them was empty, and broken glass littered the asphalt. Judging by the pained sound that came out of Tori’s mouth, Marian assumed that glass belonged to her. As for where the rest of the car had gone, Marian could only guess.

Tori covered her mouth with her hand and groaned. “Fucking Inglewood.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Their train car rocked back and forth as streetlights flashed through the windows. Tori and Marian sat on the same bench facing the southbound lane of I-5 with a vacant seat separating them. Tori tapped furiously at her phone while Marian stared at her own reflection in the glass. She wanted to shut her brain off, but her brain wanted to replay the moment Lloyd tried to strangle her to death.

Water accumulated at her feet, and Marian was grateful they had the car to themselves so she wouldn’t have to explain to anyone why she was soaking wet. She hunched forward and braced her elbows on her knees, exhaustion and a deep-rooted ache creeping back into her bones as the last dregs of adrenaline bled away.

“How long until we get to Union Station?” Tori asked as she fumed at her phone. Marian glanced sidelong at the insurance form the traveler appeared to be fighting with. Marian still hadn’t looked at her own phone; she wasn’t ready to connect with the rest of the world yet.

“Twenty minutes, maybe. What kind of car do you drive?” Marian asked. She really didn’t care to know, but she was loopy enough that she forgot she was supposed to be sullen and unfriendly.

“A 2010 Honda Civic.”

“Ah. Yeah, that’s, uh … that’s a car all right.”

Tori shot Marian a grim look. “What do you drive?”

Marian tensed. Just thinking about getting behind the wheel these days made her lightheaded.

“I don’t drive.”

To Marian’s relief, Tori didn’t pry into how Marian could live in a city so punishing to people without vehicles. After another minute or two, Tori shoved her phone in her pocket and leaned into the stiff seat with a defeated sigh. “Can I ask you something?”

“That is the worst fucking way to preface a question, but sure.”

Tori stared out the window, her youthful features drawn.

“What the hell happened back there?”

Marian let her hand fall onto her lap. She stared at the knot of damp blue fabric peeking out from under the edge of her jacket sleeve. Klaxons blared in her head. They’d been blaring since she returned from the dead, but in the silence of the aftermath, she couldn’t ignore them anymore. She could only deny the warning they screamed: that everything she thought she knew about the boundary between Hell and Earth had changed.

And the Remnant. Her heartbeat quickened as she saw the whites of Lloyd’s eyes in her mind, swiftly followed by the last memory she had of Elio Ramirez alive. Hovering over her quaking body, wresting the bloody knife from her grip seconds before she succumbed to unconsciousness.

Had it possessed Elio, too? No, that wasn’t possible. Elio had been the lucid that night. He’d tried to stop her from hurting herself. She would have remembered something like what she’d seen tonight. Wouldn’t she?

Marian swallowed thickly.

“I don’t know.”

Tori folded her arms across her chest. A muscle in her jaw ticked as she looked away. “I wish you were lying.”

A heavy silence fell between them and lasted until the next stop, when the doors opened and closed without a single passenger boarding.

Tori turned to Marian.

“You said something in Hell about the Remnant taking you again. What did you mean?”

Marian’s shoulders stiffened. More lies sprang to mind, but Tori would see through them. She didn’t want to tell the truth, but she couldn’t sit there in silence. Not while her conscience reminded her that Tori had saved her and probably deserved some of the information Marian had withheld.

Or all of it.

A terrible idea. But her traitorous mouth opened anyway, and the words poured out.

“A month ago, I got lost in Hell while on a dive for a client. The Remnant found me. It … took me.”

Marian glared at a scuff on the floor as she tried to ignore the sensation of Tori’s eyes burning through the side of her face.

“I don’t know what happened after that. I figured it was the end of me. But then I came back. I remember some darkness and pain, but I don’t remember why it stopped. My spotter, the guy who died … Elio, said it took ages to restart my heart.”

“Jesus,” Tori stared at her unblinking, horror plain in her face. “But people don’t escape the Remnant. That’s what I read, at least. If it takes you, you’re done.”

“I know,” Marian replied gravely.

The traveler’s eyes widened, her jaw dropping in epiphany. “Arthur Falk. That’s why I know that name. The Remnant got him and he never came back from Hell.”

Marian nodded. “Greg Bjernsen was his partner. He was with Falk in Hell when the Remnant consumed him. He said their spotter got Falk’s heart going a couple of times after Greg revived, but it kept failing. I assume his brain died before the rest of him, like that Hamilton guy from Irvine who wanted to track brain activity in the presence of the Remnant. He put electrodes on himself, then his spotter put him on the opioid elevator to Hell. But Hamilton didn’t think to bring anyone with him to witness what happened next. Hamilton’s spotter said he was brain dead well before his heart stopped.”

It was part of what had drawn her to Greg in the first place; he was the only living witness to the Hell side of the Falk incident.

Tori stared at her, wide-eyed.

“How do you know all this?”

Marian palmed the back of her neck. “I read a lot.”

It wasn’t a lie. But it wasn’t the entire truth, either. Information about demons and divers was scarce, and often in the form of unsubstantiated rumors on abandoned forums. She’d once made a career out of excavating facts and turning them into context for her readers. Context created understanding they all so desperately needed; the powerful counted on the ignorance of the masses to obfuscate their crimes. That muscle never fully atrophied after she abandoned her life as a journalist. Sometimes that life seemed like a dream.

The outstanding student loans assured her that period had been very real. She’d been so close to doing some good with it. If only she hadn’t tried to use her powers against her stepfather.

Marian slumped in her seat.

“What I probably should have told you and didn’t because I was pretty sure you were going to bail on me, is that when I came back from the Remnant, I was out of my mind.”

Elio had at least lived long enough to get that rumor circulating.

Silence for a long time before Tori spoke. “Lloyd said—”

“Yeah. I’m why he had a gun. I stole Elio’s knife that night. He thought I wanted to kill him. Instead, I cut myself up. I used to think it was the Remnant possessing me, trying to make me send myself back to Hell.”

But now I’m not so sure.

What she’d done then hadn’t felt like an attempt at death. She’d made each cut with the intention to create, not destroy. The resulting mark wasn’t some random mass of scar tissue, but a series of shapes that, while crude, followed some sort of order. And she’d seen it ignite and make the Remnant recoil.

Marian almost explained the resulting scar, its peculiar habit for lighting up in the presence of the Remnant, and the hint of purpose that drove her to inflict it on herself. But Tori hadn’t asked, and Marian decided she still had a few secrets she’d like to keep.

She shoved her scarred hand into her jacket pocket.

“How did you know the knife would stop the Remnant?” Tori asked quietly.

Marian blinked hard at the cold overhead lights.

“It was the only thing that made sense.”

More time passed between them in silence. Out the window, vague shapes came and went. Neighborhoods shrouded in night. As they neared the city center, skyscrapers loomed in the distance like pillars of stars.

The train tilted as they rounded another bend when Tori asked in a quiet voice. “Why do we do this to ourselves?”

That sobering question made Marian sit up slowly. She looked at Tori, who stared listlessly out the window.

“You’re asking the wrong person.” But that didn’t mean she wasn’t thinking about her answer. Not that she’d ever say it aloud. She’d forgotten how heavy all of this was, and she’d carried it all by herself for months.

Why did she do this to herself?

You know very well why.

Tori blew out a long breath and shook her curly head. “I just … I don’t even have to die to go there, and I hate it. I have no idea how you can do what you do. The pay must be pretty great.”

“Yeah.” Marian shifted in her damp seat.

“I shouldn’t talk about you like I know you, because I don’t, but damn, girl, you must be built different.”

Marian stared at Tori, dumbfounded. What was that? An insult? A compliment? It sounded like both and neither. How was she supposed to respond?

But Tori kept talking, her eyes downcast. “It’s so hard to tell up from down in this weird ass world. But I swear, every time I learn something new about Hell, I … I don’t know. It’s not at all what I expected, and I can’t let it go.” The traveler shook her head. “I just have this feeling, like this is all some horrible joke.”

Marian frowned at her, the traveler’s words turning over slowly in her head. “What do you mean?”

An electronic bell chimed through the train car, announcing the next stop.

“Union Station.”

“Forget it.” Tori stood and reached for the handrail as the train began to slow. Her crown of dark brown hair bounced a little as she looked over her shoulder at Marian. “I’m sorry for how this played out tonight. I didn’t think artifacts could vanish like that.”

“Neither did I. Hope you got enough material for your sketch, at least.”

The traveler paused. “Sketch?”

Marian narrowed her bleary eyes. “For your client? The whole reason we hosted this shit show? So you don’t die?”

“Ah, yeah. ’Course. Sorry, I don’t think I’m all there right now. I have what I need, but I wouldn’t say no to a few extra prayers if you’re the praying type.”

Marian wasn’t, so she said nothing and tried to ignore the pit of unease forming in her stomach. The train slowed to a halt, and when the doors whooshed open, Tori all but jogged through them before Marian could stand up.

They hurried through the terminal in silence, keeping a healthy distance apart. As Tori split off through a turnstile toward a different platform where a commuter train had arrived, Marian called after her.

“Hey! Wednesday! Don’t be late!”

Tori stopped halfway up the platform. Then she slowly turned around and called back, her expression serious.

“It’s a lie, you know. Whatever she offered you, she doesn’t have it.”

All the color drained from Marian’s face. She ran forward, blind to the turn style in front of her until she slammed hip-first into it and nearly bowed over. The screen lit up, prompting her to pay the fare. She fumbled for her transit card, but Tori was already almost gone.

“What the fuck did you say?” Marian shouted back.

But the traveler had vanished. With a groan, she leaped over the turn style and jogged up the walkway. There was no one left on the platform as the train lurched away.

What the fuck?

She wasn’t going to get any answers running down a subway tunnel. So, she pulled out her phone to text the “WTF?” To Tori.

Her heart stuttered at the notification on her lock screen. A text from Vale.

Two words that sent a chill down her spine. The timing was too perfect. And Marian didn’t believe in coincidence.

“Be careful.”
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Marian stood in front of her bathroom mirror dressed in a sports bra and black joggers, her throat raw from screaming. The overhead bulb buzzed loudly as she inspected her reflection. Little shadows huddled in the darkness between the wall and the toilet, as though watching her.

A shapeless nightmare lingered in the back of her mind; its darkness accompanied by the vague memory of the sound of something breathing from inside her walls.

Or maybe that was just the wind gusting outside her bedroom window. She’d forgotten to shut the blinds before passing out in bed and awoke to the sight of a palm tree bent in submission.

Odd. She’d not seen high winds in the forecast for today.

Stabbing pain in her bladder made it difficult to care about the sudden shift in the weather. She padded stiffly to the toilet and lifted the lid as the sound of rushing water exploded from the bathroom sink. Marian’s eyes snapped open, suddenly wide awake as she spun to face the faucet.

But it wasn’t water rushing from the tap.

It was smoke. Thick, black smoke, followed by thick, viscous threads of pitch. The sink filled quickly, long tendrils of darkness curling over the edge like vines. A deep, pulsing thrum began.

Marian turned to run, ready to flee her apartment and never stop running. But there in the bathroom doorway, blocking her path, was a pillar of bubbling pitch sprouting tentacle after tentacle. They all reached for her in unison.

A gentle brush around her legs had her looking down. The shadows had gathered around her feet, linking together to form one dark mass. It tugged at the hem of her pants and began to climb. Like a cat.

Marian opened her mouth to scream, but the moment she did, the shadows in her doorway plunged into her mouth.

Then Marian wished she was dead, Hell be damned.
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It was eight thirty AM when Marian was awoken by the sound of a motorcycle backfiring outside her window. She was so nauseated, she could hardly see straight. She barely made it to the bathroom in time to vomit, the stuffy, windowless room stifling as she knelt on the floor, panting.

The nausea passed soon after, but her anxiety didn’t, so she distracted herself by making her morning cup of shitty coffee.

Every mouthful tasted like how old batteries smelled, but the warmth of it in her belly helped chase away the tremors in her hands. Soon enough, her mind wandered to other matters.

She never replied to Vale last night; she’d been fully focused on bombarding Tori with calls and messages that went unanswered. Who was “she?” Verinne? How could Tori have known about the demon’s offer?

A sickening thought occurred to her. Was Verinne Tori’s nightmare client?

Marian would have to wait until Wednesday to wring some answers out of her. Which left her with the text from Vale to confront.

VALE:



BE CAREFUL.





As if he’d known what she’d done, what she’d seen.

She didn’t have to reply at all, and yet she felt compelled to. She’d lost the key—the knife he’d sent her to find. It was clearly no inert artifact like the others; she ought to interrogate him about it, but she didn’t know how to do that without admitting that it had vanished. Or the events that surrounded its disappearance.

Marian wasn’t so sure telling Mr. Vale that the Remnant had breached the veil in Inglewood was a good idea. No demon knew what the Remnant was; some claimed it was lie divers made up to excuse their failures.

She needed to do something, but she wasn’t sure what. Exhaustion rotted her brain, turning her thoughts into a congealed mess.

So, she clutched her teddy bear comforter around her like a shawl, drank her terrible coffee, and ruminated on her saggy futon.

Her stomach growled, hungry and sour all at once as Marian padded into the kitchen in search of something appetizing. She may have won yet another battle with death the night before, but her reflection told another story. Bruises colored the column of her throat where Lloyd’s hands had tried to wring the life out of her. There was a large purple one clouding up her hip too from where she’d slammed into the garage floor.

Her body’s warning lights all flashed on; she knew she’d need weeks to recover from this, but she couldn’t afford another break. There was no knife to sell, no artifact. Even if she wanted to betray Mr. Vale to Verinne, she didn’t have the thing either of them wanted.

Something nameless festered in the back of her mind. Something fuzzy and loud and altogether indecipherable while every other memory from that dive came through sharp and raw. It lurked in the recesses of her mind out of focus.

Her phone chimed, forcing her out of her thoughts. Another text from Mr. Vale, who apparently didn’t like being left on read.

VALE:



ARE YOU ALIVE?





Marian considered her reply for a long moment. She typed slowly.

MARIAN:



NO I’M DECEASED





Mr. Vale’s response was immediate.

VALE:



HOW UNFORTUNATE. AND THE KEY?





Marian rolled her eyes. She didn’t trust herself in her current state to come up with a convincing lie, so she evaded.

MARIAN:



IT’S COMPLICATED.





Again, his reply took no time at all.

VALE:



THAT IS A MEANINGLESS RELATIONSHIP STATUS AND A NONANSWER.





She could almost hear his annoyance through the screen.

MARIAN:



THEN PLEASE ENJOY YOUR MEANINGLESS RELATIONSHIP STATUS/NONANSWER.





VALE:



WHERE ARE YOU?





MARIAN:



HOME.





VALE:



AND WHERE IS “HOME”?





Marian ugly laughed at her phone and said aloud, “I don’t fucking think so” as she tapped the screen.

MARIAN:



YOU’RE SOMEHOW MORE OVERBEARING OVER TEXT THAN YOU ARE IN PERSON.





VALE:



I PREFER THE TERM “DELIGHTFULLY PERSISTENT.” DON’T PRETEND YOU DISLIKE IT.





MARIAN:



I DON’T PRETEND WITH YOU. THIS IS 100% GENUINE DISDAIN. AND IF I’M GOING TO PRETEND, I’M GOING TO PLAY MERMAIDS. FUCK, WE SHOULD HAVE PLAYED MERMAIDS THAT NIGHT BEFORE YOU KILLED ME. YOU’D MAKE A GOOD URSULA.





Something delayed his response. For some reason, she pictured him laughing at her. She hadn’t meant a word of that text, but she just couldn’t stop herself. The barrier of a screen made her far too comfortable with him. This was dangerous.

VALE:



HAVE YOU EATEN ANYTHING TODAY?





What a strange question. Marian cocked a brow as she replied. Yes.

VALE:



ARE YOU LYING?





MARIAN:



ALSO YES.





And there was nothing he could do about it. She was safely hidden away in her little North Hollywood hovel.

VALE:



HOW DOES SUCH A CARELESS PERSON SURVIVE TO BE HOWEVER OLD YOU ARE? YOU’RE FAR LESS HOSTILE OVER TEXT, BY THE WAY. WHY IS THAT?





MARIAN:



SHEER FORCE OF WILL. I’M NOT TELLING YOU MY AGE. THIS IS LIKE GETTING GRILLED BY A BAD COP.





She waited to see if he’d push the last question—the one she didn’t know how to answer. A few seconds passed this time before Vale replied.

VALE:



AND HERE I THOUGHT MY LINE OF QUESTIONING WOULD COME ACROSS AS GOOD-NATURED MOTHERING.





Her fingers stilled over the keyboard as her jaw tightened. You never met my mother.

An ellipsis appeared in the text log and lingered there a while before the demon’s response came through.

VALE:



IS THIS BETTER?





Another beat. Another reply from the demon. Exactly one yellow winky face emoji.

Marian didn’t understand why a demon texting her an emoji felt so wrong, but that didn’t stop her from throwing her phone at the futon as if it had caught fire.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Marian had dressed in her usual ripped attire and applied a bit of the years-old concealer she’d found in the bathroom to mask the bruises on her neck before she left to meet Tori across town.

It was sweltering out, the rainy days a distant memory as she stepped off the bus in Long Beach. She pulled the bill of her cap down over her sweat-dampened brow and looked across the street, scanning the trendy little storefronts for the location Tori had given her before their dive: Evergreen Coffee & Tea.

There was an artisan soap store made famous by some influencer, a minimalist smoothie bar, and several boutiques selling the same white designer T-shirts. Marian found what she was looking for at the end of the block.

A bell chimed as she stepped inside. One barista worked an espresso machine while the other chatted up a customer at the register.

Coffee was the dominant aroma, but it clashed with the scent of artificial pine, which was cloyingly sweet in a way that real pines were not. She looked around and wondered where the smell was coming from, and why? Fake though it was, the scent tugged at an old, prickly memory of a stolen moment in the woods that Marian stamped out before it overtook her.

A pair of sharply dressed ladies chatted quietly at a small table in the far corner of the room while a middle-aged man in a bow tie pored over a ream of paper.

“Hi, welcome!” The petite barista with a heart-shaped face smiled from behind the register. Her long chestnut ponytail swished as she swayed to the folksy music playing throughout the café.

Coffee was not in the budget, and the blackboard menu hanging on the white-tiled wall behind the espresso bar told her she was too poor for this place. A fifteen-dollar latte.

“Minimum five-dollar purchase required for two hours of Wi-Fi access” oh my god, get fucked.

Fifteen minutes later, Marian sat at a table near the bathroom with a cup of tepid water—ice cost extra—and sticker shock, as she stared at the clock on her phone. Ponytail shot her the occasional dirty look but otherwise left Marian alone. The barista could stare at Marian until her eyes fell out; she didn’t care. Only one thing mattered then, and Marian hated how it was becoming a trend with her clients this week: Tori was thirty minutes late.

Some cruel part of Marian wheedled her with a barrage of I told you so. She hated her anxiety, but she especially hated it when people proved her awful little voice right.

Marian fired off a text.

Where are you?

By the time the clock struck one, Marian didn’t know how else to spin the situation. Tori wasn’t an hour late. She’d stood Marian up.

A kinder part of Marian suggested that there could be a more benign explanation for why Tori wasn’t there. But Marian had already made up her mind. She ought to have been angry. Furious, even. And for a moment, she was. But that spark of anger fizzled quickly and left her with nothing but shame. Shame on Marian for giving Tori the benefit of the doubt, for giving her a glimpse into her reality. Shame on Marian for not demanding that the girl pay her in full up front.

She’d been wrestling with dread about this meeting ever since Tori’s parting words to her at Union Station. And now the worst had come to pass.

By one fifteen, Marian had made up her mind to leave when curiosity got the better of her. She stopped at the espresso bar next to the string bean-looking barista with shaggy black hair wiping down the counter. Ponytail had disappeared into a back room, leaving him alone; the guy had to be in his late teens.

“Hey,” Marian said, trying to get his attention.

The barista looked up, his bright green eyes locking on Marian.

“Did you want to order something?”

Marian shook her head. “I just wanted to know if you’ve seen a girl come in here today. She’s Black with dark brown eyes and really curly hair. She’s, uh, this tall.”

Marian held a hand to her clavicle.

The green-eyed teen squinted. “Little leather backpack? Fancy eye makeup?”

Marian’s heart leapt in her chest. “Yep.”

“That sounds like Tori. She was supposed to start her shift ages ago.”

Marian’s excitement morphed into confusion. “She works here?”

Green eyes threw his wet rag into a nearby sink and shot Marian a quizzical look. “You didn’t know that?”

“No, she just asked me to meet her here. I didn’t realize she—” Marian’s thoughts derailed and jumped onto an entirely different track. Why would Tori want to meet Marian where she worked? Surely that would have been a detail of her life she’d want to keep secret. Or was that Marian projecting her own logic?

Green eyes stared at her skeptically. Marian blurted out an explanation.

“We’re working on a project together.”

The apprehension on his face melted into a relieved smile. “Oh, gotcha. You go to Pomona, too?”

Marian forced some confidence into her voice. “Yep.” Tori was in school? Or was that a lie she’d told this kid? The devil worked hard, but Tori worked harder, apparently, holding down a job at a coffee shop, attending college, and exploring Hell for demons at the same time.

“How are you doing out here, Abe?” Ponytail chirped as she reappeared with a customer service smile plastered to her face.

Abe looked at Ponytail. “She’s looking for Tori.”

Marian smiled and hoped the expression didn’t look as fake as it felt.

Ponytail glanced at Marian like she was the most interesting person she’d seen all day. “Oh, neat!”

Neat. Sure. “So, Tori never showed up today? Is that typical for her?”

Abe frowned. “Not really, no.”

Marian frowned back. “Do you know where she lives?” Abe seemed to know enough about Tori to be useful. Maybe they were on friendly terms.

Abe looked like he was about to reply when Ponytail cut him off.

“Abe,” she said with a smile that didn’t suit the way her voice dropped. “We don’t talk about stuff like this with customers.”

Marian shoved her hands in her pockets in annoyance. “She no-showed on me, but it’s cool. Thanks for your help.”

She made a quick exit, chewing on her lower lip as she tugged her hat down and set off for her bus.

Great. What next? Sit around and wait for Tori to message her back?

Face it, she ghosted you.

Marian was halfway down the block, wrestling with a bundle of troubling thoughts when she heard someone run up behind her.

“Wait!” Abe called out.

Marian spun around as he jogged up. “My manager thinks you’re a creep, but I don’t get that vibe from you.” He reached into the back pocket of his black skinny jeans and pulled out a large, rolled-up paperback book. “Tori loaned me this. I’m moving tomorrow, and if I don’t get it to her now, I’m going to lose it. Thought maybe you could give it to her in class or something.”

Surprised, Marian took the book in a clumsy exchange, her knuckles grazing Abe’s as she nearly dropped it. When it was safe in her grasp, she unrolled it and read the title. Italian Architecture of the Renaissance.

A textbook?

“Do you go to our school?” Marian said while trying very hard not to sound like a liar.

Abe gave a dry laugh. “I wish. Don’t have the time or money. Tori loaned it to me after I said I was interested in old design. She’s so nice.”

Marian eagerly flipped open the cover, looking for any sort of clue about where she could search next. Right on cue, a slip of white paper fluttered out from between the pages. Marian grabbed it before it blew away.

“This yours?” Marian held up the paper.

Abe looked down at it and squinted. “No, I think that’s her receipt. I used it as a bookmark.”

Marian’s heart fluttered as she glanced down, her eyes scanning over the receipt. There at the top was the address of the bookstore in Lakewood, a time stamp dating back several months, and a name.

Tori Lawson.

Marian could work with that. She slipped the receipt behind the front cover and closed the book. “I’ll make sure she gets it.”

“If it’s not too weird,” Abe said as he rubbed his shoulder, looking self-conscious. “Would you text me if you happen to see her? I’ll give you my number. I messaged her earlier and never heard back.” Abe fished his phone out of his pocket and tapped at it before turning it to Marian.

Marian chewed on the inside of her cheek. She supposed there wasn’t any harm in it. The kid seemed benign and genuinely concerned.

“Sure,” Marian replied as she saved the number to her phone.

“I’m sure something must have come up,” Abe said. “I know she has some family stuff going on.”

“Oh yeah, I’m sure she’s fine.” Marian offered a thin smile. She tried to sound sympathetic; she really did. But all she could think about was that Tori Lawson had played them all for fools.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


To Marian’s chagrin, Tori Lawson didn’t exist on any social media platform, and her broader searches turned up nothing, which meant the traveler didn’t have much of a detectable online presence, or she was damn good at hiding it. But Marian did have A Page Apart, the name of the bookstore on Tori’s receipt, which was only a short bus ride from the Evergreen. Once there, Marian started questioning the staff, but none of them remembered seeing anyone matching Tori’s description. So Marian left in a shit mood and without a lead.

Her phone buzzed a few times in her pocket. Calls went ignored. She checked them on the first bus. Verinne had left another voicemail.

“Hey girlie! Me again. No presh’ about my offer, but I wanted to invite you to Avalon with me and a few of the NuSense members; I think they’ll love your energy. It’s going to be so chill.”

How did she make “chill” sound like “chull?”

“Mimosas, vegan brunch, massages. Thought we could get to know each other a bit, give you an idea who you’d be working for if you decide to go that route. Think about it.”

A girls trip with a demon? What a horrible idea. And clearly an attempt to curry favor. But Marian didn’t have what Verinne wanted anymore, so she deleted the voicemail and promised herself she’d put that situation to bed once she got home.

The trek back to her neighborhood was long and expensive for public transit; by the time Marian got off the last bus in North Hollywood, she was nearly dead on her feet. Her mind was abuzz with unhelpful thoughts and self-loathing. She hated herself for being so open with Tori about her experience with the Remnant. She’d given a piece of herself to a stranger that she couldn’t take back, and she’d forgotten how … vulnerable that made her. And how much she despised that feeling.

She could revisit the normie job market and let Daniel garnish her wages into oblivion, assuming Marian could pass a background check these days. Knowing Daniel, he’d find a way to get her blacklisted from every fast-food chain in North America. For a man who wanted millions of dollars from her, he seemed determined to keep her from paying her penance. Marian was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she didn’t see the black SUV drive up alongside her until it swerved sharply into her path, pulling onto the curb as it blocked the road she needed to cross. She nearly collided with the broad side of the car and blinked at her wide-eyed reflection in the tinted windows.

The front passenger door opened, and a tall, lean man in a black blazer stepped out. The driver’s side opened a half second later to reveal a short, stocky bald man wearing a teal shirt. Marian recognized neither of them, but she knew who owned that Escalade.

The Butcher.

Black Blazer quickly strode around the front of the car toward her.

“Hey, champ,” the stocky one asked as he swooped in to flank her. “Let’s go for a ride.”

Oh no.

She tried to run, but a large hand closed over her shoulder and all but threw her into Shorty’s chest. Thick arms wrapped around her waist. Marian dug her blunted nails into the meaty wrist pressing against her rib cage, but all that got her was an annoyed grunt from the bulldog of a man wrestling her toward the car. She lashed out with her other hand and jabbed him in the eye.

Shorty yelped and released her. Marian turned around, ready to deliver a swift kick to his balls, but a fiery jab in her shoulder sent her teetering sideways. Marian didn’t make a sound even as her brain screamed pain, pain, pain. She had to stay upright no matter how wrong she felt. Had to run.

Shorty was suddenly in front of her. Marian registered his ugly face, features scrunched in annoyance as a red rivulet trickled down his cheek. A bloody switchblade glinted in his hand.

Strength she’d not felt in ages surged through her even as her limbs went numb. She let loose the terrified thing trapped in her breast.

Run.

She thought she’d succeeded in escaping when she jumped and no longer felt pavement underneath her. She was airborne, alright. In all the wrong ways.

Black Blazer had hoisted her off the ground and hurled her through the open rear passenger door of the Escalade. As soon as Marian’s butt hit the leather seat, she sprang up and charged at the barrel-chested man blocking her escape.

A dull thwack at the back of her head sent a ripple of wrong down her spine. Violet fireworks burst in front of her eyes before everything went black.
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Fuck.

Everything hurt. Marian’s brain rattled around in her skull, a dull throb behind her eyes making her reticent to open them. From the top of her scalp to the tips of her toes in her duct-taped sneakers, which dangled below her while she failed to understand why she couldn’t feel her arms. By some miracle, she was still wearing her hat, though it’d been knocked askew so that the brim obscured her right eye. Polar air pierced the flimsy layer of her jacket.

When she finally found the strength to look around for answers, she had to tip her head back to see them with both eyes. Her stomach turned inside out at the sights and smells that greeted her.

A massive bovine carcass hung to her left, suspended from a hook in the ceiling. The one on her right looked the same—headless, its torso split cleanly up the middle. The coppery tang of blood filled the air, though the butchered animal appeared exsanguinated. It was hard to tell in the light. She looked up to find her hands bound above her head and dangling from a rope looped through a hook of her own.

A second, stronger smell slapped her in the face. Something so fetid and thick, she could taste it rotting in her mouth.

The sound of male voices muttering in front of her caught her attention. On the far side of the room lurked vague outlines of contraptions Marian had become familiar with while researching L.A.’s elite fetish clubs for a lifestyle piece at her first job.

Stocks. Crops hanging from a wall-mounted rack. Miscellaneous medical paraphernalia. A St. Andrew’s Cross. Nothing too shocking on its own, but none of them belonged in a meat locker.

Then there was the metal table laden with scalpels and pieces of human anatomy chilling on beds of ice. Horror flooded her veins. She knew who’d come for her, alright.

“The trash fairy awakens,” came a silvery smooth voice from behind her.

A chorus of laughter followed.

She swung in her bindings as she strained to find the source of the sound. Her shoes barely scraped the floor; she couldn’t get any purchase. The zip tie around her ankles prevented her from kicking out.

A tidal wave of revulsion slammed into her, bringing with it a surge of adrenaline.

She wanted to vomit and scream at the same time.

With a slow breath, she steadied her voice and dredged up what she hoped was convincing annoyance.

Show him your spine. What’s left of it, anyway.

“You are such a fucking cliché, Stellan. You could have at least sent men I recognized.”

The laughter dissipated as the sharp, precise click of expensive shoes on tile drew near.

Stellan Blacke, the Butcher of Bel-Air, emerged from the darkness to stand before her dressed like a high fashion Jack Frost. He wore a long, silver satin coat with a wide folded collar. Only the first button was closed, revealing a matching silver turtleneck with floral embroidery.

His snow-white hair was a stark contrast to his flawless olive skin and sea glass eyes. He wore his trademark haughty smirk and had tipped his head back so that he managed to look down his nose at her, though she hung eye level with him.

“And why would I do that?” Stellan drawled, each word dripping with disdain. “To make you more comfortable with the fact that you tried to renege on our deal? Would you have come to me willingly if I’d asked you nicely?”

Marian looked around the room. “Maybe if you’d invited me somewhere that wasn’t a meat-sex dungeon.”

Stellan put his hands behind his back as he stepped slowly around to her flank. “I’m sorry to hear your abduction wasn’t up to your standards, but you’re a slippery little whore, and I grew tired of waiting.”

Marian had an insult wrapped up in an excuse poised on the tip of her tongue, but abandoned it when the sound of soft, frantic whispering from somewhere to her rear made every fine hair on her body stand on end.

“Whatcha got back there, Stellan?” Marian asked, hating the faint quiver in her voice.

His smirk widened. The way his gaze glittered with sadistic glee, she knew he’d seen the fear she’d tried to hide. The demon relished her unease. Always had.

“I’m multitasking.” Stellan walked out of her line of sight, ratcheting up her anxiety.

“You see,” he continued, “you’re not the only one who’s fucked with me recently, but I’ve been swamped, so I had to double book.”

Marian didn’t want to know. But she had to. “Who—”

“Creed,” Stellan interrupted. “Show her.”

Marian winced as another harsh light switched on. Metal scraped metal. Black Blazer—Creed, she assumed—lumbered into view from behind her dead cow neighbor to hang another body beside her. But it wasn’t an animal.

It was a naked woman with short auburn hair and pale skin marked by clouds of freckles reaching from her shoulders to her bare breasts. A ladder of surgical staples curved over her hip to her navel like a zipper. The flesh around the metal was red and inflamed. Freshly-cut.

Marian’s stomach bottomed out as the woman stirred.

Aisling. The poacher from Hell.

She was alive. Barely, it seemed.

It all raised too many questions, and Marian was in no position to deal with them there. She needed to get through this, preferably with her face intact.

The diver beside her slowly lifted her head up, her eyes glassy and unfocused. A strange, guttural moan spilled from her parted, bruised lips.

“You sent her after me,” Marian growled. She still couldn’t see Stellan or his goons.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Stellan replied out of view. “I paid her to bring me an artifact, which she failed to do. Just like you failed me a few weeks ago. She’s new to Hell-diving, and I thought I’d have better luck with fresh blood, but alas. She came back a drooling mess and is useless to me now, but a deal’s a deal.”

Marian’s eyes flicked over the diver’s slack face, the life extinguished from her blown-out eyes. The girl muttered the same senseless sounds under her breath.

She’d never seen firsthand what happened to divers who’d revived after fully succumbing to Hell’s traps, but Greg had. He spared no details, but only one mattered to Marian.

You’ll live, if you can call shitting in diapers and blowing spit bubbles for the rest of your life “living.” Whoever you were before Hell, though, doesn’t come back.

“Why’s she all cut up? What did you do to her?”

Stellan stepped back into view. This time, Creed and a second goon followed. One she’d not seen before.

“Only what we agreed on,” the demon chided. “Now, I believe you owe me an eye.”

“Stellan, come on.”

“I’m told it hurts like hell, but I wouldn’t know. How about a demonstration? Aisling seems to have a working nervous system, so this should give you a good idea of the pain level.”

Stellan strode around to the table laden with instruments, picked up some of the scariest-looking surgical utensils Marian had ever seen, and snapped his fingers at his goons.

Creed and two other nameless slabs of men lowered Aisling, maneuvering the girl until her knees touched the floor. Creed grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head back, wrenching another automatic groan from the catatonic diver.

Stellan stepped toward Aisling with what looked like a tiny ice cream scoop.

“I have a buyer for hers, but yours I think I’ll keep. Did you know gray is the rarest eye color? A shame everything else about you is so disgusting.”

Marian belched up a mouthful of stomach acid as Stellan approached the diver and snapped on a latex glove. Creed sided up to Marian and grabbed her by the ponytail. Marian swore loudly as he forced her to face Aisling.

Aisling gaped vacantly at the ceiling. Saliva dribbled down her chin to the floor.

Marian began to tremble. She tried so hard not to. What was a little viscera from a stranger to her? Not only a stranger, but a poacher.

Then it’d be Marian’s turn.

“Stellan, wait.”

But a ravenous intensity had come over the demon, his vile aura expanding. He gripped Aisling’s face, angling it back as he aimed his little scoop. Every voice in Marian’s head screamed in terror.

Then something buzzed loudly in Creed’s pants. Stellan’s hand hovered over Aisling’s face.

“Creed, shut that fucking thing off.”

The goon pulled a phone from his pocket. “It’s the front of house.”

“Then deal with it somewhere else.”

“Stellan, stop,” Marian pleaded, seizing the opening the distraction had given her. “You’ve fucked this girl up enough. Let’s … let’s make a new deal, OK?”

Stellan sneered but remained silent. He looked at her for a long moment, as though turning over the temptation. The Butcher of Bel Air loved a deal almost as much as he loved maiming people. He straightened and lowered his scoop.

Marian sagged with relief when he let go of Aisling. The other diver collapsed sideways to the tile floor with a soft thud.

That horrid smirk returned to Stellan’s face. “Satisfy my curiosity and I’ll consider voiding your blood wager.”

Marian paled in revulsion as her imagination summoned a sexual scenario. “Ew.”

Stellan’s smile collapsed.

“Don’t flatter yourself. I’d rather stick my cock in a blender.”

Marian swallowed back more bile. “I’d be happy to arrange that for you.”

In a flash, Stellan was in front of her, his gloved hand wrapped around her face and squeezing so hard, Marian’s jaw popped open with a pained gasp.

“You have far too much nerve for someone with no leverage.”

Marian forced herself to meet his seething gaze.

“You can’t kill an experienced diver without pissing off every other demon in L.A.,” she warned, wincing as his fingers dug into her cheekbones. “If that’s not leverage, then I don’t know what is.”

Stellan fumed as he leaned closer.

“Maiming isn’t off the table. Unless you tell me what I want to know.”

Marian eyed him warily, confusion slowing her words. “What do you want to know?”

The demon was so close, she could smell his breath—blood and juniper.

“What is Vale hiding?”

There it was. One of the many things she hadn’t had time to think through. Stellan hired Aisling to find her. Like Verinne, he knew about Vale’s hunt. Unlike Verinne, he didn’t know how to play nicely.

She’d made a promise—one that she was quickly regretting now that it appeared to be integral to a feud she wanted no part in.

Marian wasn’t sure if Stellan would buy her ignorance, but she was willing to try for Mr. Vale just a little longer. “Uh, what?”

“The artifact he seeks.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Stellan snorted as he shoved Marian’s head back and released her. He stepped over Aisling and dragged her by the hair off the ground. His scoop glinted in the light as he raised it.

“Then let’s resume.”

Marian didn’t recognize the desperate sounds that exploded out of her next.

“Let her go and I’ll let you hurt me however you want. Cut me up, but don’t take my eye.”

It was such a bogus proposal, but Marian was counting on all she’d heard of Stellan to be true. No sadist would pass up a willing victim. Never mind that Aisling had agreed to all this. But if there was really a choice, if only one of them had to endure Stellan’s ministrations instead of both, she’d take it.

She had no idea why, but she’d take it.

Marian didn’t miss how his nostrils flared, or the flash of a pink tongue as he wet his full lips. She knew that look, that desire.

“Now that’s an interesting offer.”

The sound of the door flying open had them both looking across the room at who’d just interrupted their dealings. She opened her mouth to speak, but the sensation of free-falling took her breath away. The silhouette in the doorway and its accompanying aura left no question as to why.

Mr. Vale, dressed all in black and wearing a face that promised pain to anyone who dared challenge him, swept across the room like the storm of the century.

Never in her life had she been so glad and so terrified to see him—why or how he was here didn’t matter. But her relief was short-lived. Death haunted his icy gaze as he prowled toward her, his eyes on her and only her even as he strode past a snarling Stellan.

Marian suddenly feared he’d come not to rescue her, but to snap her neck and silence her once and for all. Dead divers told no tales.

But I kept my promise, she pleaded inwardly.

Marian didn’t even get to savor the disgruntled look on Stellan’s face before Mr. Vale was suddenly towering over her, his woodsy cologne invading her senses. His body shielded her from the light and Stellan’s gut-wrenching presence, bathing her in darkness and silence.

Marian struggled to look up at him—he was too fucking tall. And the way the sight of him filled her chest with warmth made no sense at all.

“All right, Meyer?” His voice came out a low rumble, the question far lighter than the look in his eyes.

Marian could scarcely swallow as she flashed him a wincing smirk. “Oh yeah, I’m doing amazing. You?”

The barest of smug smiles tugged at his lips.

“You’re trespassing, Vale,” Stellan barked behind the wall of the demon’s body.

Mr. Vale’s eyes never left Marian as he replied. “Am I? Your hostess didn’t seem to think so.”

“We had an agreement. Intermediaries only on our properties.”

“That was before you absconded with a diver who has yet to fulfill her bargain with me. Did you learn nothing from Meerut?”

The Butcher’s eyes flashed a brilliant silver like Marian had never seen before. Stellan downright growled.

“You turned my sepoys against me. Remember?”

Mr. Vale threw a withering look over his shoulder. “You accomplished that all on your own when you disemboweled their kinsmen.”

Stellan sneered. “I thought Stalingrad would have taught you not to interfere in my mortal dealings. They are so fragile, aren’t they? And you have a bad habit for choosing the most annoying ones.”

Marian didn’t understand a word of what was said. But she knew a pissing contest when she saw one.

Mr. Vale’s expression remained impassive. “And you have a habit of always choosing the losing side. The last Dauphin, Beria, and now Verinne.”

Verinne.

The name splashed over Marian like a bucket of ice water. Stellan was in league with Verinne? His response turned to garbled noise when Mr. Vale looked at her again and growled.

“Accept my protection.”

“What is going on here—?”

Marian heard shouting, then rapid, heavy footfalls. Stellan’s goons were coming.

Shadow swelled around Mr. Vale. He looked at her like he’d caught her cheating on a test. “Do you want to walk out of here with both of your eyes?”

Marian blinked rapidly. “Yes?”

“Then make a deal with me. Now.”

Questions crowded her mind, but only one seemed to matter then. “Deal? What deal?”

“Enough of this,” Stellan bellowed. “Creed, bring her to me.”

“Sir, I can’t … I can’t move.”

Mr. Vale spoke quickly, his voice drowning out all else. “My protection for a price—one I promise you can afford.”

Under normal circumstances, Marian would have laughed in his face. But the other bargain she’d proposed to Stellan was infinitely more terrible. She tugged on her bonds, unsure how she could bind a deal if she couldn’t shake his hand.

“Fine. Now untie me. Use your powers or—”

But Mr. Vale’s hand snaked around her bruised neck. His fingers sank into her hair and tugged her head back. He crushed his lips to hers in a kiss so possessive and disorienting that Marian forgot where she was.

The aches and pains in her body melted away as she dangled there in shock, strung up like a piece of meat. His tongue teased the crease of her lips with expert strokes. It stunned her into compliance, and she unwittingly let him in. Shameful fire crackled to life between her thighs, stoked by that unnatural attraction, and promptly went out when she remembered where she was and who was kissing her.

When he broke the kiss and pulled away, Marian glared daggers at him.

“What the fuck was that for?” She snapped breathlessly. “I agreed to a deal, not first base.”

Mr. Vale said nothing as he stepped back, his lips curved in a sardonic grin. Marian’s eyes flared wide as she felt a new bargain manifest like another noose around her neck. This one squeezed her throat so tightly, she saw stars.

When she looked up, Mr. Vale’s smile was gone, his expression unreadable. He cast a scathing glance at Stellan. “Touch her again and it’ll be the end of your empire.”

“You snake,” the other demon seethed.

Mr. Vale straightened her hat for her as the goons set about freeing her. Then the rope gave way, and Marian tumbled to the floor. Her arms were limp and useless, but there were tingles of sensation there. The gash in her bicep began to throb again. Right, because you got fucking stabbed. She swayed to her feet. Mr. Vale looked like he was about to pick her up, but she quickly ducked out of reach.

Stellan’s men stood frozen with uncertainty at the edges of the room as Marian turned to the nude diver lying listless on the ground.

“Her.” She jerked her chin at Aisling. “She comes, too.”

“Meyer, I can’t save every human with a death wish, nor do I want to,” Mr. Vale said coldly. Then he hooked an arm under her uninjured shoulder before she could escape again and dragged her away.

What happened next occurred so quickly that Marian wasn’t sure it was real. Mr. Vale ushered her out of Stellan’s torture chamber, away from Aisling and the instruments of her misery, and into a bright white hallway. Was he saving her? Or taking her to the next dungeon? Panic squeezed her heart.

“I didn’t tell him anything.” Her pitiful voice echoed in that empty hall.

“I believe you,” Mr. Vale’s grave echo joined hers as he led her up a set of stairs and through the swankiest restaurant Marian had ever seen. Diners dressed for a night on the town clinked glasses and cutlery. Their heads swiveled as Marian passed, their faces all a blur.

All this time, she’d been in the basement of a restaurant.

Stellan’s presence in the distance swelled, and at once, each curious onlooker turned back to their meals and conversations, as though Marian and Mr. Vale didn’t exist. Only the plump woman with empty eyes at the front of house acknowledged either of them as they made for the exit, her cherry red lips curved in a smile as she bowed to Mr. Vale.

“Thank you, Gina,” The demon purred at the hostess. “You’ve been most helpful.”

There came a soft, bewildered gasp from behind them right as Mr. Vale pulled Marian out the door and into the night.






CHAPTER NINETEEN


Marian had to resist the need to sprint away the second her feet hit pavement, but Mr. Vale still had her by the arm and was leading her down the block toward a residential street. The sidewalk was dark, but empty. When he finally let go, she took off at a brisk pace. Where the hell was she?

“I’ll text you later,” Marian muttered as she headed back toward the busy street in search of a bus stop, the edges of her vision blurring oddly.

“I dislike this habit you have of running away from me.”

Marian dug out her phone with her uninjured arm. “I need sleep before I even think about what just happened back there.”

“Meyer,” the demon said irritably. “Stop.”

His dark command hit like a sonic boom, wrapping her in his compulsion. But his power failed to move her like it moved the hostess.

All she wanted to do was crawl into bed and lick her wounds. The shock had worn off, and now, everything hurt—not just the weeping gash in her arm. She hoped she had bandages somewhere in her apartment. She should have swiped some of Lloyd’s before it devolved into chaos. Marian walked faster, but didn’t get far.

Strong fingers grabbed her by her injured shoulder and turned the throbbing ache into a five-alarm fire that would have brought her to her knees had Mr. Vale not caught her.

She cried out—a broken, ugly sound. The world swayed sideways as bright orange blotches bloomed in front of her eye. Mr. Vale’s arm curled around her waist and pulled her against his chest as she struggled to find her balance.

She tried to squirm out of his hold, but the effort was excruciating. Marian slammed her head back into him with a feral growl as he reached around to unzip her jacket. He peeled the fabric back, baring angry, tacky red flesh to the brisk night breeze.

“You’re bleeding.”

She writhed in his grasp when he touched her bare skin, his gentle fingers perilously close to her wound. “Let me go.”

“This needs to be treated.”

Marian’s vision swam as she shook her head. “I don’t have health insurance.”

“Shocking,” Mr. Vale drawled.

Even if she did have insurance, she swore she’d never set foot in a hospital again. She couldn’t do it. She wouldn’t—

The medication isn’t working; she feels every excruciating tug as a nurse drags pieces of her windshield out of her body. The pain distracts her from the screams—Daniel’s, not hers. He’s out there, shouting at someone to bring back his wife. Marian knows she is gone; she watched them draw the sheet up over her mother’s head. The sky has fallen, the earth has ceased its rotation, and Marian watched it all happen as the peaks on her mother’s monitor leveled into a flat line.

All that remains is a tremendous weight that stems not from the death of this woman, but from the emptiness hollowing out Marian’s heart. The loss of what her mother could have been to her, but never was—and now, never will be.

A growl dragged her out of the past.

“Don’t you ever tire of these battles?”

“No.” Marian clawed at the arm caging her to him. Her next words came out on a sob. “I kept my mouth shut, and you got your creepy deal, so why won’t you leave me alone?”

“I said I’d protect you,” Vale rumbled behind her. “And that includes protecting you from your own gross negligence. Now, relax and let me help you.” His shadows swarmed her, smothering her resistance with darkness. This time, his compulsion was too much; the scream building in her chest shattered into another sob. It all hurt so much, and he was too close, his overbearing presence quelling the fight in her.

Submit, it said with a shadowy caress.

Perhaps, just this once, she should. She was so tired of fighting him—fighting everyone. If giving in meant an end to this pain, then it’d be worth it. Panting, she stopped clawing at the hand he’d pressed to her belly and sagged in his arms. She looked up to find him peering down at her, his eyes glowing ghostly blue in the dark.

“There’s a good girl,” came his pleased murmur.

The words sent shivers down her spine that numbed her thoughts while gentle shadows soothed the overheated skin on the back of her neck. It took her a moment to realize the awful racket in the background was her own ragged breathing. The demon zipped her jacket up, taking great care not to aggravate the wound as he put her back together.

“Now let’s get you home.”
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At one point, Marian had been staring out the passenger side window of Mr. Vale’s Audi, wondering if she was having an out-of-body experience. She’d forfeited her address and agreed to let him keep her wound from turning into an expensive emergency, though that meant letting him drive her back to her apartment. He’d offered his own home first, but she’d emphatically refused.

At one point, she accused him of kidnapping, to which he replied, “Driving you to your own home with your permission is not kidnapping.” He kept dodging her questions about how he’d found her tonight, so they argued about the definitions of consent and coercion instead.

Now the demon was in her apartment. Neither one of them seemed inclined to talk about what had happened in Stellan’s dungeon yet.

She’d been delirious with exhaustion and pain when she told him on the landing that she’d changed her mind about letting him patch her up—she still didn’t understand why she’d agreed to it in the first place—but Mr. Vale told her to stop talking and open the door.

She’d been about to tell him to leave again when he plucked the keys out of her hand and let himself inside. And now he was here, in the last place Marian ever wanted him to be: her veritable gallery of rot. To her astonishment, the first thing out of his mouth was not admonishment over the state of her apartment as he looked around, but a command to change into something sleeveless.

So, Marian sat on the edge of the kitchen counter in a wrinkled maroon tank top that had been murder to put on—she damn near bit the demon’s head off when he threatened to help her undress when her grunts of pain drifted through the thin barrier of her partition. She kept her eyes on the popcorn ceiling and inventoried all the yellowing patches as she tried not to fixate on what was about to happen.

Mr. Vale had loosened his tie and draped his suit jacket over the back of her futon before rolling up his sleeves to wash his hands with dish soap in her kitchen sink.

His features were schooled in careful concentration as he withdrew supplies from the large leather bag he’d produced from the trunk of his Audi when they first arrived. He pulled out a packet of sterile sutures and needles, purified water, and a syringe that made Marian flinch.

Hell’s own Mary Poppins was her guest tonight, and he’d brought a carpetbag full of torture with him. She flinched again when he snapped on a pair of latex gloves and tore open a bag of cotton swabs. It looked an awful lot like he’d done this before.

The demon fixed her with an intense, disapproving stare while she glared at his bare forearms.

He dabbed at her skin with a swab that smelled strongly of alcohol. “I’m going to give you a local anesthetic.”

A wave of fear washed over Marian.

“You know what,” she said, her voice jumping up an octave. “I’m good. Let’s just skip to the—aahh.”

She looked down in horror at the syringe he’d plunged into the unbroken flesh above her wound.

“You bitch,” she hissed through clenched teeth.

Mr. Vale said nothing as he withdrew the syringe from her arm, set it aside, and picked up a curved needle. The sight of it made Marian forget all the other mean things she was about to say to him.

She swallowed thickly. “Why do you keep medical supplies in the back of your car? And why do you know how to do this?”

“As I’ve said, I’m surrounded by things that can die,” Mr. Vale replied airily as he threaded the needle, his expression giving away nothing as his focus shifted completely to the task before him. “And I was bored in the eighties, so I attended medical school for a few years.”

Marian swallowed as the pain in her arm slowly lost its edge. “Why didn’t you finish?”

“I’d learned enough.” He pushed the hand of her wounded arm into her lap, coaxing her to bend her elbow. “And I’d had my fill of arrogant doctors.”

The moment the metal pierced her skin, her jaw dropped open. Marian slapped her hand over her mouth to smother her groan. It took every ounce of self-control not to fling herself out of his reach. She bit down so hard she heard the scrape of her teeth in her ears.

“Keep still,” he warned.

“It still hurts.”

“It’ll hurt less if you breathe,” he said coldly, clearly preoccupied poking her full of holes. But his stony features relaxed when he looked at her.

How could she breathe when there was no air? Panic gripped her tight around the throat and squeezed as fear rampaged through her. What if he’d lied about what was in the needle? What if he’d drugged her? Was that why she felt like she was about to pass out? Whatever he’d given her had taken the edge off the pain, but she couldn’t tell if that was an effect of the drug or her panic.

Everything in front of her blurred. She was breathing too fast.

“Slow, Meyer. Breathe in on three, out on three.”

His velvet voice wrapped around her. She closed her eyes and obeyed, timing her next breaths. In for three. Out for three. Slowly, panic’s hold on her loosened. The fear ebbed away, and Marian was no longer suffocating. The pain in her arm was real, but it didn’t rule her now.

She opened her eyes.

Mr. Vale worked quickly and methodically, drawing the needle and thread through her skin with deft precision.

“How did you find me?” Marian asked quietly.

“One of my sources informed me that he suspected Stellan’s men abducted someone with a debt to him today. I assumed it was you; that blood wager of yours reeked of him.”

She frowned. “You knew.”

“I did.”

Her frown only deepened.

She wanted to ask him so many questions. About the key, the connection between Stellan and Verinne, and why they were all suddenly gunning for Mr. Vale. She knew demons despised each other. She thought Verinne had been lying about having collaborators.

What she’d seen tonight proved otherwise.

“You want to tell me something,” Mr. Vale rumbled, as though he’d read her mind. “But you won’t. Does it have anything to do with the key?”

Marian stiffened. Mr. Vale gently tapped her arm and ordered her to relax.

“No, it doesn’t.”

“You keep lying to me,” he said lightly. “But this time I have a very large needle in my hand. Try again.”

Marian glared at him.

“What, you going to torture me for information now, too? How very demonic of you.”

Mr. Vale looked up from his stitching and shot her a withering look.

“I’m not that sort of sadist,” he muttered.

Marian went still as she found herself struggling to understand what he meant by that. She swiftly changed the subject.

“I don’t have the … key,” she blurted out. “I thought I did. But …”

The demon watched her with rapt attention. Marian swallowed hard. He didn’t need the whole truth.

“But it didn’t make it through the veil. It’s gone.”

And so is all that money.

“I’m sorry” immediately sprang to mind, but she refused to say it. She didn’t owe him an apology, and she no longer said those words out of habit like she used to.

Mr. Vale watched her in silence a while longer. Then he tied off the suture and trimmed the ends.

“Keep the stitches dry for twenty-four hours, though I suspect you shower infrequently enough that it won’t be an issue.” He unwrapped a bandage and laid it over his handiwork. Neat and tidy. Latex fingers secured the gauze, then the gloves came off with a snap.

Before Marian could hop away, his hand was on her chin, turning her face away from him. He leaned closer, and for a horrible second, she thought he’d bite her neck.

Instead, bare fingers traced the column of her throat, where she suspected the foundation she’d applied to the evidence of her near-strangulation had flaked off.

“Another gift from Stellan?” He drawled.

Marian flushed and swatted his hand away as she shimmied off the edge of the counter, ducking awkwardly out from under his arm as a vision of Lloyd Wertz throttling her while the Remnant poured into the Earth flashed in front of her eyes.

Then she was pacing beside the futon, biting her thumbnail while Mr. Vale watched her with great interest. He still looked so devilishly handsome in her dingy little kitchen with its squeaky drawers and peeling linoleum floor, strange though his features were. Those damn glowing eyes. It was maddening.

“Verinne is conspiring against you,” she blurted out. “She wants what you’re after, but she doesn’t know what it is. Stellan hired a poacher to find it.”

Mr. Vale took the news with complete calm, his gaze frigid. It slowly melted into something Marian might have called respect had she been describing anyone else. But the look vanished before she could come up with another word for it.

“I know. Did she also tell you how I financially ruin her every few decades? That’s true as well. Her hatred isn’t unwarranted.”

Marian’s thumb fell from her mouth.

“What do you mean you knew? Why didn’t I know this?”

“I thought it best if you knew less. Your reactions to them would be more genuine.”

Anger boiled inside her. “I hate being an unwitting pawn.”

Mr. Vale pushed off the kitchen counter and slipped his hands in his trouser pockets.

“Verinne has developed a fascination with the Remnant. I dislike that.”

Marian folded her arms across her chest to hide her shudder. “Verinne believes in the Remnant?”

He took a few measured steps forward, a towering wraith in the dim light of her apartment. Marian held her ground.

“As of a few weeks ago, yes. I don’t know what changed, but obsession with the unobtainable is often a precursor to madness. You do not want to share this world with a mad demon, I assure you. The fact that she’s gathering sympathizers proves she’s gained too much influence and needs to be put in her place. Something I intend to handle.”

Exhausting. Marian clutched herself tighter.

“Cool, yeah, I don’t want any part of that. And I’m calling a moratorium on shitty deals. What did you make me do back there?”

Mr. Vale smiled a wry little smile. “I didn’t force you. You consented.”

“Dubious consent is not consent; we talked about that. What were the terms?”

He exhaled slowly.

“There will come a day very soon when you will need my help again. And when that day comes, you will do as I say. That’s all.”

Marian mustered her courage to ask the question she wasn’t sure she wanted answered.

“Why did you kiss me?”

Vale fixed her with an assessing look that made her want to dive behind the partition and out of sight. “A bargain must be sealed with a gesture of acceptance, and your hands were bound. Demons sealed bargains with kisses for centuries until humans decided to be squeamish about it.”

Such cold common sense. It ought to have reassured Marian. Instead, it made part of her shrivel up and die. She exhaled slowly.

“And if I break this bargain?”

Mr. Vale’s smile turned icy as his eyes pulsed their pale blue in the strengthening dark. A layer of his guise rippled, revealing to Marian once again another glimpse of the strange and otherworldly being underneath the man. The too-sharp planes of his face, the inhuman stillness they possessed as shadows warped around his imposing frame as the distance between them disappeared.

“You won’t,” he replied. He was so close; she could touch him.

His eyes dropped to her lips. Marian tried to swallow, but her throat didn’t work.

She didn’t want to think about that kiss. It was too confusing. There’d been too much going on. But the demon looked at her like he wanted to kiss her again. And she didn’t know if she had the nerve to stop him.

“I have codeine for the pain,” he said at last.

“I don’t want anything.”

That earned her a look that slipped under her skin and made her want to run.

“You kept your word despite what Stellan threatened to do to you,” Mr. Vale said with a note of admiration in his voice. A rare sound. Like gentle fingers running through her hair.

Marian absently rubbed her injured arm. “I don’t break promises.” Not that she’d made many in her life. “No matter how weird they are.”

A smirk flashed across his face. He reached for her.

Marian flinched. Though the imminent danger had passed, the events of the night left her nerves frayed. She was a jumpy mess, and she didn’t miss the way Mr. Vale’s expression turned instantly austere. As if her reflex offended him.

His hand fell to his side.

“Why do deny yourself what you so desperately need?”

Every carnal thought flushed out of her system as Marian took a step back, hackles up.

“Back off, Vale.”

“You’re hurting,” he explained calmly. “I can help you, but you’d rather suffer. Why?”

None of your fucking business. Marian bared her teeth. Anger superseded her good judgment, and she was fresh out of tolerance for the way he rapid cycled between kindness and cruelty. She lashed out.

“Quid pro quo, shadow man. Why did you lie to me? That was no key. It was a knife.”

Stifling stillness fell over them, and like in the meat locker, Marian suddenly wasn’t sure if the demon was going to kiss her or throttle her. There was a dangerous gleam in his eyes, as if she’d been caged with a panther rather than a demon masquerading as a man.

He leaned down as Marian glowered up at him. Something conflicted passed through his eyes. She couldn’t even begin to explain what she’d seen when he pulled back and glided over to where his jacket lay. He looked away from her and unrolled his sleeves.

“Elio Ramirez lived for several days after he brought you back from the dead. Multiple witnesses saw him alive and ambulatory.”

Marian stopped breathing. Her heart swelled. Never mind the dispassionate way Mr. Vale spoke; she had the information she needed.

You didn’t kill him. The Remnant didn’t, either.

“He was comatose in his home on the third day according to his cousin. He was taken to a hospital and declared brain dead. An aneurysm.”

Her heart sank despite the fact that this was ultimately good news for her. She stared at her floor as she disappeared into her thoughts. Elio had revived her from her subsumption by the Remnant, and was brain dead three days later?

You don’t believe in coincidence, remember?

“You should rest.”

Marian looked up as Mr. Vale disappeared out her front door, leaving her to stew in confusion. He’d given her the information she’d bargained for. But it made no sense.

She hadn’t kept up her end of the deal.






CHAPTER TWENTY


The absence of her own screams should have been Marian’s first clue that something was off about this dream. Her second clue should have been the sense that Vale was almost certainly in her apartment. A presence felt, but not seen.

A hand splayed between her shoulder blades, pressing her into the mattress. Her eyes were too heavy with sleep to open. She had to be dreaming, no matter how wrong it felt, how atypical a nightmare it was. Instead of formless fear, there were soft lips against the shell of her ear.

She gasped, lost in the dark.

“Did you really think I’d leave you like this?” Crooned sin itself from above. That deep, accented voice fucking wrecked her every time. “My little bundle of conflict.”

“Vale?” she rasped, startled and blind as could be. His familiar scent wrapped around her as if in affirmation. Whiskey, woodsmoke, and something dangerously other. Something that stoked a long-dormant fire within her back to life. A scream built in the back of her throat.

“It’s alright,” he soothed. The words smoothed through her, taming her fear into something pliant. Wanting. Ready. “I’ve come to give you what you need.”

Arousal throbbed between her legs without warning. She should have sent him packing. Asked how the fuck he managed to get back into her apartment. But she didn’t want to do any of that. She was painfully empty, and Vale was the only being on the planet who could make it better. The only one who knew how twisted she was.

“I don’t need you,” she lied. “I don’t want you.”

“No?” He murmured.

Vale remained a delicious weight pinning her down. It should have frightened her, this powerlessness—and how he was somehow back in her apartment when she had no memory of letting him in. Instead, his proximity ignited an inferno of desire that left no room for cogent thought.

Marian’s full-body shiver laid bare the truth. Velvet darkness dragged her soaked panties off her hips and down her thighs. She gasped as his fingers dipped into her cunt to smear her wetness over her clit.

“Good girls don’t lie, Marian. You’re dripping for me,” Vale laughed—a sound so deep and devious, it stained the soul. “You think I can’t see right through you? That I can’t tell the difference between true fear and this ruse you’ve manufactured to deny yourself what you desire? A shield of lies is a brittle thing. You’ve made me your nightmare when you know full-well I could be so good to you.”

“I—”

Fingers trailed down the back of her neck and slipped beneath her, gripping her throat with just enough pressure to elicit panic. And more inexplicable arousal.

Vale spoke before Marian could untie her tongue.

“It’s a terrifying thing, being known. I know you’ll never ask for what you want. But you’ll never have to. Not with me.” A teasing, deceitful sound wrapped in soothing words.

“That … that doesn’t make any sense.”

“You know what I think, Marian?”

She shook her head, breath bated.

“I think you want to be good, too.” A slick, smooth digit traced tantalizing lines between her thighs, taunting her, shoving her toward release with the barest of touches. She’d never been more turned on. And yet Vale’s fingers were everywhere but where she needed them. “To let me take care of you. To be mine.”

Something thin and smooth looped snugly around her wrists, pulling her arms taut, and she didn’t understand how the sudden binding could trigger a thought-obliterating flood of arousal. She’d never been handled in bed this way before, always in control. It took her desire to new and frightening heights.

More hands—certainly more than two—lifted her hips off her bed and pulled her knees apart—too wide for her to chase the friction she needed. When she tried to clamp them together, something looped around each ankle and splayed her legs open. When a finger teased inside her cunt again, she nearly screamed. The slow drag of that single, long digit inside her sent sparks flying in front of her eyes.

Just when she thought release was hers, he withdrew, leaving her bereft and groaning. Marian hadn’t intended to answer him. But the truth manifested inside her chest like a boulder too heavy to bear alone, and she was nothing more than a quivering pile of need.

“Yes,” she sobbed. “I want to be good. I want—”

More.

“I know.” A soothing rumble. Then a brush of lips and the barest graze of teeth at the base of her spine. A lick of molten heat at her entrance. “You want to come. But not yet.”

Oh god. Was this her new Hell? No, it was too good. Vale was too many places at once. Sensations that ought not to have been possible assailed her, sending her hurtling toward release again. Before she could topple over the edge, Vale withdrew, leaving her gasping and frustrated beyond words. Bound in darkness, all she could do was receive whatever expert attention he deigned to give her, and moan when he took it away. She cursed his name, his black fucking heart.

It was everything she craved and then some. Her climax was so close, and yet miles away as he stroked her cunt like he owned it. He pressed another kiss to the small of her back as he sank another finger into her, this time hitting something so sensitive and perfect that she nearly screamed in shock. Then he abruptly pulled out again, leaving her snarling in frustration as she teetered on the edge of another denied release.

“It’s such a pity.”

Pity?

“You still think you’re dreaming.”

The weight pinning her lifted enough that Marian could finally open her eyes.

Her room was gone. The bed, the floor, the ceiling—all of it. There was only a sea of smoke and shadow and Marian in the middle, surrounded by countless writhing tentacles. Binding her wrists, spreading her legs wide. Caressing her breasts. One resumed stroking her clit with tight, perfect circles. Another slid against her entrance, poised to torment her yet again.

Terror and overwhelming pleasure tore her mind in two.

Then she did scream. Just as she awakened to her empty bedroom and the fading echo of a dark, knowing laugh.
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Marian was inspecting the color of her gums in the bathroom mirror when a knock at her front door sounded in tandem with a chime on her phone. The combination of unexpected sounds and the nightmare-induced hangover gave her a start. She scowled down at her lock screen.

VALE:



YOUR BREAKFAST HAS ARRIVED.





Marian’s eyes went wide as her stomach flattened. Oh fuck.

Why were her cheeks on fire? She’d dreamt of Vale before, but those dreams had never gone further than a stolen glance or heated touch. Nor had they been as vivid; she’d written them off as byproducts of whatever demonic allure she assumed he possessed. But last night, he’d kissed her, and then he …

She shook the memory from her head so hard, her neck popped. Wincing, she stumbled through a reply.

MARIAN:



????





VALE:



EAT BEFORE IT GETS COLD.





A slew of responses came to mind, and none expressed anything like gratitude. How dare he send a delivery to her apartment without her permission? How dare he feed her? How dare he … kiss her like he was trying to possess her. That look in his eyes had been too easy to mistake for genuine lust.

Then there was the maddening exchange of information after he’d sewn her up. The callous way he tried to pry into her life. And the first wet dream she’d had in years. And for what? Her arousal fizzled out before she could do anything about it, the weight of reality upon waking crushing all hope for an orgasm. Nothing like a good psychological edging to ruin the day.

But the care he’d showed her. Surely—

No. It was all transactional. He wasn’t attracted to her, no matter what her screwed-up signals indicated, or how vivid the dreams were. Vale was a demon. A monster. She should have been disgusted.

But he’s never hurt you, a pathetic little voice chimed inside her.

Her refrigerator had never hurt her either, but that didn’t mean she wanted to fuck it.

Mr. Vale was playing her. He’d arrived at Stellan’s torture party like a savior, offering her a cryptic deal she’d be too desperate to refuse.

Marian needed to figure out where she was among his pawns. But that was a tall task while her head was full of cobwebs.

Fuck, she wasn’t up to putting any of that complexity into words.

She opened the front door to find one neatly packaged black bag and a large black coffee waiting for her on the concrete. She snatched them up and tore the bag open before she’d even done up the locks.

Inside the paper to-go boxes lay the thickest, most mouth-watering slabs of bacon and strawberry French toast she’d ever seen. Seconds later, she was cross-legged on the futon and scarfing down every morsel.

Wherever he’d ordered from included metal cutlery, which Marian ignored. She ate with her hands, giving herself over completely to the ravenous monster that had possessed her.

Her anger at Mr. Vale diminished with every bite of free food. He still owed her answers, and she’d get them. Eventually. Maybe on a day she didn’t feel like someone had scraped out her insides and stuck a hot poker through her shoulder. She was due for some pain meds.

MARIAN:



I HOPE THIS WAS EXPENSIVE.





VALE:



BY YOUR MONETARY STANDARDS, IT WAS. CAN’T HAVE YOU ACCUSING ME OF TREATING YOU LIKE A CHEAP DATE.





Marian sputtered through a mouthful of coffee. Brown droplets spattered across her phone screen. Had he …?

No. Vale had to be referring to using her as a human pin cushion. Not the dream. She swiped at the coffee and typed with a trembling hand. Pull yourself together and get more free food out of this.

Because as disconcerting as the last twenty-four hours of Vale had been, she found she didn’t want as much distance from him as she should have.

MARIAN:



THE JURY’S STILL OUT ON THAT. BETTER ORDER ME DINNER, TOO. JUST TO BE SAFE.





VALE:



I’D RATHER TAKE YOU OUT. PROVIDED YOU HAVE SOMETHING MORE SUITABLE TO WEAR THAN THE TRASH BAG YOU INSIST IS CLOTHING.





Marian stared open-mouthed at her phone.

Had all the oxygen deprivation finally destroyed her reading comprehension? Or was Vale really asking her out to dinner?

That train of thought derailed as her phone chimed again with a message from someone she’d forgotten existed.

ABE:



ANY SIGN OF TORI? SHE MISSED ANOTHER SHIFT AND I THINK SHE’S GONNA GET FIRED. IM WORRIED:(





Marian raised the steaming cup of properly brewed coffee to her lips as she considered a response. But an unsettling feeling twisted in her gut, churning up the eggy challah bread she’d inhaled.

Tori probably just skipped town. But why would Tori do that if she’d fulfilled her bargain? Why would she no-show at work and lose her job just to avoid paying Marian? She was in school, too—why would she leave? Unless she hadn’t fulfilled her bargain, in which case …

Maybe everything Tori had told her was a lie. Maybe she’d lied to Abe, too. Maybe the human lie detector was the greatest grifter of them all.

But none of that sat right with her, either. She must have missed something in her search. And if there was one thing from her time as a journalist that she still excelled at, it was obsessively stalking internet profiles until she had enough evidence to make connections.

To find the truth.

Lakewood. She needed to go back to Lakewood. Marian opened her phone and plugged A Page Apart into her maps app.

Habit drove Marian to open the pictures section of the bookstore’s Google page. Absently, she swiped through, as if there was a nonzero chance she’d see Tori’s face in reviews posted in the last two days.

She didn’t. So she expanded her search. A Page Apart was sandwiched between a Chinese restaurant and Petunia’s Stationary. Marian hit those profiles too, but came up empty. “Great food, terrible service. One star.” No sign of Tori. Marian moved on to the park across the street. “The playground is always covered in bird shit. Smells like weed all the time. Stay away!!” A picture of a picnic bench splattered with white droppings. Nope, next. Across from that, a motel. The Lakewood Inn. “The rooms are cheap. Bruno at the front desk is a bro.” Two stars. A photo of a white pick-up truck with a barely-there scratch beside a rear taillight. In the background, just out of focus, a Black woman in a lavender sweatsuit walked across the sidewalk.

Marian sat up straight.

She knew that fluffy head of hair. She knew that pink leather backpack draped over the woman’s shoulder. Even without seeing her face, she knew.

Marian’s nostrils flared. Her lips quirked in a lopsided smirk. Found you.

Her eyes flitted to the timestamp on the review. Yesterday, at three forty-five PM.

A fiery need burned behind her ribs. Need that had nothing to do with that dream she was fighting so hard to forget. She’d channel all that frustration into the task ahead. Afterward, she’d force herself to call Mr. Vale and confront him about last night.

Marian slid off the futon and hurried toward the bathroom in search of ibuprofen. She shoved aside the canvas partition and dressed quickly. Her beloved olive jacket had a tear in the sleeve and a blood stain that spanned the whole arm.

That wouldn’t do.

She dumped the jacket in the bathroom sink and gingerly shrugged on the black one Mr. Vale had given her in a hurry.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Union Station was a madhouse. She’d taken the Red Line west and had to transfer to another line to get to Long Beach. But her train and many others were severely delayed, the monitor proclaimed. It took her a few tries to read the screen with the war going on in her belly.

Her stomach had been sour since she left her apartment, as if her body had forgotten what to do with food that wasn’t ultra processed. The thought of throwing up a free meal made Marian want to pass out and cry at the same time.

Or was she genuinely sick? A crippling bout of weakness came over her as she passed a bustling Starbucks. It forced her to collapse in the nearest vacant seat to sit and sweat.

She peeled off her cap and swiped at her forehead, where beads of perspiration had gathered in record time. Blearily, she looked around at all the things contributing to the noise pounding on her skull.

Espresso machines screeched. Voices blared over the PA—boarding announcements, arrivals, parking violations. There was a TV mounted on the pillar between a pretzel shop and convenience store. Her eyes narrowed as she caught sight of the headline flashing below a female anchor: Breaking News.

“Tragedy struck the L.A. Metro this morning when a transit authority technician discovered the body of a deceased man on the southbound track of—”

Inscrutable text scrolled across the lower third and Marian was too far away to try and decipher it. The broadcast cut to B-roll of emergency crews gathered around the Metro station at Highland Park.

“—around four thirty this morning. The cause of death is not yet known. Police don’t suspect foul play currently, but anyone with information about—”

Marian had no memory of getting out of her chair, but when she came back to herself, she was standing in the aisle while a few onlookers threw her wary glances. She whirled around on unsteady legs. For once, she recognized the trigger. But she’d not expected that the mere sight of an ambulance would set off another attack.

She was stuck between then and now. Caught halfway between her past and her present. Strapped to a gurney. Surrounded by strangers. Death awaited.

She stumbled sideways into a woman guarding an armful of soft pretzels.

“Sorry,” Marian slurred as she jerked away and gripped the nearest pillar for balance.

The stations’ shapes and colors rolled in and out of focus. Her stomach lurched, and Marian had to close her eyes against the sensation of being thrown forward. It’s all in your head. Her feet were planted on solid ground.

It was all in her head.

When she opened her eyes, everyone was staring at her. People, children, travelers all assessing her with wary gazes. Judging her.

She had to get away, to escape from all who watched but did not see her.

They see, came a cruel voice from a part of her that she thought she’d locked away. They all know what you are. A murderer. A monster, just like those you serve.

“Shut up,” she whispered to herself as she pulled her hat back on and headed for the nearest door outside. “Shut the fuck up.”

She’d take her chances with the bus.
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Somewhere between Huntington Park and East Compton, Marian pulled herself together. With every corner the bus turned, she feared she’d paint the windows with the contents of her stomach. But her constitution proved stronger than the nausea, and Marian kept her free breakfast down. She still had one connection to go.

The last bus dumped her out five blocks south of A Page Apart as her guts settled, and a mind-numbing malaise set in. The hours spent fighting the urge to throw up had left her spent, but the thought of getting on another bus home turned her green.

She couldn’t give up now; she’d spent all that fare to get out there. She had to make it count. Never mind that every step on the sunbaked sidewalk made her want to keel over.

But stringing a single thought together proved to be a monumental task as she shuffled down the street. All her focus went to making sure she put one foot in front of the other instead of one over the other.

Why was she so goddamn tired all of a sudden? Utterly drained. As if her body had sprung a leak from which her fucking soul was slowly slipping away.

Marian finally looked up from her shoes to find she’d taken a wrong turn. Should she have gone left instead of right? No, that seemed wrong. But there was no strip mall here; the buildings on this block were unfamiliar. All except for one.

A two-story motel.

All the rooms had yellow doors and rusted sconces beside them. A blue and red neon vacancy sign hung in the window of the sixties vintage front office with its crumbling stone facade. The awning drapes flapped in the wind.

Atop the office stood a massive blue sign with a name spelled out in neon-lined blue painted letters.

Lakewood Inn.

There were few cars in the parking lot, and most sported expired tags or taped-up cardboard windows.

When the coast was clear, she walked briskly across the street and up the driveway feeding into the Lakewood Inn guest parking lot.

Marian stopped in her tracks beside the empty front office as a woman in a pale purple sweat suit emerged from a door on the south end of the building, a soda can peeking out of her sweatshirt pocket. The woman’s hood was drawn tight over her head, concealing her face from view. She walked with her shoulders hunched; her dark-skinned nose pointed at the ground.

The woman sneezed as she walked, jerking forward violently enough that a tuft of springy black curls escaped out from under the hood.

When Marian’s shock finally subsided, anger swelled inside her. She charged across the lot to Tori Lawson. Right in front of room five.

The traveler looked up and froze, her brown eyes widening in fear as they locked on Marian prowling toward her.

“Tori,” Marian said, leaping over the curb as a stunned Tori backed into the wall. “What the fuck?”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Tori’s stricken look confirmed to Marian that the traveler didn’t want to be found. Tori also hadn’t bolted at the sight of her. The puffy bags under the traveler’s bloodshot eyes stood stark on her bare face, and the laces of one of her white Sambas were untied.

Tori gasped. “No.”

Raw fury surged through Marian.

“You better start talking right fucking now.”

The traveler cast a furtive glance over her shoulder before shifting her attention back to Marian. Tori’s expression cycled rapidly through confusion, fear, anguish, then grim determination. She grabbed Marian by the wrist of her uninjured arm and jerked her toward the door to room number five. Marian’s eyebrows shot sky high as Tori shoved the key in the lock and dragged Marian inside.

“Come on,” said Tori.

Marian yanked her arm out of the traveler’s grasp as Tori quickly shut the door behind them.

“The hell are you doing?” Marian snarled.

“I’ll tell you everything,” the traveler replied. “Just not out there.”

A thousand questions sprang to mind, but the compulsion to ask them faded as Marian registered fear in the traveler’s voice. Her instincts wailed danger, but she sensed no threat from Tori. Marian knew the look in the traveler’s eyes well.

The terror of a hunted woman.

Marian opened her mouth to speak and stopped as the smell of days-old fast food instilled in her such a sense of déjà vu that she couldn’t think around it. Empty wrappers and plastic bags covered every surface of the dingy little motel room with its drab brown bedspread and matching carpet. There was a small television sitting on a dresser, and a floor lamp with an ancient-looking yellow shade.

The smell of grease summoned another wave of nausea.

“Do you … live here?” Marian asked as she pressed a hand to her lips, fighting to swallow the saliva flooding her mouth.

Tori did up the locks quickly, then drew her hood back, letting her black curls tumble down around her sagging shoulders. Her eyes, though bloodshot, burned with intensity.

“I haven’t told a soul where I am. How did you of all people find me?”

Marian squinted through the sickness, summoning her anger to help push her through the pain. “No way. You ghosted me, so I’m asking the questions. First, where the fuck is my money?”

The traveler flinched, breaking eye contact.

“I don’t have it.”

Marian took a menacing step toward her. “Why not? Did shit go south with your demon? Is that who you’re hiding from? Why didn’t you contact me? I waited for you like a fucking idiot.”

“It’s—” Tori began, her voice quivering. “It’s complicated.”

Marian walked closer. An empty wrapper crunched under her feet.

“It really isn’t. You played me. The question is, why?”

Tori blew out a loud breath as she pulled the soda out of her hoodie pocket. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” The can snapped open with a hiss, and Tori gulped it down while Marian stewed in frustration.

“Then tell me what the fuck is going on here,” Marian shouted.

Tori waved her empty hand frantically.

“Keep your voice down! I didn’t give the demon what she wanted, OK?”

If only the traveler’s answer made a lick of sense. They’d found the room Tori had been searching for. Hadn’t they?

“What are you talking about? You mean your sketch?”

Tori crushed the aluminum can in her hand. Soda splattered across the television as she gestured violently at Marian.

“She didn’t want a sketch! She wanted you.”

The traveler collapsed on the edge of the bed, the old mattress creaking under her weight as she dropped the crumpled can and buried her face in her hands.

“And I knew that from the start,” Tori moaned. “That’s why I sought you out. To lure you to her.”

Marian froze as understanding dawned swiftly and cruelly.

This wasn’t just a lie. This was betrayal.

What did you expect from a stranger?

“You,” Marian said slowly, her voice quaking with rage. “Fucking. Rat.”

“It wasn’t all a lie,” Tori squeaked as her hands fell to her lap. She looked up at Marian balefully. “My client is going to kill me. I was supposed to take you to her when we came back from Hell, with or without your artifact, but I couldn’t go through with it. Now she’s pissed. I’ve been hiding from her and her cronies ever since.”

The truth was somehow so much worse than Marian could have guessed. It went off like a bomb inside her, scattering her raucous thoughts until she could no longer parse the chaos. Tori could have been her doom. Tori could still be her doom.

Another demon was after her. Not just Stellan.

I think you know who, too.

“Verinne sent you to kidnap me, didn’t she?”

Tori heaved the heaviest sigh Marian had ever heard.

Marian took another directionless step into the room. Her hands trembled. She wanted to punch something, scream, and tear her hair out all at once. She should have throttled Tori right then and there. Though Verinne deserved it more. Pity her kind were indestructible.

And to think Marian almost believed the demon had changed for the better. But courting Marian, letting her believe she had a choice? A ruse she should have seen through.

Every demon seemed to get its way in the end.

“She contracted me a year ago to be her personal lie detector, but she kept my truth-telling gift a secret from the rest of her people. She used me on her own staff. The ones who lied vanished overnight. She’s recruited other Gifted people like me. People with weird little powers in desperate need of money.”

Marian stared agape as Tori continued.

“I’m not a good traveler. I’ve only been to Hell a few times; passing through the veil is hard for me. It hurts, like I’m not supposed to be there. She wants divers but can’t seem to get them to stick around.”

“How did you go from lie detector to human trafficker?” Marian growled.

Tori winced. “She thought … I was soft enough to tempt you. That you wouldn’t turn me away if I came to you with a problem. The money was OK, but never enough. My family needed more. Verinne made a deal with me. She’d help us in exchange for you.”

Marian stood there, staring at the traveler as she realized she had no idea what the fuck she wanted to do about this. Everything she’d just learned knotted up inside her in one angry mess.

The room was suddenly stifling hot. Marian tore off her ball cap as she dragged a sleeve across her damp brow. “Do her goons have any idea where to look for you?”

Fear flashed across Tori’s face. “Just Roman.”

“Who’s Roman?”

Tori began to wring her hands in her lap.

“A manipulator who’s obsessed with demons and a Gifted white boy who likes to brag about how he got expelled in fifth grade for trying to summon Satan in the girl’s bathroom. Verinne treats him like a bloodhound, and he adores her. She keeps telling him Hell will unlock his true potential.”

Marian hesitated as her thoughts jumped to a new track. “What the fuck does that mean?”

Tori let out a shaky breath. “I don’t know.” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard. “I know she sent Roman after me because she always sends Roman after people who defy her. I live with my parents, and I can’t risk them getting hurt if Roman tracks me down. That’s why I’m here, losing my mind in this gross motel room instead of at home. My mom, she—”

Tori’s voice cracked as her breath hitched. “I made a lot of mistakes, but I won’t let my family pay the price for them. I’m sorry I lied to you. I really am. Now please forget you were ever here and stay away from Verinne.”

Marian’s jaw set as she agonized over what to do next. She had every right to leave Tori to her fate and run. But that part of her quieted as Marian took stock of Tori, who’d been waiting to die because she wouldn’t hand Marian over to a demon. But Marian wasn’t going to get any more money from this woman, so what was the point of staying?

She saved your life.

Tori had been primed to betray her to a monster.

But she didn’t. And now she’s going to pay the ultimate price for that.

Tori was a pawn, not the player. Another desperate soul caught up in this otherworldly mess. And she was going to die alone to protect her family. A family she loved enough to die for. Marian had nothing and no one.

It seemed so backwards.

The whole situation infuriated her. Her warped conscience awakened and howled.

This is wrong and you know it.

She unclenched her jaw with a click and channeled her stress elsewhere, chewing her thumbnail as she paced along the length of the dresser while Tori wallowed. The traveler’s head drooped between her shoulders, her body radiating exhaustion as she cast her eyes to the floor.

“So, what’s your plan?” Marian said at last.

“Bold of you to assume I have a plan,” came Tori’s miserable reply as she reached down to pick up her crumpled can. “I can afford one more night here, then I’ll figure out what comes next.”

One more night.

If there really was a Gifted bloodhound on Tori’s tail, Marian needed to walk out that door right now and get as far away as possible. Maybe call Vale and loop him in. The thought of adding more demons to the chaos seemed like a bad idea, but Vale had promised her protection. This seemed like as good a time as any to use it.

You still don’t know what you owe him. What if he’s set up a trap of his own for you?

The notion sounded preposterous after all he’d done to help her, even if his motives were selfish ones. But Verinne had proven she’d been baiting Marian with kindness. What if Vale’s strategy was the same, and he was simply better at it than the female demon?

“Give me a minute,” Marian mumbled as she drifted into the bathroom, kicking discarded towels out of her way in search of space to think. Automatically, she pulled out her phone and discovered another text from Abe. She started to type a response.

“Please shut the door if you’re going to pee,” Tori called through the doorway as Marian stood in front of the sink, typing.

“I’m not pissing, I’m texting Abe,” Marian called back.

The old mattress coils screeched. Tori bolted into the bathroom and braced a hand on the door frame. She reached in and ripped the phone out of Marian’s hand. “Who’s Abe?”

Marian’s innards clenched at the question and the look of apprehension on Tori’s face. It made Marian momentarily forget that she was supposed to be angry at the traveler. “Your coworker at the Evergreen Cafe.” Why did Marian feel as though she’d made a mistake? “Give me my phone.”

Tori took a sharp step backward, holding the phone out of reach. “I don’t know anyone named Abe.”

Marian’s face fell. “But he gave me your book.” Which she’d completely forgotten to bring with her.

The more she spoke of Abe, the more insane she felt. Marian’s words sounded bizarre in her own ears.

Tori fired back. “An architectural book?”

Marian nodded. “There was a receipt inside with your name on it. He said you guys were friends.”

“Of course he did,” Tori hissed. Her brown eyes blazed as they bored into Marian’s. “Did he touch you?”

Marian’s hand twinged as she shuffled through her memories. She looked back to that moment on the sidewalk outside the Evergreen. Abe had handed her a book. Their fingers brushed, but just for a second. Marian gulped. “I … yeah, but barely.”

“What did you text him just now?”

“I—” Marian stammered. The wheels in her head seized, like something was blocking her from examining what she’d done, hiding her own words from her.

Oh shit.

“Shit.” Tori echoed Marian’s thoughts as she shoved her phone back in her pocket. “Read it.”

Marian tore her eyes away from Tori and forced herself to think past the mental blockade. Brick by brick, she tore down the wall as she typed in her passcode and opened the text chain with Abe. Her blood ran cold when she read what she’d written and found she had no memory of typing any of it. But the proof was right there.

She let him know when she left her house. She gave him her bus route. She sent him coordinates.

Marian sucked in a ragged breath, suddenly lightheaded.

“He knows where we are. I told him.” Why would she do something like that? And why didn’t she remember doing it? “That’s not me. I’d never text stuff like this to a total stranger.”

Tori looked like she was about to puke. “I believe you. It’s not your fault.”

Marian’s face screwed up in confusion.

“What—?”

A loud knock on the door froze them both in place.

Another, more insistent knock rattled the hinges. Marian and Tori’s eyes met, and Tori mouthed a word Marian didn’t catch. The traveler waved her out of the bathroom and crouched low. Marian followed suit and crept beside her to the edge of the curtained window. She inched toward the glass and slowly pushed the curtain back enough to see who’d come knocking.

Though Marian knew who she’d find on the other side, her mouth still went dry at the sight of Abe standing in front of the motel room door, one hand in his pocket while the other pressed a phone to his ear. Marian’s phone buzzed half a second later. She palmed it into silence.

“It’s Abe,” Marian whispered.

Tori crouched beside her and rose up off her knees to glimpse their visitor.

“Marian,” Tori whispered back. “Abe is Roman.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Abe—Roman—stood outside Tori’s motel room. The plain, preppy kid Marian had encountered at the coffee shop had been replaced by a goth doppelganger. Black barbells skewered his bushy brows, silver chains looped through his earlobes. He’d shed his tidy, conservative disguise and donned layers of black; a Tool shirt peeked through his unzipped hoodie. His choppy raven hair hung loose and wild.

“That’s real bad,” Tori whispered. She pushed off the wall and slipped out of Marian’s periphery.

“Hey Marian, just making sure I’m in the right place,” Roman’s voice drifted through the door as he left a voicemail. He sounded so at ease, so nonthreatening. “Call me when you get this.”

She craned her head around in search of Tori’s guidance, but Tori had moved behind the bed and pressed a finger to her lips, gesturing for quiet. Right, that made sense. Pretend the place was empty. Then he’d go away. Hopefully.

Fuck.

Marian grappled with the self-loathing rising within her. How had she screwed this up so badly? Resisting otherworldly manipulation was her forte, and yet this kid had played her like a fiddle.

The traveler waved frantically at Marian and mouthed something she strained to interpret, but the sound of Roman jimmying the lock had them both ducking out of sight before Marian could even begin to figure out what Tori had been so desperately trying to tell her.

Dread seized her like a hand around her thundering heart as the doorknob turned and the door swung open. There was nothing nearby to hide behind. She could dive across the room to hide with Tori behind the bed. A cement truck would be stealthier.

Marian’s Hell-tuned instincts wailed at the sharp, sudden pain driving into the back of her skull. The enduring pain only Hell could deliver.

Roman strode inside. The surrounding air quivered like a mirage as his arrival filled the room with a presence so twisted and wrong. It twitched and seized, as if unstable. So unlike the unbreachable certainty of Vale’s power as it pushed against the bounds of reality. Whatever Roman brought with him was new—volatile, and a violation of Marian’s most base instincts. Completely unlike the normal, non-threatening aura he’d possessed at the coffee shop.

Whatever he is should not exist.

When Roman turned his head and his eyes locked on Marian, her breath caught in her chest like a rabbit in snare. Time slowed to a crawl, and somewhere in it, she found the strength to stand up from her crouched position by the window. She stared back, desperate to run, and yet arrested by his horrifying presence.

Roman’s expression slowly shifted into one of surprise. Fear curdled her guts as she forced her face to remain carefully blank.

“Hey,” Roman said in that earnest, unassuming voice. “Sorry, I wasn’t sure I was in the right place. Where’s Tori?”

Marian hastily built up the mental walls she hoped would be strong enough to keep his influence out of her mind. But if it was touch that gave him his power, she was already fucked.

Marian replied evenly. “You just missed her.”

Roman’s brows rose.

“Where did she go?”

“Out for ramen.” Don’t look at the bed.

Roman cast a sidelong look out the door. “Where is there ramen around here? I only saw a gas station on my way over.”

Marian held his gaze, unblinking. She dragged her tongue along the roof of her mouth as a spark of spite cut through her fear.

“It’s at the intersection of ‘get wrecked’ and ‘fuckboy.’ ”

Roman stood stock still, his eyes glued on her. His features slackened, as if he didn’t have a thought in his head. Then he flashed her a toothy smirk.

“You’re not funny, bitch.”

All that youthful ignorance fell away, replaced in an instant by a violent knowing that better suited his venomous aura. Something shoved against Marian’s mind so hard and fast, it made her sway. She clamped down against it, shutting out the sensation of needles piercing her skull.

But she didn’t miss the subtle falter in Roman’s smile.

“She told you about me, didn’t she? What a goddamn pain in my ass.”

Marian stifled a groan as the pressure in her head dissipated.

“What are you? This power … this is not what the Gifted do.”

“Shut up,” He extended a hand to her, and the pressure around her head turned crushing. “You really want to help that sweet kid you met at the coffee shop. He seems like a nice enough guy, and he’s really worried about his cute lil’ friend, Tori. So where is she?”

Marian bit down hard, but her defenses held, and the tide of his will retreated. This time, Roman let out a frustrated growl. His eyes sharpened, irritation flashing across his pasty white face. “Why is it always so weird with you?”

Marian unclenched her jaw. Fuck, she didn’t have the stamina for this. They needed to leave. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

Roman prowled toward her. Marian backed away.

“I tried to will you to me for days, but you wouldn’t come. There’s something inside you that won’t let me all the way in. Makes me want to slice you open and see if I can’t bleed it out of you. But my lady said you’re off limits.”

Roman kept walking, and Marian sidestepped out of his reach and backed up along the length of the dresser spanning the long wall.

Marian risked a darting glance at the space under the bed as she edged along the dresser. She spotted the sole of a white Samba before it disappeared fully from view.

Marian swallowed hard.

“How did you influence me? You only touched me once.”

Roman’s boyish smirk widened into something vulgar and cruel.

“Once is all it takes for me to get under someone’s skin. And people are very malleable when they’re not paying attention. It’s amazing what you can convince them of when you put a little ‘oomph’ into it, especially when they want to believe you. You were hungry for what I had to say and ate up every word. Damn shame your brain is a scrambled mess.”

Spite flared again as Marian bit back with a soft snort.

“Or maybe you just suck at this.”

Roman let out a peal of laughter that struck her like lightning. Her skin pricked as her heart lodged itself in her throat. Stuck in a room with a rabid dog, and all she could think to do was taunt it.

Good job, me.

Roman slowly licked his lips as his laughter died away. An unusually long tongue swiped across his front teeth, which seemed more pointed than they’d been moments ago.

“You’re all nerve and no sense, aren’t you, you bony little shit?” He looked at her like a starving beast cornering its prey. “But hey, whatever—here you are now, right where I need you. I’m curious, though. Did Tori tell you the whole story? Because she has a knack for leaving out the most important details.”

He tilted his head back. “I know you’re here, by the way. I’ll drag you out of whatever hole you’re hiding in soon enough.”

Marian bristled at his taunt.

“She told me plenty.”

“Really?” Roman cocked his head. “You must be a real bleeding heart then if you’re still sticking your neck out for her. Y’know, since she was going to sell you out to my lady.”

A subtle rattle of the floor lamp behind Roman caught her eye. Marian quickly looked away and forced herself to look at the menacing Gifted. “Yeah, we went over that.”

His smile shrank.

“And you’re not pissed? Or are you just really stupid? My lady did say you weren’t the brightest Crayon in the box.”

“I’m dumb and livid. But Tori didn’t sell me out. And unlike you, she’s not an incel simping for a fucking demon.”

Roman’s face contorted in a snarl as Tori popped up behind the bed like a jack-in-the-box wielding a floor lamp by the shaft. She jumped on the mattress and swung for the fences, slamming the heavy round base against Roman’s head so hard, he collapsed to the floor and didn’t get up.

Tori threw the lamp on top of him, the flimsy fabric lampshade splitting when it hit his backside. Then she leaped off the bed, snatched up a duffel and pink backpack from the floor, and ran to the door.

“Come on!” The traveler barked as she threw open the door.

But the door slammed shut in her face so hard that the walls shook and kept shaking well after the deadbolt locked itself.

Fear knotted around Marian as the room’s marigold walls rippled like water. Paint bubbled and then sloughed to the floor. Instead of plaster or insulation, rusted scaffolding emerged from the goop.

Daylight light out the window rapidly dissolved into oppressive darkness. The overhead light flickered to a sudden, high-pitched signal that made Marian clap her hands over her ears to prevent her eardrums from bursting. Tori shrieked in pain as she fought with the lock. The deadbolt didn’t budge.

The door groaned as it slid out of reach, higher until it was well over their heads and gliding toward the lengthening ceiling. The ceiling light guttered one last time before it went out completely.

Marian suddenly felt like she was stuck at the apex of an inversion on the worst roller coaster she’d ever ridden as the motel room warped around them. Wood splintered, carpet frayed, and thick black ichor dripped down the scaffolding, gathering at its joints in large, throbbing tumors. Pressure filled the room as a dim orange light rose up through narrow fissures in the floor.

The sound of pelvis-deep chuckling unstuck her paralyzed body. She spun around to find Roman rising to his feet, black blood trickling from his hairline to his jaw where Tori had struck him.

His lips split in a smile that was far too wide for his face, the corners of his mouth tearing nearly to his ears. His bottle-green eyes flooded milky white as the scar on Marian’s wrist erupted in blinding pain.

Marian swore and clutched her wrist as the stench of sulfur invaded her senses. She stared at Roman in open horror.

“You. You’re possessed. By the Remnant.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


“Wrong,” Roman said with glee. “I wield the Remnant.”

Wield? Marian had only ever seen the Remnant wield people, like when it had connected to Lloyd. Not the other way around. “That’s not possible. That doesn’t make any sense.”

And yet here they were, standing in a rapidly changing nightmare straight out of Hell.

Tori staggered to her side, leaping over one of the tears in the floor as it widened large enough to swallow them whole. “Roman, how are you doing this?!”

The room pitched backward, putting them on an incline. Tori swayed, catching herself on an exposed beam in the wall. Marian threw out her arms, fighting the gravitational shift that now pulled them in Roman’s direction.

Roman walked effortlessly up the sloping floor toward Tori, his hands in his pockets. Marian angled her body sideways and slid into the opposite wall, gripping it for dear life.

“Well, I’m different. Special,” Roman replied. “Everything you’re not.”

Tori, despite the thinly veiled terror in her eyes, glowered at him. “What did Verinne do to you?”

“She gave me power,” Roman replied.

The traveler shrieked as the scaffolding buckled under her weight. The floor beneath her vanished. She kicked out her legs and hooked them on another intact beam.

“What …” the traveler grunted. “What did it cost?”

Roman leaped, gravity shifting so that he walked with ease along the bars Tori fought to hold onto to. Marian looked on helpless as the room churned and changed ceaselessly. There was no way across yet. No way to help.

Roman crouched down beside Tori. “What you were too afraid to give. It was so easy, too. All we have to do is die.”

“No,” the traveler gasped. “You let her kill you?”

“Only for a little bit. I came back better. Stronger.”

Marian winced as her section of scaffolding trembled. The black cancers at each junction shuddered and sprouted more slow-growing bars that wove through the air like vines. All while she struggled to wrap her mind around what she’d learned.

Verinne had killed a Gifted and brought him back, and he’d returned imbued with the Remnant. Had she known this would happen? How was that possible?

“She wanted you alive, you know,” Roman rose and looked disapprovingly down at a struggling Tori. “I said you lacked the vision to be useful, but my lady knows best, I guess.”

The whole room pitched upward again, and the floor floated up to meet them so hard, it slammed into Tori and ejected her from the scaffolding. She collapsed on a patch of intact carpet with a yelp.

“Tori!” Marian bellowed as she dropped to the new floor.

The room pitched sharply right, sending Marian toppling into the bed. The frame folded in on itself as she landed, the mattress sinking beneath her until she suddenly found herself chest deep in a substance that was wood and fabric and metal coils pureed together into something akin to quicksand that swallowed her up to her chest.

Through her panting and grunting, she heard laughter. Shrill, childlike laughter. A sound that transported her instantly back in time to an asphalt playground. Back on her skinned knees in front of the cajoling boys that shoved that gangly girl down repeatedly until she cried.

Marian gripped the edge of the bed frame and dragged herself out of the incomprehensible mire. The bedside table splintered in slow-motion while the digital alarm clock showed Marian the same time she’d seen before Roman arrived.

Tori was on the opposite tower of scaffolding, swatting at Roman as he gripped her by the front of her hoodie and hauled her to eye level.

A single thought boomed in Marian’s mind as Roman closed his hand around Tori’s shrieking face.

“It’s funny,” he crooned. “I said I’d bring you to her. She thinks you could be like me. I think she’s wrong. And I really, really want to know what it feels like when you die in my hands.”

Marian erupted in senseless shouting as Tori kicked and flailed in Roman’s arms. Power unlike anything she’d ever felt rolled through the air. A crackle and snap at Marian’s wrist changed the charge into something explosive.

An errant wind gathered at her back, her hoodie billowing around her as Roman was thrown to the floor. Tori ripped free of him and bolted across the room to Marian’s side, dragging her the last few inches free of the bed.

Roman collapsed on the carpet that served as Tori and Marian’s ground, his dark locks pointing every direction as if he’d been electrocuted. He clambered to his feet.

“What the fuck was that?” He spat, his lightless eyes wide. He snarled, giving Marian a glimpse of too many elongated teeth. “What did you do?”

“I have no idea,” Marian replied with a trembling breath.

A deep growl rolled out of him. “You’re lying.”

“She isn’t,” Tori announced next to Marian, now so close that she could feel the other woman’s warmth.

And Marian had no idea how to do it again. She seized the opportunity to run while Roman shoved his hair out of his face, his features twisted in turmoil. She grabbed Tori by the arm and sprinted for the window. They’d break it if they had to.

An invisible force gripped Marian around the middle and yanked her and Tori backward. They spun around to find Roman stalking toward them, his shoulders hunched and eyes glowing empty white. He reached for them, his hand twisting in a grasping motion. Tori’s jaw fell open and her body buckled, falling to her knees with a horrible choking sound.

Marian screamed. Roman was killing Tori.

No.

Shadows appeared out of nowhere and circled her rapidly. A torrent of darkness cocooned her, filling her vision before falling away, leaving her with a familiar presence. She lowered her eyes at the mass in her hand and forgot how to breathe. Her fingers tightened around a slender, icy hilt.

The knife.

Tori bent over, coughing loudly as Roman released whatever hold he’d had on her.

But Marian’s world narrowed down to the piece of Hell pulsing in her grasp.

A sobering prick of her scar made Marian look back up to Roman’s face, twisted in surprise as his body convulsed. Crick, crack, snap—bones broke and mended, becoming something else, something human, but wrong. Bony ridges burst through his bangs like horns. Viscous black bubbled beneath his skin, slithering up his arms and throat. The sound of flesh ripping signaled the emergence of four new flesh appendages unfolding from his frame, each tipped in long fingers. Serrated, chitinous fingers.

Every limb, a weapon. Their many joints bent and curled toward Marian and Tori as he reached for them.

Marian brought the knife down in a tactless parry when he sliced them. Black static crackled when the Remnant met the blade. Another lashed after it, but Marian was ready. She sliced at an armored finger.

Roman let out an inhuman shriek in time with Marian’s own pained cry as static burst too close to her face. Her scar smoldered as the Remnant hybrid recoiled. She tore her gaze from Roman for a split second to glance down at the glowing flesh of her wrist. The mark burned bright; her bracelet pushed nearly up to her elbow. She shouldn’t have looked, but the pain was a deadly distraction.

A hand fisted the back of Marian’s hoodie and dragged her out of the path of another bladed limb sailing toward her. The Remnant missed and sliced the swamp of a bed in half, sending fragments of mixed material sailing through the air, beyond the scaffolding, to who the fuck knew where.

Fire raced up Marian’s arm again, engulfing half her body in agony too exquisite to bear. Again and again, the Remnant hybrid struck, and each time, intuition guided Marian to deflect them all with her knife.

Every blow sent a fresh wave of pain through her. Every act of defiance was met with swift punishment.

There was no hesitation between blows, no relief from torture. Each attack from the Remnant brought her closer to a precipice she couldn’t see. All the while, Tori’s hands on her back and shoulders guided her stumbling, winded body toward retreat. Keeping her just far enough out of reach that the Remnant hybrid couldn’t snatch her away.

You will fail, a tinny voice rattled around in her skull. You’ll give up. You always do.

That voice was right. She wasn’t a fighter.

Whatever Roman was now showed no signs of flagging. He’d outlast her.

But another voice resounded insider her, steamrolling her doubt with its command.

So end him now. All that he was is gone.

What? No. She needed to escape. That was all. But she was slowing, her body unable to meet her intuition’s demands. Roman may have been sent to capture them both alive, but the creature he’d become moved like it intended to kill.

She gritted her teeth, mustering every ounce of strength in her body to lash back at him, to try to get him on the defensive. She prepared herself for the Remnant’s next tentacled strike.

But Marian didn’t expect Roman’s fist in her face instead.

His knuckles connected with her jaw so hard, it popped. Silver stars went supernova in front of her eyes. She hacked around the blood pooling in her mouth. Tori shouted her name, but Marian was miles away. She didn’t realize she was falling until her backside met the carpet. Roman was suddenly on top of her, and Marian decided all was lost.

Then Roman’s weight vanished as Tori barreled into him, throwing him off her. Marian opened and closed her mouth, jaw clicking as she staggered to her feet in time to see Tori screaming as she ducked out from under the Remnant limb stabbing at her. Roman flailed and thrashed on the ground, his legs bending backward. He sprang up as twin tentacles of flesh twined with black ooze and sprouted through his shirt. They coiled around Tori’s legs and pulled them out from under her, dangling her upside down. The traveler screamed.

Marian turned the knife in her grip, pointing the blade away from her body as she blindly rushed him. Roman spun, blood trickling down his lips as needle-like teeth pierced them.

“You cunt,” he bellowed at Marian in not one, but many voices—whispers and screams all at once.

Marian couldn’t speak, much less think through the words invading her mind. They didn’t fit; they had no home here. And yet they slithered through her memories like one of her own. A voice of dread and despair.

“Binding is your word, this pact undying in this world and the next. Deliver us from this torment, that we may live free.”

The knife pulsed in her palm. Smoke and shadow poured from the blade and surrounded her in a vortex of possessive darkness. A single sentence chased away all other noise, including the phantom memory.

The same stern presence that commanded her to kill.

“Hold on.”

Roman barreled through the intangible barrier. He caught her around the waist and took her to the ground. The knife’s shadows tangled with the Remnant limbs. The surrounding pressure buckled; the scaffolding groaned. Roman howled in pain.

The scent of rotting meat hit her so hard that her eyes watered. She blinked through the wetness, watching horrified as new appendages of flesh and exposed bone burst from his torso, all dripping viscous black sludge. He crushed Marian’s head between his hands and roared into her face as his right eye ruptured, and a bloody tentacle burst free.

Marian screamed back in terror, clutching the knife to her chest.

“Why do you not come?” Roman howled, the sound of it raw and miserable. “Why do you forsake us? You promised. Deceiver. DECEIVER.”

Spittle and black tar spattered Marian’s face. Again, that ironclad voice commanded her.

“End him or die.”

Those words tangled with her fear and forced her body into motion. She gripped the hilt tight and angled the blade lower.

Incomprehensible noises tore from Roman’s ruined throat. His shredded lips flapped against his pointed teeth. Fear wrapped around Marian’s throat and squeezed tight.

“XccceerEE—XXCEEIT—AAAEL—”

Static exploded in her ears as Marian shoved the blade into Roman’s belly. Hot blood gushed forth, pouring over her hands.

Roman spasmed violently, then stilled. His remaining intact eye rolled forward, revealing a familiar green iris. He collapsed on top of Marian with a wet gurgle, convulsing so violently that loose flesh slapped her hard enough to bruise. She screamed and tried to throw him off, but every part of him was scalding to the touch. Bones snapped. His splintered fingers grasped desperately for her, no longer hurting, just holding. Like he was trying to anchor himself to her.

A shockwave passed through her, bringing with it a pressure like the moment before a lightning strike. Marian braced herself for whatever was coming.

Fuck. Oh, fuck.

Roman’s jaw went slack, his eyes wide. He looked down at Marian, his expression utterly lost and confused. Another memory hijacked her thoughts.

A small boy, not unlike her, the butt of every joke. Passed from family to family with none to call his own. A burden, alone and hurting. Waiting to mean something to someone. Yearning to be strong enough to need no one. He was soft, once. But no more will he live as an open wound.

The thought ended as Roman’s body exploded in a cloud of flesh and mist, coating Marian’s face in a fine sheen of gore.

Then he was gone, the Remnant evaporating along with him, leaving Marian to gape at the window, gasping for breath. A metallic tang on her tongue made her stomach roil. The weight of the knife dissolved between her fingers, relieving her of the pain in her arm. Shadows darted across her vision before disappearing entirely.

Light leaked in from her right as twilight glowed through the motel room window—just the way they’d left it, minus a working floor lamp.

Marian couldn’t move, couldn’t swallow–she didn’t want to. Someone else’s blood mingled with hers on her tongue. A dead man’s blood.

She barely registered the sound of Tori crawling to her side, calling her name. Tori’s stricken face floated into view as Marian’s vision blurred.

She needed sleep. Years of it. She stared at the sky and willed the clouds to absorb her and take her away from this place, this moment in time. Marian didn’t know how to exist in it, or how to live with what she had seen. Or done.

The clouds out the window parted as if in response to her silent plea and revealed a sliver of empty night. Not a single star greeted her. They never did anymore. And yet their absence made her heart ache.

The traveler spoke to her in urgent whispers, but Marian didn’t understand a word. All she knew was that she wanted to be far away from here, somewhere safe. Home.

She just didn’t know where that was.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Consciousness hit Marian like a freight train. Everything hurt. Why did it hurt? And where were the lights?

The answer fell on her like a bag of bricks.

Roman happened, and Marian killed him.

She opened her eyes to a coconut-scented cloud tickling her nose. The sounds of the city came through muffled and distorted. The cold hard ground dug into her back as she threaded her fingers through blades of damp grass at her sides. A few strands of her own loose hair fluttered against her cheeks in the salt-tinged breeze. Tori must have brought her outside, but where?

Tori pulled away, giving Marian an unobstructed view of the cloudy night sky. A pair of stars had appeared, twinkling brightly in the firmament despite the light pollution. Marian blinked. Both stars blinked back.

“C’mon, stay with me,” Tori’s anxious voice broke through the roaring sound in Marian’s head. “People are coming. We gotta go.”

Marian ought to have panicked just then. Too much had happened. How would they cover their tracks? Roman had exploded. Surely someone heard what had happened in that pocket of Hell on Earth. But Marian couldn’t bring herself back down to reality long enough to think through what needed to be done.

A shuddering breath creaked out of her. Hot tears streaked down her temples. What was happening to her? Marian didn’t cry. Yet she was being cleaved in two.

“I killed him. I killed him.”

Because you’re a killer.

“Hey, hey, no,” came Tori’s shaking, but fervent reply. Two delicate hands clasped her shoulders and gave her a little shake before pulling her up off the ground. Tori’s blurry face filled her vision as Marian realized they were in the sprawling field across the street from the motel.

“Roman would have killed us. I don’t understand what I saw, but we’re alive and that’s all I care about right now. You saved us.”

Had she? How many times had Tori pulled her out of harm’s way?

A war raged inside her body. Marian’s stomach heaved without warning. Tori helped Marian to her knees as she vomited. When it was done, Tori patted her gingerly on the back only to pull her hand away with a strangled gasp. The traveler didn’t share what had elicited that reaction, but the urgency in her voice increased.

“We really need to move. You need help.”

Help? Marian was beyond help. Her body was caving in on itself and her thoughts kept drifting up and up, away from the blood and the gore and the last flash of fear in Roman’s eyes right before he died.

Marian choked through the stomach acids searing her throat. “Feels like I puked up an organ.”

She was suddenly so cold, and everything hurt like hell, but all she could do was whimper as the traveler hauled her upright.

“I think you did. Hang on, girl. I got you.”

An arm slipped around her shoulders. The stars drifted away, and Marian drifted with them. Her consciousness stuttered into darkness, and when she came to next, she was moving. She just wasn’t sure how.

Tori bore nearly all of her weight. Marian stumbled along, but it was the traveler who moved them both. Marian merely hung on for the ride as the young woman practically carried her down an unfamiliar street under the glow of a sputtering streetlight. Cars rolled by regularly, the familiar rumble of passing engines oddly comforting.

“On your left. Your other left,” Tori called out loud and clear in her ear, but not to her. She lifted her head and thought she’d pass out again as the city scene collapsed into a vortex of bright lights and swirling shadows.

“What happened to her?” A masculine voice Marian didn’t recognize sounded from somewhere beside her.

Tori forced a laugh.

“Oh, miss lightweight here couldn’t hold her blue Hawaiians.”

“But those are … blue. She’s red and black.”

“’Cause we’re working on a horror movie.” The traveler fired back. “Wrap party. Mind your damn business.”

The stranger laughed awkwardly. Marian didn’t know what was so funny as they stumbled together down the block. Her very existence had never seemed so precarious. Like she’d just come back from the dead only to die again.

The ties that bound her to this life felt so brittle now. Never had the void been so close on the other side of Hell. As if death would swoop her up if she would. Just. Let. Go.

“Hold on,” a resonant voice sounded from deep within her.

“Keep your head down. You look like a crime scene,” Tori warned under her breath.

The concern in the traveler’s voice only heightened Marian’s fear, drawing her tether to existence taut.

Marian groaned in reply and turned her head into the fuzzy interior of the hood pulled over her head like a coconut-scented balaclava. She had no memory of putting on Tori’s sweatshirt. Maybe she hadn’t.

“Wh-where—” Marian sputtered. She couldn’t finish the sentence; her next breath hurt too much. Like she’d inhaled knives.

“I’m taking you to that bus shelter,” Tori replied with forced calm. But Marian didn’t miss the tremor in her voice. “And then I’m taking you to a hospital.”

Marian rasped. “No. No hospitals.”

“Girl,” Tori said, her voice jumping up an octave. “You are six different kinds of messed up right now, and I have no idea what to do about it. I can see every single vein in your body, and I’m ninety-nine point nine percent sure they should not be black and leaking.”

What?

What must have been lava—dense and beyond hot—burned up her throat without warning. She folded in half and vomited liquid fire on the pavement.

Tori swore beside her as she backed a bent Marian into a wall and slowly eased her to the ground on a dimly lit street. She coughed and wheezed as Tori knelt beside her, wiping frantically at her face with a wadded-up shirt.

Marian’s vision rolled in and out of focus again as she stared at the black puddle at her feet. She lifter her bleary gaze to the traveler’s terror-stricken face.

“What’s wrong?” Was the question Marian wanted to ask.

But her mouth flooded again with yet more foul-tasting liquid. It spilled out of her mouth, dribbling down her chin.

Tori looked at Marian like she was a ghost. Or was about to become one.

“Lord have mercy,” Tori whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m calling 9-1-1.”

No, Marian wanted to scream. Call Vale.

Sense flew out the window as raw fear and panic mingled with the soul-crushing pain consuming her now. She didn’t need an ambulance, a hospital, or a scared-shitless traveler who should be home safe with her family. She needed Vale.

Vale swore he’d protect her. They had a deal.

“Please forgive me. I just–I don’t know what I’m dealing with anymore.” Tori stuffed the sopping wet shirt back into her little backpack, pulled out her phone, and stood up as the headlights of an incoming bus shone into the shelter.

Light enough that Marian could now see the dark ichor staining her clothes and the puddle of the same substance she’d puked up. Marian pressed the back of her hand to her lips.

It came away smeared with the same viscous black crud.

A car screeched up alongside them, the engine still rumbling as the driver’s side door opened. Marian looked up, but the world had gone out of focus again.

“I’m your Uber driver. Get in,” came a familiar masculine voice, their tone borderline jovial. Marian couldn’t place it, and she sure as fuck couldn’t see who it belonged to while blinded by headlights.

“I didn’t order an Uber,” Tori said shakily, stepping in front of Marian.

“Well, you got one now,” the voice replied.

Tori hesitated. “Wait … it’s you. What are you doing here?”

“Put the phone down.”

The voice turned hard and humorless, and very different from whatever memory Marian had of this person.

Heavy footfalls scraped the pavement, growing rapidly nearer. A body stepped into her field of vision, snuffing out the lights. Her head rolled back as she looked up into a swirling mass of black and gray.

Shouting. Shrieking. Every word was lost in a sea of noise. Arms like tree trunks slipped under her knees as they held her to a muscular body and lifted her off the pavement. She’d have fought if she could, but Marian’s body no longer functioned.

“Holy shit.” The stranger’s voice vibrated through her aching bones. “She smells like a tire fire.”

Marian’s head lolled into a hard chest covered by tight cotton shirt that smelled like exhaust and cigarettes.

I know you, shrieked a voice that pierced through a tangle of fevered thoughts.

“Hey!” Tori’s voice carried from somewhere in the distance. “What are you doing? She needs an ambulance!”

“Baby girl, we are way past that,” the male voice replied as he eased Marian into the seat of a car. The stranger’s warmth disappeared, and she immediately began shivering. Marian heard the metal click of a clip sliding into place and Tori’s strangled gasp.

Something was very, very wrong. With each passing second, her senses grew weaker as the pain grew stronger. Each thump of her heart was misery, the walls of her lungs burning with each breath.

I’m dying.

The stranger spoke with an unsettling balance of sarcasm and deadly intent.

“She’s out of time, which means we’re all out of time. So you either get in the car and help me cancel her one-way trip to Hell, or I put a bullet in your head right now, which I really don’t want to do.”

It was the last thing Marian heard before darkness swallowed her whole.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Waking hurt like dying. But Marian wasn’t just dying.

Something was tearing her soul from her body.

Nothing she saw when her eyes flew open made any sense, either. She was sprawled out on someone’s bed, staring at a ceiling fan as it spun lazily overhead. A familiar face hovered out of the corner of her eye, his brow wrinkled in concentration as he secured a silver handcuff to part of the headboard. Thin red welts marred his patchy black stubble.

The cobwebs at the edges of Marian’s vision dissolved. She knew this asshole.

Paul Choi, the Annex bartender, was about to cuff her to the bed.

A violent burst of adrenaline gave her the strength she’d been missing since Roman’s murder. Every movement was utter torment, but her need to escape dampened the pain.

Luck more than skill guided her as she delivered a graceless kick to his stomach; he reeled backward into the bedside table. Something out of sight shattered as Marian clumsily rolled out of his reach off the bed and hobbled out the open door.

Loud cursing behind her spurred her on. Faster.

She barely made it a few steps into the unfamiliar hallway when the world pitched sharply sideways. Her feet tangled together, sending her teetering into a long console table. She was suddenly surrounded by dark floral wallpaper. Pale pink begonias melted into a darkness that stretched on forever if her eyes were to be trusted.

A thousand needles rained down on her skin. A strangled scream ripped out of her with each wave of pain. She was fighting herself just as much as she was fighting to get away.

Where even was she?

A wide mirror framed in knotted gold hung on the opposite wall. Chest heaving with the effort to remain upright, Marian looked to the left and found her reflection. But the woman looking back couldn’t have been her.

It was a monster.

Half bony, bloodless flesh, half creature of black ichor, she was covered in bulging, venous ridges that throbbed in time with her frantic heartbeat. That thick, foul ooze had enveloped half her face; what of her hadn’t been tarnished by it was riddled with black, writhing veins.

The one gray eye that hadn’t been consumed by darkness leaked a steady stream of watery black sludge.

More than ever, she hoped her eyes had failed. That this was a nightmare she’d escape.

She pawed at her cheek, her breath coming shallow and sharp. Her nails sank into the wet black surface. She scraped and clawed, digging desperately to find herself. But her fingers found only bone. Her raspy breaths turned to high-pitched whimpers as she dug until her bare jawbone emerged from the black.

Everything smelled so strongly of smoldering rubber.

“Oh my god. Oh my god, oh my god,” she cried.

The Remnant. It’s taking me.

Marian screamed and groped at the console table, her knees buckling. But her equilibrium was gone. The table collapsed with her, its contents crashing to the floor.

A single stone bell rolled into her rapidly shrinking field of vision.

Horror splintered through her as she realized she knew exactly where she was.

“No,” Marian rasped as she clawed at the hardwood floor. Her fingers slipped, finding no purchase through the ichor. Wave after wave of bone-breaking spasms assaulted her. “No, no no no.”

Hasty footsteps heralded the bartender’s arrival. He dropped to a knee beside her, his face locked in a wince. “Aw, fuck. That can’t be good.”

A second set of slower, measured footsteps manifested in the distance. A pillar of darkness stepped into view.

Paul looked over his shoulder. “You didn’t tell me she was going to turn into Venom.”

“There’s a great deal I don’t tell you,” said a dry, steely voice. “And yet I’m subjected to your witless commentary about it all the same.”

Then came the sound of what must have been a herd of elephants stampeding upstairs, followed by a muffled crash.

The shadow sighed. “Deal with the traveler.”

Marian had barely risen to her knees when a towering figure descended on her in a flutter of shadow and smoke.

Vale knelt in front of her, his face a dispassionate mask.

“Stay away,” Marian cracked, pitch spittle spewing from her lips as she fought for breath. “You did this to me.”

“I did. But I am not your enemy. We must act quickly.”

An altogether different sort of hurt split Marian in half. Rage and misery engulfed her, reducing her to spitting, screaming mess. All bared teeth and muck and fury.

“Deceiver,” Roman’s word echoed in her mind.

“Liar! Demon,” she screamed and sputtered through the ooze. “You tricked me. You’re making me like … like him. The Remnant—”

Vale’s frozen gaze narrowed. “You will never be an abomination like Roman. You are not Gifted.”

Marian wished he’d deny all this, wish he’d refute her accusations. But he didn’t. He may as well have jammed a knife under her ribs and given it a fatal twist.

“I don’t believe you. You’re all the same.” And yet you still trusted him. Her next words came out choked. “We had a deal. You said you’d protect me.”

A long, slender hand cupped her chin, sludge and all, and tilted her snarling face to meet his eyes as they blazed brilliantly under shadowed brows.

“That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

She shook her head from his grasp with a sob.

Death was close; she could feel it. She called to it, begging it to take her. Better to greet her eternity in Hell than remain to become whatever Roman was.

Then Vale was dragging her into his lap, just like he had that night she died in his pool. “It is not the Remnant killing you now. It’s me.”

Marian thought her heart had finally stopped beating.

What?

He reached for her scarred wrist. The black ooze retreated, exposing her bracelet. He deftly untied the knot and pulled the slimy fabric free to reveal the intricate lines of scar tissue.

Why wasn’t it glowing?

“This is my mark, Marian,” Mr. Vale’s thumb swept across the still-healing skin. “But it’s not mine to give; it must be found and self-inflicted. It’s what enables you to wield my power. But that power is incompatible with your mortality, and unless you do as I say, it will give you a final death.”

Her body confirmed Vale’s words with another wave of pain so excruciating, she thought she’d shatter.

This was not the Remnant destroying her. This was something she understood even less. And damn it, she did want to live.

“Tell me what to do.”

Vale’s eyes widened, a hunger in them that might have frightened her had she not feared death more. “Bind yourself to me.”

Darkness invaded Marian’s vision before his ominous words could sink in. She could barely open her jaw as the ichor inched its way across her face, creeping into every crevice and pore. Panic ruled her as she clung to life. “How?”

“Speak the words I feel in you.”

Hot tears pricked at the corner of her eyes. What was being asked of her, really? Should it matter? Was this right? Even more terrifying was how his command summoned something strange deep inside her. Words she didn’t know how she knew.

“Marian. Now.”

Don’t do it, her faraway conscience screamed.

A deep, terrible sadness washed over her. Like she was about to say goodbye to something she never thought she could lose.

Still, that adamant voice shouted, “Marian! Don’t do it!”

But Marian decided she wanted whatever time she could still steal from this world. She coughed up another lungful of black ooze all over Vale’s pristine blue waistcoat. If he minded the mess, he didn’t show it. He simply swept the sweat-sodden hair from her brow with a cool, soothing hand and waited.

The words took shape, rising from a Hell-forged memory. A voice that couldn’t have been hers rose even and strong.

“In your shadow, I am hallowed, and hallowed I will remain. By your will, I live, and in death, I am made free.”

Shadows erupted all around them in a swirling vortex with Vale at its center. Marian’s eyes snapped to his face as his frown melted into a frightening smirk. Movement from high above him drew Marian’s attention to a balcony, where Tori had emerged—punching and kicking an advancing Paul.

The traveler slugged him in the jaw, sending him stumbling backward. Tori flung herself at the railing, nearly climbing over it to yell down at Marian.

“Marian, don’t do it! He’s not a demon! It’s all a lie!”

But it was too late; permanence settled in her bones as Tori’s cries filled her with regret. Marian’s heart beat double time, its pace erratic as smoke coiled around her and Vale.

His fingers were suddenly in her hair, forcing her head back. He watched her through hooded eyes as she gasped at the shifting sensation. An arm like steel banded around her as a hand closed over her throat. Then Vale merged with the shadow, and Marian stared up at him in stunned disbelief as the whites of his eyes flooded black. He pulled her in so close that she was suddenly choking on the dueling scents of ozone and wildfire.

“No more running,” he growled against her lips. “Say my name. Finish this.”

Marian’s mouth fell open as she rasped, the foreign word barely a whisper among the rushing sound of unfurling smoke.

“Va’hael.”

A low rumble reverberated through him as he crushed his lips to hers without warning, swallowing her protest.

He claimed her mouth with such finality that Marian thought he’d killed her again. But she remained in this world even as he dragged her very soul out of her through her lips and filled her lungs with the same smoke he’d become.

All that made her alive vanished—heartbeat, pulse, breath—replaced by something new, and just when she thought she was about to be shoved off a cliff and into oblivion, blood pumped through her veins once more. Her heart beat fiercely again, its pace unerring. With each second that passed, he rewrote another part of her chemistry.

There was no tenderness here. Only need.

When he finally released her, Marian took her first unlabored breath. Shadows lapped at her skin and up her arm, burrowing into her crudely carved scar. She gasped at the invasion, clutching her wrist as they inked the mark in darkness. Scar tissue melted into perfectly woven black lines like a fresh tattoo.

She should have wept with relief. The mirror proved she’d been saved; the sludge melted away, and she felt alive for the first time in days.

Alive and yet heavy. Her deals with Stellan and Mr. Vale vanished from her person, replaced by something so much bigger.

Oh, fuck.

Marian scrambled backward as Vale changed. The skin at the corner of his eyes cracked; darkness seeped through them. Smoke and shadows fanned behind him in a cloak of perfect black. She yelped as pressure looped around her throat with an icy bite. Shadows manifested over Vale’s head like a broken crown.

Her hands flew to her neck to claw at whatever had taken hold. Cold metal met her fingers; thin and fine and solid. Not the noose of a demon bargain.

A collar.

Marian tore at her new adornment as shadows etched into Vale’s skin, his body now a canvas of night. He ran a hand through his jet hair as the vortex collapsed and calmed. The longer she stared at what remained of his human guise, the less certain she became of her own sanity.

He loomed before her, standing taller and more regal than he had any business being.

The king of monsters.

The silence between them cracked when his pale lips parted with a long, satisfied sigh.

“Now,” he said as his inhuman gaze drenched Marian in cold dread. Blue irises ignited against fathomless black. “You are mine.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Shit. Shit.

Marian felt healthy for the first time in days. Alive. Whole. And yet … wrong.

She groped her collar, yanking hard. Its surface promptly turned to smoke and hissed through her fingers. Then it was back, its delicate metal loops snug around her throat once more. She lifted her accusing gaze to Mr. Vale, who stood there like a void with a face.

“What did you do? What did I do?”

“I kept my promise; my power can no longer harm you. It’s a part of you just as it was a part of me. Your life is mine.”

He spoke slowly, as if taking great pleasure from each word. His voice dragged over her, scraping at her nerves. She nearly choked on the swell of revulsion in her throat.

“This is a collar.”

“Yes, it is.”

This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. But whatever she’d done felt inexorable; an immovable yolk on her soul far stronger than any bargain she’d ever made with a demon. She glared at him as he stood there, haloed by gently undulating shadow.

“All this time, you knew about my scar, the knife.” Marian hissed through bared teeth. “You played me. You lied to me!”

His eyes sparked their eerie blue. He stalked toward her, his shadows trailing him. “I did what had to be done.”

The anger in his voice caught her off guard. He’d never spoken to her like that; every reproach he’d slung was always blunted by wry humor. Or indifference. This was something new she’d provoked.

He hooked a finger in the knot of his tie, loosening it until it hung slack from his shadow-marked neck. The impassive mask fell back into place, broken only by the sparse cracks in his disguise. He’d never looked less human as the sun sank behind him through the balcony window. “If you want the truth, ask the right questions.”

Marian balled her hands at her sides. “You’re not just some demon, are you?”

“No.”

“You’re the devil.”

A scoff. “That’d be the simplest explanation, wouldn’t it?” He stepped toward her, his imposing form triggering Marian’s instinct to stay away. She backed up and winced as the metal around her neck tightened. “But I’m afraid the truth is rarely simple. There is no devil, nor are there demons.”

Every word from his lips fell like an executioner’s axe. Marian’s stomach lurched as she tripped over her own thoughts. She shook her head, the lie stoking the flames of her righteous fury higher. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“There is no Hell, either.” He took another step forward, ignoring her outburst.

What?

How could it be anything but Hell? But even as she dashed the thought, her convictions fractured, certainties unraveling as she struggled to cling to them. His answer went against everything she knew. Marian was damned. It was Hell that awaited her after death. Every death.

“But I’ve been there. I’m damned. I saw—”

“What?” Vale replied, his words soft and cutting all at once as he advanced on her. “What is it that you think you’ve seen? A place of punishment? Eternal torture for the sinners of this world? Odd that it’s so empty then, isn’t it? What even is sin, Marian? How is it measured, and who measures it? Deep down, do you really believe that such a trite place exists? Could it be that your travels beyond the veil have led you somewhere else entirely?”

Marian stared. Her scathing reply died on her tongue as his words sank in. Doubt festered in her mind. She hesitated as bewilderment doused her anger. “It has to be Hell. Nothing else makes sense.”

He canted his head. “Really? ‘Nothing?’ That sounds like Christian brainwashing. Who convinced you of your guilt? A priest? A parent? Or was it self-inflicted?” Each word oozed derision.

Fury flared behind her ribs and exploded out of her in a roar.

“Shut the fuck up.”

He stalked toward her. This time, Marian stood her ground.

“What you call ‘Hell’ is a world your kind was never meant to see. It’s what remains of my home and the life that once filled it. The life they corrupted beyond recognition.”

Silence hung in the air as Marian stilled. Vale stared at her, his stern, impenetrable expression failing for a split second, giving her a fleeting glimpse of a yearning so haunting that Marian finally recognized that she had no idea what he really was.

This was too much. There were so many questions hurtling through her mind.

“Who’s ‘they?’ ”

“The beings you believe to be demons are the Argent—gods whose defiance of death brought about the ruin of our world and all life within it. They broke their promise to uphold natural order. Now the souls they left behind are trapped in a prison of existence. These Argent are as endless as I am, and they do not know death.”

“Then … What … how … why are they—you—here?” Marian stammered.

“Because I alone stood against them. I alone held the key to the world that lay beyond the one they twisted into the wasteland you have seen with your own eyes. By the time I intervened, it was too late. So I made the Argent a deal: a new home in a realm beyond ours in exchange for their memories. They would live unburdened by the knowledge of what they’d done, of the horrors they’d created. But I lied. I took from them the knowledge of what they truly are. Now, ignorant of their nature, they are nearly powerless. But they are always dangerous.”

A wave of dizziness washed over her as her reality collided with his. “But why did you bring them here?”

“To end them once and for all,” Mr. Vale said simply. “They may have defeated death in my world, but here, death still reigns. So long as my power entwines with a mortal life, death may yet triumph. For three hundred years, I fed the Argent lies about their identities, made them believe we were all creatures of Hell. The human concept of demons served my purposes, so I perpetuated them. It bought me the complacency of my enemies—and yours—for a time.”

Marian shook her head at the insanity of it all.

“So what, then? You’re all fucking aliens or something?”

Mr. Vale devoured the distance between them so quickly, Marian yelped in surprise. Pressure at her back pinned her in place, preventing her escape.

The floor shook with his low growl.

“The Argent are aberrations beyond comprehension. I am all that they are not, and I sacrificed tremendous power to part the veil between our realms. I have spent billions of dollars sending divers through death to find the piece of me I carved from myself and left behind to keep the ixyura at bay. That is the power that will end this. The power you now wield.”

Marian shoved against his unyielding presence.

“No. I want out.”

Vale raised a hand. One by one, shadows curled around his fingers, solidifying into links that became the chain dangling from her collar. He tugged her closer. Marian recoiled, getting nowhere.

“There is no ‘out,’ ” he laughed bitterly. “Try running from this and see how far you get.”

“What do you want me to do?” Marian snarled.

“Become my weapon. My vengeance.”

Her eyes widened. “That’s what the knife is for? Killing them?”

“I couldn’t take it from you now even if I wanted to. Your mark binds you to it. Our purpose is now the same, and you will remain hallowed—deathless—until your oath is fulfilled.”

Everything he’d told her, everything he’d revealed was part of a world she didn’t belong to. She was mortal. Death was all she knew. But he’d changed it all, changed her.

And now you can’t die.

“No.” This was a nightmare. Another terrible dream. She clawed her own arm, red welts blossoming in the wake of her nails as she tried to jettison herself from this unreality. “Wake up, wake up, wake up.”

Shadows seized her forearms, holding them still.

“This is real, and no one else can play your part.”

Marian floundered in the enormity of it all. “Why me? I’m … I’m nothing.”

“You are everything,” Vale replied with frightening ardor. His eyes flared wide, and Marian glimpsed the madness she’d once seen lurking there out of the corner of her eye, back when she could pretend he was human. Every fiber of her being retreated from him, but his shadows swelled again around her, reminding her that there was no escape. Mr. Vale—no, Va’hael—bowed over her and whispered.

“You, Marian Meyer, will kill the Argent.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


When Marian shoved away from Vale, he let her go. She clutched her chest as the chain linking them together dissipated as though it had never existed.

“I won’t. You can’t make me.”

He tipped his head back with a smirk. “You know that I can.”

Marian raked a shaking hand through her loose hair. Anger and confusion writhed behind her breastbone. She had to put it all aside to get the answers she needed. She wouldn’t kill, no matter how certain he sounded. She’d always been as stubborn as he was immovable. That emboldened her enough to think forward.

“If you’re not an Argent, then what are you?”

Va’hael considered her for a moment, his otherworldly gaze piercing.

“For your purposes, you may call me a god.”

“Of course you’re a god, too,” Marian spat. “What about the Remnant? You called it something else. What is it?”

“In my world, it was known as the ixyura. The legacy of the Argent. The sum of all they corrupted and twisted into a ravenous nightmare. It is ceaseless existence. Entropy. But in their hands, it is annihilation. Somehow, Verinne, in ignorance, stumbled upon a means to use it despite all I did to prevent its passing through the veil. It binds to Earth’s Gifted through death.”

“Gifted? Like Roman?”

He threw a disdainful glance over his shoulder. “And your little traveler friend chewing through the walls upstairs. There are others. How many more, I do not know. It’s a phenomenon even to me, and a recent development.”

Oh fuck, Tori. “Where is she? What are you going to do to her?”

“I will not harm her. But I can’t allow her to leave. Not when she has the potential to become a weapon herself in Verinne’s hands.”

Marian glowered at him. “So what do you intend to do? Keep us both prisoner?”

Va’hael sighed. The sound didn’t suit his inhuman figure. He circled Marian slowly.

“You always manage to find the worst possible way to describe a situation.”

She pivoted, always keeping him in view.

“I call it like I see it,” she snapped back. “So you tricked these things—these gods—into coming to this world after they destroyed yours?”

“Yes.”

“And you think now that they’re here, and now that I’ve absorbed your god power, I can kill them?”

He stopped beside the collapsed console table and set it to rights with one hand. “And the ixyura by extension.”

Her eyes followed his every move. The monster plucked the stone bell from the floor and put it back in its place on the table.

“But the Argent have no memory of you, what they are, or what they’ve done?”

Those haunting blue-black eyes found her again. “Correct.”

Marian pressed her hand to her sternum. “That is so fucked up. I want nothing to do with this.”

Irritation bled into his voice as he strode toward her. “I don’t know how to make it any clearer to you that you do not have a choice. May I please speak to the Marian with a working brain for a moment instead of this petulant child?”

Without thinking, Marian spat in his face.

The monster went still, unblinking. Then he pulled her to him by the rings of her collar, making no attempt to wipe away the spittle glistening on his right cheek.

“This doesn’t have to be a fight,” he murmured, his breath hot against her skin as delicate shadows caressed her jaw. “You only have to kill those who have earned death. Submit to me, and when this over, you will be free. I’ll give you everything you could ever want in return. Wealth. Power. Pleasure.”

Marian gripped his wrist, her nails biting into shadowed flesh.

“I’d rather fuck a tree on fire.”

Surprise flashed across his ruined face. “Again, you deny yourself what you need. Why?”

“Because it always comes at too high a cost,” Marian growled.

Va’hael’s expression turned smug. “And yet I know you still want me in spite of it all.”

He sounded so certain. So pleased.

As she looked at him and remembered how she’d turned to him in her most desperate hours, the dam inside her broke and terrible hurt poured out with a resounding scream.

“Why didn’t you tell me what it all really was? I would have believed you. I would have helped you find someone else—you know that. I’ve always done as you asked. I kept your secret. And yet you screwed me anyway because at the end of the day, you don’t give a shit about me or anyone else, do you? You’re just another fucking monster.”

And she’d been the fool who’d trusted him.

His mouth set in a dour line. Marian stared back, gutted and grasping for a new paradigm; the Vale she’d known was gone. There was only this creature with eyes like sea ice.

After a prolonged, tortuous silence, he replied curtly.

“I think someone’s overdue for a nap.”

The prick of a needle in Marian’s neck told her she’d made a grave error in not watching her back in a monster’s den.

It was lights out before she hit the ground.
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Marian awoke with a dull headache on top of buttery-smooth white sheets in a room with forest green walls.

Not the cracked walls of her bedroom. This wasn’t a nightmare. This was real. Her aching bladder was proof of that. She reached for her throat. The metal collar was gone, but its presence lingered.

Ever so slowly, she sat up and looked around. She was surrounded by ornate wooden furniture. Antiques, she assumed, and beautiful.

She wanted to take an axe to them all.

Her bladder insisted she take a piss first, but Marian didn’t want to move. Strength surged through her body, but getting up meant facing this new truth, and she wasn’t ready.

The window above the dresser revealed a cloudless darkening sky. The tops of trees swayed in the wind. The lights of the city were nowhere to be found.

Where was this house? And why did she smell awful? A quick glance down at the ichor-stained clothes provided the answer. Her hat was missing, and Roman’s blood mingled with the drying viscous crud. Her bare arms were as pale as ever, but her scar was now smooth, even, and black.

Marian bolted upright when the bedroom door opened. Paul Choi walked in dressed in a loose-fitting gray tank, his winding tree tattoo in full view.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” he said easily. “You ready to come join the living?”

Marian glared at him as she drew her knees to her chest.

“Fuck off, Paul. Or whatever your real name is.”

“It’s Paul. Keep being mad at me if you want, I don’t care—I broke, like, twelve traffic laws saving your ass last night.”

Marian shifted on the cloudy duvet. She was still trying to decide if being alive was a good thing. Given that her death likely meant eternity in whatever not-Hell really was, she supposed she should be glad to be breathing.

“How long was I out? And why did you try handcuff me that night?”

Paul dragged the back of his hand across his face as he sniffled. “The first time, you were out for a couple hours. This time, about a day. And I handcuffed you because whatever Vale did to stabilize you also made you squirmy as all fuck.”

Paul jerked his chin at the door, giving Marian a glimpse of the tracks of red welts marring his cheek.

“There’s food downstairs. I have orders to make sure you eat something.”

“I’m not hungry.” But Marian’s stomach betrayed her with a loud gurgle.

Paul snorted. “You’re such a bad liar. Get changed, shower, and I’ll take you to the kitchen. Tori’s downstairs.”

Marian practically leapt off the bed at “Tori.” Dried black goop flaked off her shirt and fluttered to the floor. “I want to see her right now.”

Paul’s infuriatingly handsome face turned scornful.

“Fine, stay gross and come downstairs.”

Only when Marian’s toes met the polished wood floor did she realize she was barefoot and her hair hung in a matted mess over her shoulder. Her shoes were waiting for her at the foot of the bed, and she quickly pulled them on before hurrying after Paul, who showed no intention of waiting for her to catch up.

She hurried down the familiar hallway, sparing a moment to take in the surroundings she might have noticed last night had she not been actively dying.

A high ceiling arched overhead, the space between skylights broken by thick wooden beams. Marian was no architect, but the design seemed odd. Beautiful, but odd.

She wasn’t given much time to inspect it or the doors they passed when they arrived at the top of the stairs. It occurred to Marian then as she stared at the back of Paul’s head that she had no idea who this man was.

“What are you?” She asked as she gripped the railing, stealing a glance at the enormous chandelier hanging in the foyer they’d entered. All iron rings and filament bulbs dangling at uneven lengths from braided cords.

“Watchdog, errand boy, occasional hitman,” Paul replied. “Human.”

He threw her a look as he led her through another doorway. “Though lately, I’ve mostly been babysitting you.”

At some point during her examination of the interior design, she realized she could ignore her bladder no longer. Paul shoved her toward the hallway bathroom. When she emerged, he waved her on.

Marian huffed as she eyed the art hanging from the walls. Art she knew better than architecture, and she recognized at once impressionist and postimpressionist pieces decorating the way to the kitchen. Some painters she knew, some she didn’t. Monet, Gauguin, Renoir. They hung against the black floral wallpaper from her memories, only now the begonias were no longer melting. “How have you managed all that? You can barely run a dive bar.”

“The bar is the least of my problems. Vale also had me make sure your landlord didn’t kick your ass to the curb all those times you didn’t make rent. That guy didn’t let you live there for free out of the kindness of his heart.”

Marian’s guts churned. The gratitude she ought to have felt was curiously absent. Vale had kept a roof over her head? A shit roof, but a roof. The roof she’d chosen for herself. But that wasn’t the realization that horrified her.

“You both knew where I lived?”

Paul groaned. “You get hung up on the dumbest things. Vale’s kept tabs on every diver for decades, always looking for someone with the potential to help him. It’s always been a very short list.”

The bartender led her into the largest kitchen she’d ever seen and an adjoining living space. The island alone was as big as her bedroom. Pristine white marble countertops, stainless steel appliances, and a hanging rack laden with copper cookware.

And there in the farthest corner of the u-shaped black sectional on the other side of the room, clutching an overstuffed white pillow to her chest like she’d drown if she let go, sat Tori.

Tori’s head swiveled as they entered, brown eyes widening. There came a high-pitched shriek as she vaulted over the top of the couch and ran for Marian.

“You’re alive! They said you were, but I …” The excitement in Tori’s eyes faded, supplanted by apprehension. “I knew something was wrong, that Paul was lying about that guy being a demon, but I didn’t understand. I thought that thing was killing you.”

“Hope you guys like green beans,” Paul said unceremoniously from the kitchen island. He’d put on a lime green oven mitt and produced a pan of sizzling vegetables. “Because I made way too many green beans.”

Tori’s expression hardened as she turned to Paul. “If the next words out of your mouth don’t explain what the heck is going on here, I swear to—”

Paul set the pan down on an immaculate stove. “Chill, lady. Grab a plate, sit down, and I’ll fill in some gaps.”

Marian and Tori obeyed. And it was somehow more awkward than any cafeteria or lunch line experience Marian had ever known, despite Paul behaving like this was an average Tuesday.

Was it Tuesday? Marian had no idea as she sat in a fine wooden chair at a long rectangular table with Paul at the head and Tori across from her, looking as uncomfortable as Marian felt. The bartender set out a platter of the promised green beans.

Paul caught Tori up to what Marian knew. Then he ventured into new territory that had Marian digging her fingers into her thighs under the table.

“Vale’s tried to do this before,” the bartender explained between forkfuls of green beans. “He got close years ago with another diver. But, surprise, that guy died before he could find the knife.”

“And I’m the replacement?” Marian asked miserably.

Paul shrugged. “You weren’t supposed to be. As far as I know, Vale just said you were reliable. But then you showed up with the mark on your arm and everything changed.”

“I’m the accidental replacement?” Marian slumped forward, bracing her elbows on the table as she stared down at her plate. “Fuck me.”

Paul’s eyes narrowed as he frowned. His expression aged him by a decade. “You have no idea the kind of trouble we’re all in. I get that you don’t want to be here; I don’t either. I want Vale and the Argent gone from our world so shit can go back to normal.”

Tori’s hands were wrapped so tight around her arms that there were little divots where her fingers dug into her biceps. “How do you know all this? How long have you worked for him?”

“Since I was eighteen. So did my dad. It’s the family business.”

Tori’s mouth fell open.

“Why?” She asked, incredulous.

Paul shot her a grim look.

“Because my family believes that killing the Argent is how we’ll stop the dead from slipping into what everyone thinks is Hell. I have no idea if it’s going to work, but what else can we do? Vale’s vengeance is the best chance we have.”

Marian froze. Tori broke the silence.

“And we have no idea why some of the dead go to Hel—there?”

Paul shook his head. “We only know what people live to tell about, and only twenty percent of near-death experience survivors recall what they saw when they died.”

All the color drained from the traveler’s face. Marian wasn’t much better off.

“You’re saying there’s a possibility we will all end up there?”

“Now you’re getting it,” Paul said as he popped a green bean in his mouth.

“But that’s not a sure thing?” Marian said quickly.

Paul shrugged. “The possibility alone is enough of a reason for me to want to help Vale without being a complete ass hat about it. Then we have whatever Verinne just did to Roman with the ixyura, which is what kicked the boss’s plan into high gear.”

“So if you’re saying it’s possible all the dead go to … not Hell …” Tori said slowly, her pinched brows signaling to Marian that the traveler was about to ask a question with an answer she’d dislike no matter what. “Why haven’t we seen them?”

Paul looked at Marian pointedly, then glanced away. “Because the ixyura—the Remnant—takes them all.”

Tori somehow achieved an even ashier complexion. Marian almost gripped the edge of the table as she processed the appalling hypothesis. It made sense. Too much sense.

“Where’s Vale?” Marian croaked.

“Out. He’ll be back soon to fill you in on the rest.”

A kitchen timer beeped. Paul got up, returned to the island, and pulled out another pan—one covered with thick, sizzling … chicken tenders. He set the pan down beside the green beans and shoveled the chicken onto another serving plate.

“I know this all sucks, dudes—welcome to the ‘Cursed Knowledge’ club. And not-Hell? That pocket dimension, parallel world, wherever they all came from—I can’t pronounce its actual name—just call it Hell. It’s easier. Now eat up.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


The next half hour passed in a blur.

The conversation had shifted to less-dire, but still-tense topics. Like that they’d have their own rooms in this house, where the basic amenities were located, and how the Argent had no idea where Vale’s home was; he had several. It was nearly six pm, and they were somewhere in Pasadena.

Nothing seemed real as Marian sat at the long pine dining table, looking out over a lush garden of hedgerows, flower beds, and a grassy lawn bordered by low stone walls.

When Marian didn’t heed Paul’s orders to help herself to food, he did it for her, burdening her with twice as many green beans as everyone else.

Famished though she was, and finally free of the nausea that had plagued her for days, Marian couldn’t stomach the thought of eating. That familiar panicky feeling gathered strength inside her and coiled around her throat. She was stuck between two places she didn’t want to be, as Tori and Paul’s conversation had devolved into bickering.

“You threatened to shoot me,” Tori said.

Paul snorted into the bottle of Corona he’d raised to his lips. Since when was there beer?

“It wasn’t even loaded. You might want to recalibrate your magical lie detector.”

“That’s not how it works,” Tori snapped back.

The conversation faded into white noise as Marian stared at her full plate.

“I was told you’re not allowed to have dessert unless you eat all of your vegetables.”

Marian looked up to find Paul and Tori staring at her. How was it that she’d gone from wanting to strangle the traveler to being so concerned for her well-being in a matter of hours?

“Says who?” Tori asked.

Marian, meanwhile, realized she hadn’t spoken in thirty minutes. Her head was a mess.

“Guess,” Paul replied.

Tori frowned. “The god thing? Why would he care what she eats?”

Paul shrugged. He skewered a chicken tender with his fork, “Marian can’t die until her oath is fulfilled, but I guess she can still be vitamin deficient, so eat your fucking green beans. Or don’t. I don’t care, but you’ll never find the secret ice cream fridge without my help.”

Marian hadn’t even begun to wrap her mind around the enormity of the fact that she was supposedly invincible. It should have thrilled her. But it only felt like yet another part of her she didn’t recognize anymore.

Tori slumped in her seat as she pushed the food around her plate. “Why does he need a secret ice cream fridge?”

“It’s my fridge,” Paul answered. “I live here, too.”

Tori arched a brow. “By choice or force?”

“A bit of both. This place isn’t so bad, though. It’s old, but Vale spent a ton of money renovating it.” Paul scooted his chair toward Tori with a sudden shift in tone, turning from grim to casual on a dime. “Hey, so I really can’t lie to you?”

“Nope,” Tori said as she shoved food into her mouth. “And if you do, your dick will turn into a corncob.”

Paul blinked. “That’s really weird.”

Marian might have found the house interesting in another life. One where she wasn’t temporarily immortal, being held against her will by a god from another world and tasked with mass murder. She looked at her hands in her lap, glaring at the mark on her wrist.

“I can’t do this,” Marian announced.

The conversation dropped off a cliff as Paul and Tori looked at her in silent surprise.

Marian met their gazes. “It doesn’t matter if the Argent deserve it. I can’t kill.”

Tori looked at Paul. Then Paul looked at Marian with a mixture of pity and exasperation.

A dreadfully deep and frosty voice from the doorway cut through the silence.

“You can, and you will.”

Marian’s whole body broke out in goosebumps as Vale appeared from the hallway. He walked toward them, his eyes burning blue on endless black. His human disguise was as cracked and flawed as it had been when Marian lost consciousness. Wisps of smoke and shadow danced along the outline of white shirtsleeves and a black waistcoat.

Paul and Tori didn’t appear nearly as discomfited by the sight of him as Marian.

Tori popped up from her seat like she’d been spring loaded into it.

“Where’s my phone?” She demanded.

Phone? Marian suddenly palmed her pants pockets, her breath catching when she realized they were empty.

The tremendous weight of the god’s otherworldly gaze shifted to Tori.

“Confiscated.”

Marian watched Tori’s throat work to swallow, as if the traveler had finally recognized the enormity of the creature watching her. “I—I want to call my mom.”

“I’ve already taken the liberty of notifying your parents of your death,” he replied dispassionately.

Marian’s eyes widened. Tori’s jaw nearly hit the table.

“You what?” The traveler cried.

“You may make a miraculous recovery and contact them when the Argent are gone.” Vale strode toward the table. “Don’t look at me like that; if you’re dead, Verinne has no reason to hunt them or you.”

Tori gaped at him. The monster then set his sights on the untouched plate of food sitting in front of Marian. Discomfort more than ceremony had her pushing her chair away so she could stand and face him.

“Va … Vae’h—” She stumbled over the name that had come so easily before. Uncannily easy.

“Vale will do,” he ordered.

“Vale,” she corrected, spitting the name like a curse. “You’re wrong. I don’t kill.”

He cocked his head. The shadowed crown floating over him flickered. “Roman did not spontaneously combust, Meyer.”

Marian stared back at him aghast as she struggled to find the right words, to voice the ugly feelings that had taunted her all these years.

You’re a murderer.

But the creature—the god—staring back at her, his inhuman eyes burning with intent she couldn’t scry, was more a stranger now than ever before. She was the first to break eye contact, unwilling to endure the unpleasantness any longer.

She had a weapon she didn’t understand, one that Vale had hardly explained at all. She’d only used it to save herself and Tori. She had no love for the Argent; they’d always been back-stabbing, conniving things.

And you took their money.

But Marian didn’t want to kill them.

That wasn’t her choice to make. That wasn’t anyone’s choice to make.

“Tori, Paul will show you to your room,” Vale said. “We’ll reconvene in my office in twenty minutes.”

Paul grumbled something that Marian completely missed. Tori was the first to rise, the sound of her chair scraping the floor like nails on a chalkboard.

“I want to shower in a bathroom with a door that locks where I can scream uninterrupted for a minimum of twenty minutes,” the traveler declared to Paul.

Paul sighed and stood up. “I’ll get you some towels. Maybe you can convince that goober over there to hose herself off, too.” He jerked his head in Marian’s direction.

Tori cast Marian one last mournful look as Paul escorted her out of the kitchen. Marian practically jumped up to follow like a lost puppy. Better their company than another moment alone with Vale, who loomed beside the island, watching them.

She hadn’t forgiven Tori or Paul for anything that had happened over the last twenty-four hours, but they were the lesser evils.

She was about to cross the threshold to the hallway when Vale materialized in her path in a plume of shadow.

“Staging a hunger strike?” He said in a voice as dark and smooth as the tendrils of shadow undulating around him.

Marian’s jaw clenched as she stared straight ahead. Her chest rose and fell with each shallow breath. Their silent battles didn’t use to bother her, but that was back when she could pretend that he was simply a fussy businessman with too much money.

So much had changed too quickly.

“You need to eat.”

His command was so unexpectedly gentle. She wanted to kick and scream and tell him to shove the green beans up his lying, shadowy ass. But the words wouldn’t come. She glared at him as she ducked under the arm blocking her path and slunk after Tori and Paul.

He let her go, a black spot in her periphery as she fled up the stairs into the sprawling house.
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Vale’s office appeared to have been transported directly from the turn of the century library. Floor to ceiling shelves covered nearly every inch of wall, each one stuffed with books. The scant bit of striped wallpaper peeking through the gaps was the same color as the ocean on a rainy day.

Marian sat in a wide chair of supple brown leather. She’d wasted her twenty minutes of solitude fending off a panic attack instead of showering, and her skin had begun to feel like a crusty cage.

Tori occupied the chair’s twin beside her as Paul thumbed through some tome he’d plucked from a shelf.

Unlike the spartan modernity of Vale’s Presidium office, this one exuded personality and old-world charm. She stared at the crystal decanter nestled between an antique globe and stack of yellowing papers.

Then there were the dozens of Hell-tinged artifacts ensconced in clear glass boxes on the highest shelves. A room full of curiosities, two antsy women, and one bartender-slash-hitman pretending to read. Vale had yet to arrive.

Marian stared at the row of time-worn objects. What part did they play in all this? Or were they just another facet of the lie Vale perpetuated?

What was it all for?

“It was an experiment,” came the answer to her unspoken question. Marian swiveled around as Vale strode over in a whorl of black and took a seat in the high-backed chair behind his desk. “Many years ago, I heard rumors of humans returning from death with memories of a Hell that sounded much like the world I left behind. I needed to know if your dead truly breached the veil. Like any good scientific process, proof comes from repetition. But the Argent grew suspicious of my activities. So, I fabricated the story of memory association. Again and again, humans embarked on the journey through death, retrieving evidence that my home persisted, and that the veil would not hold.”

“I died for these. So did a bunch of other people,” Marian said, deadpan. “You—the Argent—paid fortunes for them.”

Vale smirked. At least she thought it was a smirk—she couldn’t tell what his face was doing anymore with all the cracks in it.

“It’s been a reliable way to make them gamble away their money these past few decades.”

“How long has this been going on? How long have you all been here?” Tori asked.

Vale’s gaze shifted to the traveler, his eyes glimmering like stars adrift in the cosmos.

“Centuries, though the concept of ‘divers’ came about very recently. Thirty years ago, perhaps, though in those early days, it was difficult to convince potential divers to risk their lives. Resuscitation methods were less reliable, permanent death more common. Simply finding someone who had passed through the veil was a feat until the internet.”

Decades of divers. Years of people throwing themselves into a world that wasn’t theirs. It made Marian wither inside. “Who was really supposed to find the knife?”

“Someone who was prepared to do what was necessary. But he died,” Vale replied briskly. Smoke billowed around the creature’s shoulders and dissipated with a subtle shrug. “You bear the mark now, and we really don’t have time for whatever crisis of conscience you’re going through.”

Marian opened her mouth, ready to bite his head clean off his shoulders when he raised his voice.

“We have the element of surprise. Verinne has barely begun interrogating her staff about Roman’s demise. They all suspect I’ve been plotting against them, but they have no idea what’s in store. Neither Verinne nor any other Argent know where you are or what you can do. I intend to capitalize on that and savor their downfall.”

Every word made Marian’s stomach churn anew. “So then … what do we do?”

Vale sat back, long limbs of smoke fluttering across the desk as he opened a drawer and withdrew a crisp white piece of card stock emblazoned with curly silver writing.

“In three days’ time, Verinne will attend a very exclusive gala hosted at the Getty. She never refuses an opportunity to rub elbows with high society. Every year, I decline my own invitation, as per the rule of one. This year, you will attend on my behalf, isolate Verinne, and kill her.”

Ice flushed through Marian’s veins.

“You want me … to go to this gala by myself. And kill Verinne. In public.”

“Not alone. Paul’s made arrangements to work the gala as wait staff and will help you navigate the event. I will make my presence known when it’s prudent.”

Marian stared at him. “Are you fucking serious?”

The floorboards creaked behind her. Paul stepped forward.

“You said there’d be backup.”

Vale’s otherworldly eyes sliced across the room like daggers at Paul. “I am the backup. And Marian can’t die so long as her oath remains unfulfilled. No harm will come to her.”

“Death isn’t the only kind of harm out there,” Marian said bitterly.

That time, Marian saw something scathing in his creepy blue gaze.

“Verinne is just one … Argent,” Tori said pleadingly as she looked around the room. “Won’t killing her in public, like … I don’t know, throw the world into chaos? And tip off literally every other Argent? Do you have some elaborate assassination planned for them all?”

The answering silence from Vale made Marian’s stomach flatten.

“Only one death matters: Verinne’s. Like the ixyura, the Argent possess many minds, but they are all one poisonous entity. In my world, they shared thoughts. But here, they have no memory of what they are, therefore they have no idea what they can do. Nor do they know that Verinne is their progenitor. I believe that if she dies, the rest will follow.”

It was the best worst news Marian had ever heard. She only needed to kill one inter-dimensional god.

Leather creaked as Tori shifted in the old chair. “Why didn’t you go back to your world and get your power yourself?”

Vale’s expression shuttered. “It took tremendous power as it was for me to break through the veil and seal the way back. Destroyed—not sacrificed like the shard of my power Marian retrieved. To return would exact a toll I am not willing to pay.”

Tori folded her arms across her chest. “No offense, but your door didn’t work so great.”

“It sure didn’t,” Marian grumbled in assent. “You really can’t take this thing back?”

“I tried. That power no longer recognizes me. It’s yours until you fulfill the purpose I have given you. When the oath is fulfilled, I suspect it will vanish or return to me.”

Marian blew out a loud breath. Crispy blond waves fluttered against her brow. “But you don’t know for sure.”

Vale shook his head. “It is one of the many mysteries I have not solved.”

She smoothed her hands over her bloodstained jeans, struggling to keep herself from shaking. “Anything else we should know before we put your batshit plan into motion?”

Because, for all her protests, and despite how much she loathed the position she now found herself in, Marian recognized acceptance settling into place.

And the barest shred of hope that something good could come from this horror show.

Vale stood from his desk and strode toward the doorway, where a sullen-looking Paul stood with his hands shoved deep in his jogger pockets.

“You have three days to prepare. Rest. Learn your roles.” He looked pointedly at Marian as he stood up. “Master your weapon. For your own safety, and the safety of a certain someone’s family, you will remain in this house. And Meyer?”

“What?” She barked as he passed by.

“Eat. Or else.”

Marian straightened with a scowl. “Or else what?”

But Vale floated wordlessly out of the room like a phantom, his indeterminate threat hanging in the air.






CHAPTER THIRTY


Marian had too few days to come to grips with her situation and figure out the logistics of how she was going to kill Verinne.

She’d met a dozen Argent in her time on Earth. They all sucked, but the fact that this one had been secretly trying to abduct Marian made the prospect of killing her a little less ghoulish.

But try as Marian might to find some part of her that lusted for blood, she came up with nothing but the same quaking fear that rooted itself inside her the moment Vale doomed her to kill.

It was all so much to take in, and she had yet to find so much as a speck of joy from her newfound immortality.

Now you can’t do the one thing you’re good at: dying.

She’d fallen asleep on top of the bedspread and awoke the next morning from a dreamless sleep stinking of blood and the unidentifiable black fluid. Just when Marian had almost resolved to get in the shower, Paul dropped by her room to drag her and Tori on a tour of the grounds. She almost refused, but the pleading look on Tori’s face undermined her resistance.

Paul tossed in a history lesson free of charge.

Vale had the house updated in the late nineties to his exact specifications, with the help of an architect of some renown, apparently. The house looked more like a rustic castle set high in the sliver of green hills that split Pasadena down the middle. The curved staircase in the entryway led up to a long hallway, where Tori had screamed at Marian not to put herself in the position she was now in.

As Paul took them back into the belly of the house, the Tudor style morphed into classic arts and crafts.

There was supposedly a third floor, two studies for Vale, a home theater, and a small elevator that was the only way into the basement and garage from the house, where Vale kept his cars. Cars. And a pool.

They had only trees for neighbors here, the compound nestled in the hills high above the rest of the city. A large yard encircled the house, and Paul assured them they were free to go outside as much as they liked.

They were surrounded by every possible amenity in a house so large and lived-in that Marian couldn’t find it in herself to hate it; inanimate objects were inherently innocent things no matter who they belonged to. The house she’d grown up in had been perfect. Modern. Manicured. Devoid of soul. A prison, not a home.

But there was no point in ruminating about it. In three days, she’d have to do the impossible. And only when Paul informed her that he’d put some clothes together for her did she admit to him that she’d never willingly summoned the knife.

An hour later, Marian stood in a large home gym, her greasy hair tied back from her face. When she’d returned to her room, the armoire was full of clothes. Jeans, blouses, and a pair of leather boots. But nothing Marian would willingly wear.

The spare gym clothes Paul offered, however, were acceptable. They were comically large on her as she tried and failed for the seventh time that afternoon to will the knife into existence, while Paul and Tori looked on.

“Maybe try concentrating less,” Paul called out from the corner of the ground floor gym. Tori sat cross-legged beside him dressed in new clothes Marian assumed Vale had provided, too.

Marian stared down at her empty left palm. Sun poured in through the skylights and sliced across the padded mat in wide beams. The fine black weave of incomprehensible lines on her wrist remained dormant.

“How did you summon it last time?” Tori asked.

Tori had been quiet since the meeting in Vale’s office, barely offering more than a few words. Not that Marian could blame her; she’d be despondent too if Vale had told her family to start planning her funeral.

There were also still bereft of their phones. Marian made a tactical decision to train without protest in the hopes that her compliance might sway him to give her back her only connection to the outside world.

“I didn’t,” Marian replied as she shook out her wrists and blew out a long breath. “It just appeared.”

Because of the Remnant.

Her chest tightened as that memory threatened to resurface.

“What did Vale say about it?” Paul asked as he slid over to a bench press and leaned on the handles, testing the weight.

“Cryptic bullshit,” Marian grumbled. Vale had given her absolutely nothing in the way of useful advice.

“Experiment,” he’d said while looking especially broody seated at his massive desk in his upstairs office. “The knife is part of you; not me. I can no more tell you how to use it than I can tell you how to move your own arm.”

She was proud of herself for about-facing out of his office without knocking over the potted Ficus beside the door; the Ficus deserved better.

Fine. She’d figure it out. Somehow.

Two days.

“I have an idea,” Tori said as she uncrossed her legs and stood up. She shrugged out of her oversized sweatshirt and walked across the mat to Marian. “Fight me.”

Marian frowned. “What?”

Tori shrugged. “You were fighting Roman when it showed up before.”

“I figured that had more to do with the Remnant than the fight.”

Tori held her hands out from her sides. “You got any better ideas? Worst case, we get to blow off some steam, and Lord knows I’m feeling steamy.”

Marian shook her head. “No, but—”

Whumpf.

She was suddenly on her back, pain vibrating down her legs as she tried to piece together what had happened. She blinked up at the ceiling wondering why her spine hurt so much. Tori had dropped so fast and swept a leg out. Marian went down immediately when the traveler kicked her shins.

“Ow,” Marian said to the shocked traveler leaning over her.

“Wow. You did absolutely nothing to stop that.” Tori offered Marian a hand up. Marian took it and hoisted herself to her feet. “And you don’t even have a Hell knife to show for it.”

“That fight was so sad it gave me depression,” Paul yelled from the bench.

“That wasn’t a fight,” Marian grumbled. “You just took me out. What was that?”

“Taekwondo. Sorry. I thought you would dodge.”

“As did I,” came a low voice from behind Marian. Every head in the room swiveled to the source.

Vale leaned in the entryway, hands in his trouser pockets. Marian couldn’t tell where his shadows ended and his black collared button-up began. Terse silence fell over the room. Tori’s expression hardened at the sight of him, her full lips thinning in a scowl.

Vale met the traveler’s fiery stare. “You’re quite agile, Miss Lawson.” His eyes flicked from Tori to Marian.

“You, on the other hand—”

“I don’t want to hear the rest of that sentence.” Marian winced as she shook out her right leg. “Nobody said anything about me needing to win a fistfight with Verinne.”

Marian stopped herself as she noticed Vale scanning her body, making her feel like she was being dissected in front of an audience.

“Don’t look at me like that with those spooky eyes.”

Tori looked at Marian quizzically. The mat squeaked as Paul walked across the room.

“Spooky eyes?” said Paul.

Marian glanced around the room at each face in turn as a question occurred to her.

“You all see this, right? The shadow tentacles, the crown, the face stuff?”

“No?” Tori replied. “He just looks like a creepy white guy to me.”

“Yeah, same,” Paul added.

Paul and Tori stared at her as a slow smile spread across Vale’s face.

“And do you have any idea why that might be?” Vale said teasingly as he approached.

Marian smoothed her hand down her face and inhaled patience. She was so out of her depth with all this, but she’d always known the handsome human Vale was a ruse. Death had peeled back the first layer of the lie.

“This another perk of being bound to you, isn’t it? I get a collar, and I get to see what you really look like.”

Vale scoffed. “What you see is a palatable version of the truth. My complete form would break your human mind.”

Marian muttered “try me” under her breath as Tori quietly crept away.

“Would someone care to explain to me what I’m looking at?” Vale addressed the room.

“I was trying to help Marian summon the knife,” Tori answered from the distant safety of the wall.

“It’s only ever appeared for me in fights,” Marian added. “Both of which were with the Remnant. It was Tori’s idea.”

Tori flashed her a close-lipped smile that may also have been a grimace.

Vale’s brows lofted. “I see. Clever, Miss Lawson.”

“Thanks. Can I have my phone back?” The traveler crossed her arms.

Vale didn’t respond. He thumbed his chin, the dark stubble along his jaw giving his inhuman appearance a rugged edge incongruous with the alabaster of his cracked guise as he considered her.

Marian only had seconds to recognize that something was wrong before shadows coalesced behind him. They circled her limbs, coiling around her throat and bringing darkness with them.

Logic and reason collapsed. Fear rose up in its place, raw and wild. Run, it commanded, but Marian was stuck. The sound of her own name screamed in different tones came through distant and muffled as she teetered on her feet, eyes darting frantically in the dark as shadows overpowered her.

They brought no pain, but it didn’t matter—she was trapped. Trapped and terrified as Vale turned on her.

He lied. He can kill you and replace you after all.

But as she thought it, the darkness retracted into Vale.

Marian gaped at him, panting. “You—you—”

“Marian!” Tori’s voice was close. Too close. She spun around to find the traveler running over, eyes wide with worry.

Vale looked from traveler to diver with a soft click of his tongue. “Ah.”

His shadows lashed out lightning quick and wrapped around Tori’s throat. The traveler shrieked as she was hoisted into the air by the neck. A high-pitched scream spilled from her lips as smoke enveloped her.

Every part of Marian railed against the sight.

Snap.

Static exploded in her hand, crackling in her skin. Terror numbed the pain of it and filled her limbs with lead as she surged toward the smoke bleeding from Vale and into Tori.

Marian had scarcely moved when it all ended. Shadows evaporated and deposited Tori on her feet, where she swayed for a moment before Marian caught her by the arm. The traveler doubled over, wheezing. When Marian decided the danger had passed, she rounded on Vale.

“What the fuck, Vale?!”

The monster was silent as he tipped his chin down, gaze locking on her hands. Warily, she followed his line of sight.

An obsidian knife pulsed gently in her palm.

“Respectfully, Vale, that wasn’t very cool of you,” Paul said, his words belied by the worry in his voice. “You said they’d be safe here.”

Tori straightened as she caught her breath. She shook herself free of Marian’s loose grip and backed away. “Nope, nope, nope, nope.”

She stormed out of the gym as Marian swayed, adrift in confusion.

“I hoped that your sense of self-preservation might be the trigger, but then I remembered who you are and what you’ve been doing with your life for the past six months,” Vale mused as Marian resumed glaring at him. But her fury wavered as she saw for the first time in his inhuman gaze the glimpse of something softer. Something disarming. “I thought Marian Meyer didn’t have friends.”

She swallowed hard. “I don’t have friends.”

“I see,” he murmured. “Just a heart, then.”

He stepped toward her, and she took a half step back. What scant softness she’d seen in his face disappeared.

“It seems Miss Lawson will be accompanying you to the gala after all,” he announced gruffly, then strode out of the room, leaving a shallow river of smoke and shadow in his wake.
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Marian awoke at eight the next morning from a dreamless sleep. Hunger gnawed at her body, but her will to sate it wasn’t there. The task ahead was too great, the future too daunting.

He’s right. You need to eat.

With a defeated groan, Marian dragged herself out of bed wearing the loose cotton pants and a matching tee that had mysteriously appeared on the dresser that night.

Downstairs in the kitchen, she found Paul with dark circles under his eyes standing beside the kitchen island hunched over a bowl of cereal.

“We’re all supposed to lay low today. Nap, swim, watch movies, whatever,” he’d said with his heavy-lidded eyes glued to the TV across the room. Some courtroom drama was on, and how he had the mental capacity to pay attention was beyond her. “Enjoy it while you can.”

Marian found a box of saltines and then shuffled around the house aimlessly. None of the time-biding activities Paul suggested sounded appealing. Eventually, she wandered back to her room, where she finally showered, dressed, and tamed her hair into a bun just for something to do.

She was looking for her hat when someone knocked on her door. Tori appeared; her hair tucked under a pink silk bonnet. “Hey. Come with me.”

Marian closed the drawer she’d been searching. “Why?”

“Because I’m going crazy sitting around. We’re going to do something about it.”

Marian arched a brow. “Good something or bad something?”

Tori flashed her a small smile. “I only do good something’s from here on out.”

Tori led Marian out of her room and through the labyrinthine house to a spacious rec room. There was a pool table on the far side and a living room theater on the other, marked by plush white recliners and a massive screen.

Marian let out a low whistle as she stepped inside.

“Do you like pool?” Tori asked.

Marian turned her attention to the billiards table. “I don’t know.”

Tori headed straight for it. “It’s fun, I’ll show you.” She pulled two pool cues off the wall-mounted rack. “My brother taught me to play. Do you have any siblings?”

Marian shook her head as Tori handed her a cue.

“Siblings are such a mixed bag. My brother and I were at each other’s throats constantly. But when mom got sick, I guess we both realized the beef between us was too petty to keep.”

“Oh. Well, good for you guys.”

Tori’s smile turned sheepish. “Sorry, I know you don’t like talking about personal stuff.”

“It’s fine. I get it. You miss your family,” Marian muttered.

Tori removed the triangle and set up the first shot. “I’m not going to keep score; I just need something to do with my hands so I don’t throw Vale’s computer out a window. How can you say you don’t know if you like pool?”

Marian turned her cue in her hands and wracked her brain for what should have been an easy answer. Surely, she’d played pool enough to form an opinion. But as she searched her memories for that evidence, she came away empty. “I don’t remember playing much.”

Or at all.

The balls scattered with a “crack” as Tori took her shot. A solid green ball ricocheted off a wall and right into a pocket. Tori straightened and propped her cue on the floor.

“What do you do for fun?”

Marian shrugged. “I drink beer. Coffee.”

Tori snorted. “That’s like saying your hobby is breathing.”

Marian drummed her fingers on the wooden perimeter of the pool table.

“I read.” Clickbait and dead message boards about not-Hell and how to get there.

“What about before you became a diver?”

Again, Marian had to think very hard about what should have been a simple answer. When was the last time she went looking for these memories? Maybe she’d stopped because they weren’t there. Or there hadn’t been anyone around to ask her to find them.

Yet as she pulled and pulled at her past for evidence of a life she had to have enjoyed at some point …

Static. So much of it.

“Don’t pull a muscle or anything,” Tori said with a nervous laugh as Marian floundered through the great sea of nothing in her mind. Until she spotted a speck of a memory, like an island in the distance.

“I … played video games.”

Tori perked. “Oh yeah? What did you play? Also, it’s your shot.”

Marian shuffled to the table and mimicked Tori’s stance. She hit the cue ball and sent a few stripes tumbling into each other, but nothing ended up in a pocket.

“Pokémon,” Marian replied slowly. “I loved Pokémon.”

The memory unfolded like a crumpled piece of discarded paper. She’d won a GameBoy at a school raffle. But she’d had to hide it from her mother and Daniel, who thought video games would either make her fatter or turn her to the devil. Their rationale changed depending on the day of the week.

And that was all she remembered.

Tori looked thoughtful. “I bet we could bully Paul into getting you a Pokémon thing.”

“I think my Pokémon playing days are over.”

The thought of cozying up in bed with a console didn’t appeal anymore. She’d fantasized about paying off her debt and retreating to the woods, but only to isolate herself from the world—not to enjoy it.

Was that all there was outside of her shit childhood? Diving and her ill-fated journalism career? No, there had to be more. But why couldn’t she remember any of it?

Tori eyed her with blatant suspicion all while she positioned herself for another shot, took it, and sank two balls in a corner pocket. “Why?”

Marian shrugged again. “I dunno.”

“The fact that you’re not lying about any of this is a bummer. We gotta find you some hobbies, girl.”

The corners of Marian’s mouth drooped. “I did not have my ass handed to me by a haunted teenager so you could school me at pool and then tell me I’m boring.”

The traveler held up a hand. “Hey, I never said you were boring.”

But Marian was somewhere else, her eyes burning holes through the green felt on the table as she wrestled with a growing sense of inadequacy. She couldn’t even lose herself to a stupid game anymore.

You sad fuck.

“You know what,” Tori said gently as she plucked the pool cue from Marian’s hand and set it on the table. “This game is stupid. I have a better idea.”
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Marian sat with her long legs folded beneath her in an armchair. The traveler occupied the one next to her, snuggled deep into the soft leather. A movie played on the screen, the only light in the dim room.

Tori had set it all up. She ordered Marian to sit while she tinkered with the projector controls and dimmed the lights. She rifled through cabinets for blankets, pored over floor-to-ceiling shelves of media from all decades and countries, and presented Marian with two choices: Pirates of the Caribbean or a Korean romcom she’d never heard of.

She cast her only vote for Pirates only because she’d seen it before and craved the small comfort of the familiar.

“This was my best friend’s favorite,” Tori blurted out about halfway through the movie. “I always thought it was goofy, but it was Addison’s whole personality for a while. She sewed her own pirate outfits and wore them to the big conventions, ren faires, wherever costumes were allowed. She always begged me to go with her—and I could never refuse her.”

Marian remained silent as Tori continued, watching swords clash on the screen as the traveler spoke in wistful whispers. “She eventually chilled out about it, but she still wanted to be pirates every Halloween.”

Marian snorted. “Sexy pirates or scurvy pirates?”

“Both.”

“How old were you when you guys last dressed up?” Marian didn’t know why she was even asking these questions, but they came easily for once.

“Too old,” the traveler replied.

Marian forced her weary brain to perform basic math. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-two. How old are you?”

Marian bit her lip. Tori was so young.

And you’re so old.

“Twenty-nine.”

Tori arched a narrow brow. “Really? I thought you were younger. But, hey, they say thirty’s the new twenty.”

Marian fell quiet; her thirtieth birthday was two months away. She’d convinced herself a long time ago that she’d never live to see it.

“Does your friend still like pirates as much as she used to?”

The little smile on Tori’s face fell.

“Addie died a couple of years ago. A freak cardiac thing.”

A pang of sympathy speared Marian through the heart.

“Sorry,” she muttered, and meant it.

Tori shook her curly head. “It’s fine—I’m the one who brought her up. I try not to, but this movie always makes her feel closer. And it also makes me miss her like crazy. Almost a year after she died, I’d catch myself spacing out on my drive home from class, taking the exit to her house even though I knew she wasn’t there anymore. Whenever I think about how I’ll never talk to her again or get to dress up like a stupid sexy pirate with her, I can’t breathe.” A trembling breath spilled out of Tori. “Sorry, I have no right to unload this on you, especially not after what I did.”

That made two of them; Marian’s own thoughts proved unreliable, and nothing kept her from thinking about Roman or the Remnant for long. Chaos reigned in her mind, the echoes of violence still deafening. So, when a different memory surfaced—a comment from Tori in the motel moments before Roman arrived—she grabbed onto it and asked the question she’d meant to ask back in Lakewood.

“What’s going on with your mom?”

Tori stilled. “Liver cancer. My mom needed a transplant, but the surgery is so expensive. My family isn’t dirt poor, but we’ve never had much in savings. Mom was a teacher, Dad works at a nonprofit; he’s been a mess since we got the diagnosis. When Verinne promised me buckets of money to use my gift for her, I didn’t think twice about saying ‘yes.’ But the big money didn’t come. I got that job at the café when I couldn’t wait anymore”

Oh.

Marian rubbed the nape of her neck. “Did your mom get the liver?”

“No. She’s on a list,” Tori replied softly. “She and Addie are why I got into this metaphysical stuff. It felt like death was here and there was no escaping it. I bought so many stupid books about mediums, astral projection, everything. I needed to prove that death wasn’t the end of us, that the people we love still exist after they die. That Addie was OK, and that Mom would be too when—if she …” Tori swallowed, her voice suddenly thick. “But like everybody else, I only found Hell.”

Marian wasn’t sure what to do with the sorrow Tori’s words elicited. She couldn’t fathom loving someone that much, or someone loving her enough that they’d cross death to find her.

A long time ago, she thought her mother might have, though Marian had no memories of being loved by her; acts of affection and words of affirmation only came when there was an audience. She never knew her biological father, but judging by her mother’s taste in partners and how she spoke of him, Marian assumed he sucked, too. Even Marian’s romantic relationships had all been brief and mostly physical—nothing she’d call “love.”

But Marian didn’t want to give away more of herself than she already had, so she pursed her lips and made a noncommittal sound in her throat. Silence followed.

Tori shifted in the uncomfortable quiet. “I’m gonna shut up now.”

“It’s cool, dude.”

Neither of them said anything for a while after. The movie faded into background noise as Marian stared at the floor and wondered if she’d ought to have said more. Offered reassurance. Something.

“Are you a Star Wars fan?” Tori asked after a while.

Marian had to dig through her gummed-up thoughts to find the answer.

“Yeah,” she replied, surprised by her own answer. Like she’d just unearthed a part of her that had been missing for years. “Why?”

Tori gave her wide smile. She shifted in her chair to dangle her legs over the armrest, draping herself over the furniture like a drowsy cat. “Thought so. You give off secret nerd vibes. If I survive this, I’m gonna buy you some Star Wars stuff.” She yawned. “Just give me a few months. I’m broke.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Anticipation buzzed in every corner of the house on the day of the gala, but the reality of what they were about to do didn’t sink in until early afternoon when Marian spotted Paul coming out of his room, buttoning the last button of his all-black server’s uniform. The sight of him froze her with dread and turned the handful of saltines in her stomach to boulders.

Paul would arrive ahead of Marian and Tori with the catering crew. He’d scope the place out, float near the entrance hall and alert them when Verinne arrived at check-in. If anything went awry, he’d spirit Marian away, and they’d rendezvous with Vale at the lower parking structure at the Getty Center.

Marian hated the plan. It left little room for anything to go wrong and assumed that Marian and Tori could kill Verinne without attracting attention.

She recalled Roman’s explosive end and had asked Vale how he expected them to make a clean getaway if Verinne’s death went similarly.

“Highly unlikely,” he’d said with ironclad confidence. “Argent bodies are veneers. Tactile illusions.”

It made a horrible sort of sense to Marian, though she still couldn’t wrap her mind around what form they took without those veneers. She supposed that, like Vale had said, they were not beings that her mortal mind could process.

Vale acted like he didn’t hear her when Marian asked if his human costume was a “tactile illusion” too.

She’d found Tori that morning dealing with her own stress in the kitchen. A cabinet over the fridge was open. Several expensive bottles of vodka and bourbon sat empty on the counter while the traveler upended one over the sink. Marian stood in the doorway, watching her prop her chin in her hand as she nonchalantly poured amber liquid down the drain.

Their eyes met briefly. Marian said nothing; she walked away and left the traveler to cope in peace. A waste of good liquor, she thought, but she respected Tori’s brand of vengeance.

They were hours away from showtime, and the house was silent. Soon she’d be trussed up like a socialite who belonged at a Getty gala. She’d played this part before. Though the potholes in her memory were many, she still had crystal clear recollection of Daniel parading his lovely wife and little stepdaughter at Yacht Club fundraisers for the church. Donors loved a family man, he’d said. But they never wanted to hear a seven-year-old, so Marian was instructed to look pretty and keep quiet.

At least this time she wouldn’t be an accessory to her parents’ lie—the perfect family. This time, she’d be the whole-ass crime.

Sometime later, she stood in her room. Freshly showered, her clean bleached-to-brown locks fell loose and wavy on her shoulders. She’d put on the soft lounge pants she’d found in the drawer the other day. A gentle knock at the door dragged her out of the start of a broody spiral. Marian turned to find Tori poking her head in.

“Can I come in?” Tori asked wearily.

Some of the tension bled out of Marian at the sight of her.

“Sure.”

Tori shuffled into the room. Marian’s brows shot up as she got an eyeful of the traveler’s outfit.

A long gown of sumptuous gold satin. Ruched at the waist, it hugged her generous hips tightly, accentuating her hourglass figure. Dropped sleeves framed a high bodice that covered her ample cleavage and left her shoulders and collarbones bare. Marian’s boiled marshmallow skin couldn’t handle the color, but it made Tori and her burnt umber complexion radiant.

It reminded her of the traveler’s golden form in Hell. A beacon of light and defiance in the darkness.

“Vale made me wear it,” Tori said with disdain. She shut the door and leaned against it. “I look stupid, don’t I?”

Marian frowned as blood rushed to the tips of her ears and cheeks. Her heart tripped over itself.

She couldn’t stop staring.

“You look …” Gorgeous. Divine. Resplendent. “Fine.”

Tori’s face fell, the cautious hope in her eyes extinguished. “Thank you. ‘Fine’ is exactly what I was going for.”

Marian tried to clear her throat, which was suddenly drier than a desert. “No, I mean … it’s good. You look good.”

Tori crossed the room and flopped down on the bed. “It’s been tailored.” She looked at Marian. “Paul said you’ve worked for Vale for a while. Was he always like this?”

Marian didn’t even know where to start. “You mean was he always this controlling and psychotic? Yes. The kidnapping is new, though.”

Tori cracked a humorless smile as she poked her bare toes out from under the shimmery skirt of her dress. “Nothing about this fit says ‘subtle.’ I can only imagine what he’s going to make you wear.”

Marian’s stomach heaved. Of course Vale would shove them into flashy dresses to taunt his unsuspecting prey. Her mother had turned dresses into torture devices when she was little. Deborah Eaves bought designer gowns for her daughter in sample sizes. They never fit. Her mom could have had them let out, but she made Marian fast to drop weight instead.

If only Vale knew; it’d probably bring him so much sadistic glee.

As if on cue, the door opened without so much as a warning knock. Tori sprang to her feet in a cascade of satin as a solemn-looking Vale appeared in a tower of shadow in the doorway, a black garment bag draped over his arm.

Tori’s eyes ignited with fury.

Vale’s own gaze found hers and simmered with quiet intensity as he strode toward them.

“Feeling better after your tantrum?” Vale asked, his voice dangerously soft.

Tori blinked. “What do you mean?”

Terse silence fell over them. Tori and Vale locked eyes. Ignorance and accusation clashed in a wordless battle.

“Redemption 25-Year costs thirty-six thousand dollars a bottle, Miss Lawson.”

“Wow, that’s an entire college education,” the traveler replied with mock awe.

Vale’s fractured human guise twisted in a sneer. He straightened impossibly taller, looking as indignant as a pillar of living smoke wearing a human suit could.

“At a public university, perhaps, my dear Cal State Long Beach dropout.”

For a second, Marian wasn’t sure what was going on with Tori’s face. The anger turned to shock. Her lower lip quivered. Then Tori started bawling.

Before Marian could process the change, the traveler rushed past Vale for the door. The monster looked down at Marian instead of where the traveler had gone, as though her face might explain whatever the fuck had happened.

Tori caught Marian’s gaze just before she disappeared and threw her a watery-eyed wink.

When Marian looked up, she was standing beside Vale, who scowled down at her. Only then did Marian get to appreciate how discomfited he looked by seeing Tori in tears.

“I stated a fact,” he said flatly. “Why is she crying?”

“I feel like I shouldn’t have to explain to you why it’s upsetting to have your personal details thrown in your face,” Marian dropped her wary gaze to the garment bag. The cracks of his broken features stretched as he smirked at her.

Marian shuddered. “You’re a lot to take in without warning.”

He showed her his back as he laid the garment bag across the bed. “Do you really find this form that unsettling?”

Fuck yes I do. But that didn’t ring true. “This form specifically? Kind of. You in general? Definitely.”

When he turned around, his shadows retracted rapidly back into him until there wasn’t so much of a flutter of otherworldly movement about him. Even his eyes reverted to their usual glacier blue. Marian found herself staring at a completely human-looking Vale.

“Better?”

Marian blew out a breath. To her surprise, she found no improvement in the change. Though twisted and sinister-looking, his previous form was the truth.

The man before her was the lie, and Marian was fucking sick of lies. “Can we get this over with?”

He waved toward the bed. “Get dressed.”

Ugh. Marian skulked to the garment bag and tugged the zipper down. What would it be? Glittering silver to pair with Tori’s gold? Something cold and metallic like him?

But her brows shot up to the ceiling as the plastic parted and revealed a swath of black wool.

It wasn’t a dress at all; it was several pieces. A charcoal damask waistcoat. A white shirt with a starched collar and long ruffled sleeves. A gold tie lay draped over the jacket shoulder, the same shade and satin as Tori’s dress.

Marian frowned down at it. “This is a suit.”

Vale stood beside her; hands folded behind his back.

“It seems so,” he replied, his words dripping sarcasm. “Now get dressed.”

“You want me to—”

“Meyer, you have thirty seconds to begin, or I will dress you myself.”

Marian snatched the garment bag off the bed lightning quick. “Fuck, OK. Now get out.”

To her unending relief, he slipped his hands into his pockets and headed for the door.
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Putting the suit on took little time, but it was the tie that drove her to shuffle barefoot to the bedroom door and ask the monster for help.

“How do I tie this?” She flapped the gold satin at him.

Vale pushed his way into the room, ignoring Marian’s emphatic demands that he just tell her how, not show her. When she finally fell into a defeated silence, he held out a hand.

“Come here.”

Despite the reflex to dig in her heels and refuse, Marian made up her mind not to die on this particular hill.

That’s how she found herself standing precariously close to him, his hands working behind her neck as he deftly guided the fabric under her collar. Marian realized in the middle of his hypnotic murmuring that he was explaining what a Windsor knot was, but she was too busy staring up at his unusually sharp features, and the way his eyes hooded as he tied the satin with practiced ease.

“Why did you give me a suit?” Marian blurted out during a long silence.

Vale’s eyes darkened as they locked with hers.

“Because I know you better than you think.”

Marian frowned. “It’s tailored.” Like Tori’s dress.

Vale smoothed a hand across her lapel. “Clothing should always be tailored. Human bodies vary so widely in shape and are prone to change.”

“And you had time to do all this when?” Marian asked.

The corner of Vale’s mouth tugged upward.

“I have tailors I pay well to work very quickly and not ask questions.”

She blinked down at the long fingers straightening the fabric around her neck, perilously close to the skin of her throat.

“A personal shopper found the dress,” Vale continued, unprompted. “I purchased the suit years ago for a paramour who I thought might appreciate it. Unfortunately, he didn’t.”

Marian was about to board a train of thought headed for “what it must be like to afford a personal shopper” when it derailed on the word “paramour.” “Your what?”

Vale arched a brow. “I refuse to believe you don’t know the meaning of the word.”

“I know what it means,” Marian replied quickly. “You dated a human?”

“I wouldn’t call what he and I did ‘dating,’ ” Vale murmured with a dark gleam in his eye. “But I do enjoy physical intimacy with humans of many persuasions.”

“Huh. Good for you,” Marian muttered as she stared at the hardwood floor while a single stupid thought ran amok in her head.

Vale fucks.

And why was that such a shocking revelation? All this time, Marian understood that the veneers demons wore still worked like human bodies; they ate and imbibed, though not for sustenance. She’d never seen Vale drunk even after putting away a ton of whiskey. Why wouldn’t they fuck, too?

Maybe because every demon you ever met looked at you like you were a talking rat.

But even as she thought it, she realized it wasn’t entirely true; the Argent made her feel that way. Vale didn’t. He’d looked for excuses to touch her. But she’d never interpreted any of his gestures as sexual. Probably because they weren’t—two dubious and confusing kisses aside.

Even before she’d unwittingly marked herself as his future tool.

That reminder helped her fend off the wave of compromising, intimate thoughts threatening to invade her mind. And one especially problematic dream.

Tangent. Now. “What you did to Tori was fucked-up, and you need to fix it.”

Vale’s hands stilled, broad end of the tie in his hand. “I don’t think our definitions of ‘fucked-up’ are aligned, so you’ll have to be more specific.”

“Do not tell someone’s parents that their child is dead when they’re not. I don’t care what your reasoning was; that’s sociopath behavior. Her mom’s sick, for fuck’s sake.”

Vale shot her the most condescending of looks.

“Sociopathy is a human condition that I am incapable of. And I did know about her mother.”

Marian leaned away from him as she vacillated between confusion and anger.

“How do you know that? There’s no way she told you.”

She also couldn’t imagine Tori volunteering the fact that she’d dropped out of college.

“Does it matter? I’m paying for her mother’s transplant.”

Marian’s frustration vanished, replaced by stunned silence.

“My contact informed me this morning that she’s been matched with a donor.”

What? How? When? Did the answers even matter if the outcome was the right one? She couldn’t distinguish her surprise from the strange warmth unfurling in her stomach.

“Does Tori know?” Marian asked in a breathy whisper.

“I was planning to tell her last night until I saw what she did to my liquor cabinet,” Vale muttered. “So now I will tell her when I feel like it, and you will keep this information to yourself until then.”

Stunned silence met righteous indignation. “Are you serious?”

Vale tipped his chin up. “What concern is it of yours? As you said, she’s not your friend.”

Marian bared her teeth as frustration boiled over.

“You can’t just sit on that kind of life-changing information until it’s useful for you, you goddamn prick.”

With uncanny alacrity, Vale shoved Marian’s tie through the final loop, pulled the knot tight, and yanked her into his chest with the tailored leash he’d fastened around her neck. Marian yelped as velvety shadows encircled her wrists and bound them behind her back, robbing her of a means to fight while a familiar metal collar manifested under her shirt.

His other hand curled under her jaw and forced her to look up at him as her heart flailed against her ribs. Vale bowed his head, overwhelming her senses with the scent of woodsmoke and something other. “You are so fucking rude.”

Marian snarled back, indifferent to the smoldering hunger in his gaze and the rare sound of profanity on that silver tongue of his.

She rose up on her toes and leaned close enough to feel his heated breath on her lips.

“And you’re really, really bossy. You want an obedient little puppet who’ll bow to your whims and thank you for the pleasure of being held against their will? Well, make me.”

“Make me” appeared to be the exact wrong thing to say. It made his eyes blaze with a want so devious her toes curled. Mind-addling heat rushed through her body, overpowering her instinct to flee.

The hand under her jaw rose higher to cup her face almost tenderly. He leaned in, his lips grazing the shell of her ear as he growled.

“Trust me, I’d love nothing more than to string you up and make a good girl out of you once and for all.”

It wasn’t the voice of a creature repulsed by her mortal existence at all. Marian’s snarl vanished. The desire she’d convinced herself she’d imagined returned in full force. Hers. His. All of it, inexplicable.

And yet here she was, being dragged under this current again, the pull more powerful than ever when it had no rational right to be. She should despise him for what he’d done to her, to their entire world. And most of her did.

The rest of her was flushed, flustered, and lost in her runaway imagination. The dream of Vale teasing her, pleasuring her was suddenly all she could think of. He was so close, and yet not close enough. His scent so potent, she could taste it. She envisioned him kissing her again. Slowly, this time. Decadent. She’d savor every glorious second. All breath and heat and divine surrender.

And for a terrifying, exhilarating moment, Marian found she wasn’t at all opposed to the idea of that fantasy becoming reality. She pressed her thighs together as shame killed her desire.

You’re so fucking unwell.

Vale’s eyes dropped to her lips, and for a moment that felt like a lifetime, she thought he might have read her mind.

But as he searched her flushed face, he slowly pulled away and released her tie.

Marian backed into the edge of the bed, unable to string two words together as Vale looked away, all the fire in his expression doused. Marian couldn’t decipher what she saw in its place.

Delicate shadows sloughed off his shoulders, twisting into tight coils before dissipating. He pushed a hand through his short jet hair, his expression suddenly stern.

“A car will arrive in forty-five minutes to take you and Miss Lawson to the Getty Center. There are shoes for you downstairs. Do something about your hair,” was all he said before he stormed out the door.

The door clicked shut behind him, leaving Marian dumbfounded and her cheeks on fire.

What the fuck was that?






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


The mood in the back of the town car ferrying Marian and Tori to the Getty was so tense, anyone would have thought they were on their way to a funeral rather than a soiree. Only their clothes gave them away. Marian was so preoccupied with the task ahead that she never even got a look at their driver before they set off.

As dusk fell, the brutal geometry of the Getty Museum architecture cast sweeping shadows across the main courtyard. The click-clack of Tori’s heels and Marian’s own polished black Oxfords roared in her ears as they approached the entrance hall. Marian was so numb with fear, she didn’t notice that Tori had slipped her arm through hers and clutched her elbow like an awkward prom date until they’d joined the throng of guests waiting to check in.

Not that Marian had attended her prom, but it looked an awful lot like what she’d seen in movies. She hoped she looked like she belonged; she’d pulled her hair up into a tight ponytail. Back at the house, Vale had called her “stunning.” Marian told him to “stop fucking lying.”

“If you don’t stop fidgeting, I’m going to throw up,” Tori said under her breath, her mauve-painted lips pinned in a false smile. Her golden gown shimmered under the warm lights of the main exhibit hall.

Marian forced her foot to stop its rapid tapping on the smooth tile floor. She reached for her tie. Maybe if she loosened it, the sensation of being strangled would go away.

Tori caught her wrist and slowly pushed her hand back down. “That counts as fidgeting.”

Marian stared irritably at the traveler and wrenched her wrist free of Tori’s dainty grasp.

“I dare you to barf right now,” Marian said in heated whispers. “Just torpedo this entire shit plan because you can’t handle me fixing my fucking tie.”

“Your tie was fine until you started ‘fixing’ it,” Tori hissed back, thick lashes fluttering as she looked Marian over. “Who are you wearing anyway? Armani? Boss?”

Marian shoved a shaking hand into her trousers. “No clue.”

Tori’s attention shifted to a passing waiter. Marian followed her line of sight to the waiter’s tray of champagne flutes.

Oh, fuck yes. Marian leaned sideways and plucked two glasses from the tray before the waiter drifted out of reach. She offered one to Tori and downed her own in the same beat.

Tori looked at her in disgust. “No. Thank you.”

“Chill the fuck out. You’re not the one who has to murder evil Barbie tonight,” Marian growled as she downed the second flute.

Tori grimaced. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? You’re on an all-saltine diet.”

Marian’s lips disappeared as she struggled to contain a sharp belch.

“That was actually the worst thing I’ve done all day.”

Worse than driving Vale to jerk her around by her tie? The bar is on the ground.

Except there wasn’t a single part of her that believed he’d wanted to do her harm. Every time she replayed that moment in her head—which she must have done a dozen times so far that evening—she’d seen desire tangled up in frustration and something else she couldn’t identify.

And she wasn’t sure how she felt about any of it. Not that she allowed herself much room to consider what she should feel. She once thought Mr. Vale could have harbored some bizarre affection for her. But Mr. Vale wasn’t real; this was Va’hael, god of … what?

God of lies, probably.

The champagne stoked a raging inferno in her belly that shot flames up her throat. Marian set the empty glasses on another passing waiter’s tray as regret consumed her.

“Paul said you used to go to stuff like this all the time. Is that true?” Tori said shakily.

Marian’s expression must have shuttered, since Tori quickly followed up with, “You don’t have to get into it. I was only curious. Small talk isn’t my strong suit.”

“You and me both,” Marian said as she looked around the room, then down at the face of the burner phone Paul had given her for the night. Nothing. Paul said he’d text when he had eyes on Verinne’s car.

She also wished she hadn’t drunkenly told Paul at the Annex that’d she’d once belonged to Orange County money.

“My mom and stepdad dragged me to stuff like this when I was a kid. Made me go to cotillions, too. I had to learn to waltz n’ shit. Galas at yacht clubs, expensive charity dinners, church fundraisers at the Ritz. Then I got fat and mouthy, so they stopped bringing me along.”

Tori’s sculpted brows shot up to her hairline.

“That’s … horrible. Were you some kind of debutante?”

Marian shook her head. “I just had rich, social climbing parents.”

And I was their costly accessory.

“What was that like? I thought my family was fancy when my parents took us on a road trip to Tahoe one summer. Meanwhile, my classmates were flying off to Cabo every spring break.”

Marian pursed her lips. Everything that came to mind seemed so trite; she couldn’t commiserate, but she also wasn’t about to tell Tori she’d never been allowed on vacation with her parents.

She shoved her hands into the lined pockets of the trousers that were likely worth more than her life and looked elsewhere. “That sucks.”

“OK, party expert. What’s the play? Do we mingle? Make small talk? I can’t stand here all night waiting for Verinne to walk in and bite my head off.”

Marian snorted as she glanced up at the crowd to reconfirm her suspicions. A sea of tanned, manicured bodies clad in designer brands filled the exhibit hall with dull chatter. An occasional rehearsed laugh broke through the thrum.

“Fancy gala rule number one: don’t talk to anyone except the staff. The guests are a whole different kind of rich. If you strike up a conversation with one of them, you’ll wish you’d walked into the ocean instead.”

“Fine. Then you and I are going to chat,” Tori replied. “Are you from California originally?”

Marian’s features twisted in distaste. Tori let out a soft laugh.

“I’ve never seen anyone physically recoil from that question before.”

“I don’t like talking about myself.”

“Well, too bad, because that’s how small talk works,” Tori said as she nudged Marian with an elbow. “I’ll go first. I grew up in West Covina. We moved when my grandma passed away and left us a house in Long Beach.”

Marian rubbed her chin as she eyed the crowd. The knot of resistance in her chest loosened. Maybe it was the champagne.

“I’m from Tacoma.”

“Where’s that? Bay area?”

Marian shook her head. “Washington state.”

Tori brightened. “Really? I dated a girl from Washington. Why did you leave?”

Daniel. He came along and promised her mother a glamorous life in California, and there was nothing young Marian could do about it. They took her away from her home, the place where … where …

Static.

Marian’s brow furrowed as she grasped for the thread trailing from a thought she couldn’t reel in. Stretches of time, gone—replaced by a long ellipses. Perhaps Hell had taken those memories, too.

As if summoned by the thought, pain cleaved Marian between the eyes and sent her falling through—

“Hey, hey, hey, breathe,” Tori’s concerned voice shredded through the dark shroud that enveloped her without warning. The traveler’s hand on her chest kept her from doubling over. “Are you OK?”

Marian straightened as she registered the surrounding reality. The sound of conversation and lively music swept over her again. A few curious eyes fell on her, then wandered away.

When her gaze flitted back to Tori and her worried face, she breathed a little easier.

But the gut-wrenching discomfort didn’t go away. All at once, it shifted into a sensation that made her want to claw free of her own skin. It wormed its way through her bones and sinew, riddling her with displeasure so intense, she feared she’d never know anything else.

Her blood ran cold as recognition slammed into her.

“Stellan,” Marian croaked.

Tori’s eyes widened. “Stellan? Who’s Stellan?”

But the question bounced off Marian as her head swiveled around. They were a ways from the entrance hall, but if Stellan’s aura was this intense, he couldn’t be far off.

Why was Stellan here? Vale insisted Verinne would come alone. She’d barely prepared herself to face one Argent, let alone two. Especially not one she hated on a visceral level. But she didn’t sense Verinne. Only Stellan Blacke.

Tori pulled her behind a large white pillar and out of view. “I’m assuming Stellan is Argent. What about Verinne?”

Marian shook her head as she reached a trembling hand into her pocket and fished out her phone. She dialed Paul as she murmured to Tori. “Only Stellan. You ever heard of the Butcher of Bel Aire?”

Tori nodded.

“Same person.”

The traveler’s eyes flared. “But—”

Paul’s voice crackled in Marian’s ear. “Yeah, I know. I just saw him check in. I was about to call you.”

“Why is Stellan here?”

“I don’t know,” Paul replied. “I checked with registration. He came in on Verinne’s RSVP and there’s no plus one.”

Marian pinched the bridge of her nose as she clutched the phone to her cheek. “So then where is Verinne?”

“Home, apparently,” Paul muttered. Voices carried on in the background.

“Marian, fill me in here.” Tori folded her bare arms across her chest. Gooseflesh pebbled her skin.

Marian covered the receiver with her hand. “Verinne isn’t coming.”

“What?”

Marian uncovered the phone, catching Paul mid-sentence. “—might have been spooked by Roman going MIA, but she can’t possibly know what we planned.”

Marian’s eyes locked on the traveler, who tapped her foot anxiously. “If he’s working with Verinne, he’s bound to know who Tori is and what she did. We can’t let him see that she’s alive. We need to get her out of here.”

“You both need to bail. Stellan can’t know you’re here, and I don’t have eyes on him. Get to the south exit, and fast.”

Marian hung up the phone and shoved it back in her pocket. “We’re leaving.”

“Right.” Tori didn’t ask questions; she followed Marian as they worked their way across the crowd. Only to be intercepted by an older white couple that eyed Marian like some specimen of pinned insect on display.

“It is you,” the man said in a lofty voice, his salt and pepper hair coiffed in a short wave. A woman built like a skeletal bird draped in green silk clutched his arm. A string of delicate pearls encircled her unnaturally tan neck.

“Who?” The older woman trilled.

“Daniel’s stepdaughter.”

“Oh,” she replied with a soft gasp that was hardly joyous. Her brows—tattooed in place—drew together in scorn as she gave Marian a once-over. “I didn’t recognize you. You’ve lost so much weight.”

“At least you’ve got that going for you,” the man added with a taut smile.

Then it was as if Marian had fallen through the floor, and time had no meaning.

She sits in courtroom beside a lawyer she couldn’t afford even before the judge’s gavel came down on her sentence—a life of debt. Her mother’s been dead for months. Friends and family of Daniel Eaves occupy every seat. Barry Pacheco is one of the first to rise. He catches Daniel by the shoulder, then shakes his hand vigorously.

“This is better than prison, Dan,” Barry says; his voice carries over the excited murmurs from the dispersing crowd. “Your tax dollars won’t fund her watching TV in a cell all day.”

Marian couldn’t move. But Tori was there, grounding her with her presence. She slipped an arm around Marian’s waist, imbuing her with a warmth that instantly melted the ice in her limbs.

“I’m positively famished,” the traveler drawled in the best Continental accent Marian had ever heard. “Won’t you promenade with me that I might partake of the nibbles and purchase an art? You promised me a Van Goff to hang over Comrade Lenin’s litter box.”

Barry Pacheco and his wife looked aghast at the short Black woman hanging off her arm. Tori looked up at Marian with doe eyes and batted her false lashes.

“Who’s this?” Barry asked.

What are you afraid of? What more can they do to hurt you?

Marian had hit whatever was below rock bottom. She’d phased through it and found something worse. Now she was the pawn of an inter-dimensional monster. And it wasn’t like they could kill her. Nothing could.

She pulled Tori close and planted a kiss on the traveler’s cheek. Tori erupted in giggles.

“This is my wife, Circe. Circe—honey, sweetie—I’ll meet you outside, then I’ll buy you something expensive.”

Tori giggled as she rose up on her toes to kiss Marian’s jaw. “My love. I can’t wait to make out with you.”

With a dramatic twirl of her skirt, the traveler hurried down the hall, leaving Marian with the horror-struck couple.

Marian leveled them with a chilly stare. “Barry Pacheco, right? The king of frivolous lawsuits?”

Two distinct veins bulged in Barry’s neck. His face turned a cherry red that clashed terribly with his forest green suit.

“You have a lot of nerve showing up here. I’ll tell your stepfather—”

“That he should sue me again? For what, being alive and a little gay? Good luck with that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go make out with my smoking hot wife.”

There was no time for revenge of any significance. Marian had to leave. But she’d be damned if she didn’t savor the looks on the Pachecos’ faces when Tori kissed her.

She was almost to the hallway when she recognized a head of snow-white hair in front of her. The crowd shifted to her right, and just as the urge to vomit nearly overcame her, a familiar face emerged from the sea of socialites. A regular guest star in her nightmares, and the man who’d damned her.

Daniel Eaves stood barely ten feet away, laughing at whatever Stellan Blacke had just uttered to him.

Marian’s mind short-circuited. She couldn’t process her stepfather’s presence, much less the fact that his body language conveyed familiarity and comfort with Stellan.

The roaring wave of unwanted memories surged behind her as Marian stood there, too stunned and quaking to hear whatever cruel parting words the Pachecos had for her. Marian was too small, too powerless, too overcome with fear of her stepfather to do anything but fall.

Until a strong arm banded around her waist and took her hand in his.

Vale appeared like a vision in black, enveloping her in his shadows. Delicate gold chain draped between the lapels of his suit. It all happened so quickly; he pressed her hand to his chest. Then they were spinning, and Marian couldn’t look away from him. A tower of a man whose usual dark, understated style had been accented by gold.

Her lungs filled with woodsmoke and ozone as the Getty blurred around her, the warm fall decor in the background bleeding together as Vale dragged her into the open, where couples danced to distant, reedy music. Then, through no power of her own, she was gliding along with Vale. Dancing.

“Vale,” Marian wheezed, splaying a hand against the plush velvet brocade of his waistcoat.

He ducked his head and spoke low, his breath a soft heat against the shell of her ear. “Follow my lead. Look at me and breathe.”

Marian swiveled her head as Vale spun them with preternatural grace. Where was Daniel? And Stellan? She couldn’t see them anymore.

Only then did she clock the dark melody weaving through the crowd. Vale pressed her close, melding her body to his as he kept time for them both.

“Breathe.” Vale’s voice wrapped around her, full and dark like the black velvet beneath her fingertips. “His power is your fear, Marian. Don’t give it to him.”

“It’s not Stellan,” she stammered. “It’s—”

“I know,” Vale murmured said with absolutely certainty as he guided them through the chorus. The string section swelled as the flutes sang sweetly.

How could Vale know? Marian hadn’t told him a damn thing about her stepfather, or the hell he’d made of her life.

“What’s going on? Why are they here?”

Vale pivoted sharply and brought Marian with him. He spun her, taking advantage of their momentum, but before he could pull her back into his arms, someone else grabbed her. The mark in her wrist lit up in a blaze of pain.

“There’s my favorite trash fairy.”

Then the world and everything in it shattered.






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Light flashed before her eyes like a brilliant sunrise. Then dawn collapsed into night, bleeding into an event horizon at the edge of a void.

The vision shattered. Marian was launched back into herself and the exhibit hall, where Stellan held her by the wrist. She blinked and found him slack-jawed, his eyes unfocused as Marian fought to understand their predicament. A memory weighed on her mind, the cruelty of her own countless deaths circling her like a vulture eager to pluck her corpse apart.

Marian’s mark sizzled under the cuff of her sleeve while the surrounding guests carried on as though neither she nor Stellan existed.

Marian looked down at their joined hands. When she glanced back up, his eyes had vanished, and she found herself staring into empty sockets filled with endless black.

Black static crackled around her mark. Marian palmed the air, willing the knife to appear as she failed to suppress a retch.

Her scar burned, the air crackled, but the knife didn’t come. Vale did.

Velvet shadow billowed around him. Dozens of thin tendrils pried the Argent’s fingers from her wrist.

Stellan’s human eyes reappeared, exposing his confusion and pain. The tendrils bent each digit back sharply until the sound of bone breaking shattered the still moment. Stellan howled in pain, and no other guest in the entire ballroom so much as sniffled in their direction.

“What the fuck, Vale?” Stellan spat as he stared at a hand of mangled fingers. They quickly snapped back into place in a way no human body could manage. “All this for scum like her?”

Deep voices mingled together in a tangle of threats and posturing. Stellan’s silver essence burned bright as Vale’s shadows condensed into a void. But all Marian saw was Daniel Eaves in the middle, his hand on Stellan’s shoulder and a sneer on his face as he joined the Argent in threatening Vale.

“What is she doing here?” Daniel said with disgust, as though he’d just spotted a cockroach instead of his own stepdaughter.

“What are you doing here?” Marian choked out.

“Mr. Eaves,” Vale said on a rumbling note that commanded everyone else into silence. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. You work with Stellan, don’t you? And, of course, Alice Vetrano. I’m dying to know how that partnership came about. I hear it’s been fruitful.”

Marian forgot how to blink. What?

“I don’t talk business at these functions,” Daniel said curtly as he looked Vale up and down, his expression wrought with uncertainty. As if he recognized he’d been confronted by something to be feared.

“But isn’t that why you’re here? To make deals with demons?”

She waited expectantly for Daniel’s surprise. That muddy brown gaze of his only hardened. No denial. Please, say something.

Marian’s stomach bottomed out as if she’d just fallen fifty feet. A door in her mind swung open. A door that had always been there, locked by her own rigid fear.

Years of watching Daniel’s shell corporations move money to suspicious companies. A restaurant chain in its infancy. NS Works. NS. NuSense—it was right there in the initials. And then the thousands upon thousands of dollars Marian herself had dutifully sent at the judge’s orders. She’d funded it all. The rise to power. Their torture of the poor.

“You knew what they were?” Marian said, her voice so small.

Daniel ignored her. Blood roared in her ears.

Then her body was no longer her own. Everything around her slowed as she lurched forward, hand outstretched.

Kill him.

Shadows gathered around her fingers and lazily slithered through the air toward her stepfather.

She’d never done that before.

Stellan’s surprised expression assured her that whatever power she’d called upon had obliterated the status quo, and he knew it.

In her mind’s eye, her newborn shadows sharpened to dagger points and skewered Daniel Eaves through the heart. She reveled in those imagined screams, let the spray of his blood cleanse her of sin as a new day dawned: the first day of the rest of her life, free of the man who’d twisted her life into a prison.

Then she recoiled from it all with a horrified gasp.

No. That wasn’t who she was. She didn’t want him dead. She didn’t know what she wanted from him.

Shrinking out of Vale’s shadow, she backed into a surprised attendee in a white power suit. Daniel moved, too, his shocked face a mirror of Stellan’s. Tori appeared to the left in a flutter of gold and rapid clacking of high heels on marble. Horror flashed in her eyes, too.

They’d shown their hand. No—she’d shown their hand.

Doubt took hold of her. The tide shifted; Marian’s shadows halted their advance and squirmed as if in agony, then dissipated.

Stellan darted sharply right just as shadows erupted from Vale and seized him by the throat. Marian heard his neck snap, then watched as Stellan’s head popped back up as if he’d never been injured at all. Daniel had turned around and shoved his way through the crowd. Before Marian could do anything about it, a shadow leashed him around the middle and took him to the ground.

She’d never seen Vale’s shadows strike so viciously. Countless times, she’d felt them and they’d never once harmed her. Now it seemed with every stroke, they tested the Argent’s immortality. Stellan’s eyes rolled up into his head as he collapsed. Vale caught him by the arm before he hit the floor. Paul emerged from the crowd and quickly hauled an unconscious Daniel over his shoulder as Vale dragged Stellan to his feet.

Vale and Paul played the part of a conscientious guest and kindly waiter helping drunk patrons find their way. A sea of eyes followed them, yet not a single guest appeared at all perturbed by the scene. All while Marian’s head throbbed as if she hadn’t slept in days.

Paul’s brow glistened with sweat by the time they’d all made it to the door, as he’d handled two fully grown, unconscious men all by himself. Vale had been busy shepherding Marian, who couldn’t feel the ground under her feet.

The door to the courtyard swung open. With a hand on the small of her back, Vale pushed her into the cool night air. No sooner had Marian stepped onto pavement did her stomach finally give out. She doubled over and painted the concrete with champagne and crackers while Vale kept her from falling with an arm around her middle.

She’d barely stopped coughing when Vale spirited her across the Getty grounds to a dark, secluded garden nestled between the surrounding pavilions. Night had fallen, and beyond the manicured hedges, the lights of Los Angeles twinkled. It was against that backdrop that Paul Choi dropped her bound and gagged stepfather in the grass, then dragged a wakening Stellan Black up against the low concrete wall separating them from a long fall.

Vale took her by the elbow and led her, stumbling, to the Argent, whom Paul had forced to his knees on the pavement. At some point, Stellan had regained enough consciousness to snarl at Paul. Tori appeared from between two hedges.

Vale raised his hand and drew a tight circle in the air with his finger. Ropes of shadow and smoke burst into existence and wrapped around Stellan, binding his legs and arms tightly.

The Argent’s eyes flared wide. He glared at each of them in turn before jeering at Vale.

“This is quite the zoo you’ve got here, Vale. But you always did prefer the company of animals.”

Vale flashed Stellan a murderous smile. “Says the hound brought to heel. Where is your mistress?”

“Wait, wait,” came Tori’s fearful voice. “Who is that? Why is he here?” She pointed at the second bound man before them. Daniel.

“My stepfather,” Marian replied, unable to conceal the tremor in her voice. “He’s the money behind Stellan and Verinne. That’s how you kept getting ahead, wasn’t it? You funded their businesses in exchange for the influence.”

Daniel looked like he might spit acid if he’d been slightly less perturbed by his predicament. “It’s called an ‘investment,’ you ungrateful little shit.”

Stellan interrupted with a peal of laughter. “Verinne’s done living under your thumb, and I’m sick of rebuilding my empire every damn decade. We all are, and we want the truth: why are you doing this? What are you hiding?”

“The truth?” Vale replied. “Yes, because you’ve suffered so much these past years what with Mr. Eaves’s safety net in place. The human gave you financial security in exchange for connections. Renown. Friends in high places.”

Vale’s words cut through the discord like a knife. No one spoke as he strolled toward Daniel, every eye on him. He visibly flinched as Vale leveled him with an icy stare to match the frost in his voice.

“Then your clever stepdaughter started looking into where all that money was going. Money that belonged to the church. And when you realized how close she was to the truth, you tried to destroy her.”

Vale’s words wiped the anger from Daniel’s face. Stellan’s gaze flicked across the courtyard, turmoil and irritation plain for all to see. Marian had gone hollow, her mind miles above her body as pieces of the hideous puzzle clicked into place. She’d been part of it all along—just another segment of this wretched ouroboros.

Once again: how could Vale know any of that?

Shadows unfurled behind Vale as he approached the bound men. Daniel broke the silence with a keening cry.

“Hey, we can do business, too. Just let me go and we’ll figure something out. Whatever Marian told you is total horseshit. She’s a manipulative little bi—”

Marian flinched at the snap of a shadowy lash striking Daniel across the face. She watched as it coiled around his neck so tight, her stepfather’s eyes bulged out of his head. She took an uncertain step forward as Vale growled. “Slander her again and you’ll eat your own tongue tonight.”

“Don’t,” Marian rasped, bewildered by the anguish wracking her bones at the sight of her stepfather struggling to breathe. She’d dreamed of taking him down. Committed her existence to it. But this felt so wrong.

To her surprise, Vale’s shadows retracted immediately, releasing a hacking Daniel, who cowered in the grass in a crumpled heap of navy Armani. He strode toward Stellan, who tore his gaze from cowering, whimpering Daniel to glare at Vale.

“Explain yourself. Now.”

Vale pressed the tip of a long finger to Stellan’s forehead. Barely a brush of skin. “You want answers?” He leaned forward. “Take them.”

Wind rushed around them as Stellan’s body went rigid. Ribbons of darkness poured out of Vale’s shirtsleeves and flooded the Argent’s every orifice. Tori inched closer to Marian with a sharp inhale.

Stellan’s head drooped as the shadows disappeared inside him. When he looked up again, Marian forgot how to breathe. Tori gasped, and Marian could only assume the traveler now saw what she’d seen in the museum.

Empty eyes. Not two, but four vacant sockets. And as Stellan began to tremble, they filled with pinpricks of silver light. Like distant, dying stars.

“Va’hael,” the Argent whispered. “Deceiver.”

Marian’s blood ran cold at the pain in his voice. She looked at Vale’s face for clues but found only a stony mask. Daniel remained huddled in the grass, damp and shaking.

Stellan blinked rapidly, a bewildered look overcoming him as though he’d only just realized where we was.

“We had a deal—”

“We did, once. Now we don’t.” Vale’s words dropped like the steel of an executioner’s axe. He spared only the barest glance over his shoulder at Marian. “Kill it.”

Only then did Stellan turn to Marian, his inhuman face haunting and horrible.

“You said there would be no pain. What … what have we done?”

Beads of silver streamed down his cheeks. The Argent wept.

Marian searched Paul’s face for some explanation, but the bartender looked just as lost as she did.

Vale rounded on her, his blue eyes piercing the night.

“I gave you a command.”

Marian hadn’t even strung her next thought together when cold metal snapped around her neck and pulled her forward. She dragged her feet, stumbling as static crackled behind her.

With another flick of Vale’s wrist, Stellan’s restraints shifted. The Argent was hauled off his knees and slammed against the low wall. He buckled, his back flat on the stone as the same power pushed Marian toward him.

“Vale, wait. It—he’s crying,” Marian stammered.

Vale’s voice erupted with molten rage.

“Don’t you dare waste your pity on a creature who would show you none; it is ten times the monster I am. Kill it, now. Then kill your stepfather; his death is your right.”

Every voice in Marian’s head screamed in anguish. She frowned so hard, the creases in her face hurt. How had Daniel earned the same fate as Stellan? She’d only agreed to one take one life tonight. The life of a monster. But now there were two, and they were both weeping at her feet. “I—I can’t.”

A croaking sound from Stellan brought everything to a standstill. The Argent slowly raised his head, a strange, vacant look passing over his face. The crying ceased abruptly. Marian’s stomach bottomed out as the blubbering man became something serene and oh so alien.

The Argent turned its head to Marian.

“He is a traitor. Allying with him brings death. Death we had defeated.”

Then he slowly turned to Vale.

“Even without our memories, she will take back our light and restore us to power. You will fail again.” Stellan cocked his head at Tori. The traveler retreated half a step. “Starting with the gold one.”

Darkness exploded in Marian’s hand. Her fingers closed around the shadowed blade emerging from the ether.

“Kill it,” Vale roared, but Marian was already in motion.

She clutched the blade in both hands and raised it over her head. With a guttural cry, she drove it into Stellan’s chest.

The knife sliced through him like butter.

Stellan spasmed violently. Skin peeled back from flesh as blood gushed from the wound. The body underneath her quaked as it burned from within. Silver light pierced splintering bone. A strong hand grabbed Marian by the neck and pulled her backward as the Argent floated off the wall in open defiance of gravity.

A bead of perfect darkness manifested at its sternum as the ruined husk of a man bulged and contorted. A silent explosion sent a small shockwave through the garden, creating a swirling vortex. A rush of air pulled her forward into the rift, and she’d have gone flying had Vale not seized her. Her tie flapped violently in front of her, straining for the darkness. In her periphery, Tori stumbled, swaying toward the void until Paul took her to the ground and shielded her with his body.

Marian’s eyes widened in horror as Daniel clambered to his feet. Her jaw fell open, a warning on her lips as he made a break for the parking lot, right past the rift.

Daniel barely made it two full strides before Marian’s warning devolved into a stream of incoherent pleas.

With a final burst of light, Stellan’s body folded in on itself and was summarily sucked through the rift. The gale swept Daniel off his feet, and the void swallowed him whole with a blood-curdling shriek.

A sound like a thunderclap signaled the rift’s collapse. The void vanished, leaving miniscule threads of crackling energy and the smell of ozone in its wake. Daniel Eaves and Stellan Blacke had vanished.

Marian swayed on her feet. Everything began to spin; her head was too big for her body. The world shifted in and out of focus. Then she was sinking through the earth, back to—

Pill bottles scatter to the floor as she paws through the cupboards. Acetaminophen for the whiplash, sertraline to keep her functional, benzos to stop the panic attacks. They’re the last of the supply; her insurance is gone. These are the prescriptions for a new lease on life. Now they’re going to kill her.

She chased them with a glass of the Merlot she’d been saving for the day the article went live and destroyed Daniel Eaves. A day she’d never see, now. He knew. All along, he’d known.

And he’d waited to see what she’d collected, the sources she’d amassed, so he could bury them all in threats and litigation. She’d been so stupid to think she had any power over him. Marian Meyer, the colossal disaster. She’d resigned from the paper before someone was given the odious task of firing her.

“Look at all these lives you’ve ruined.”

Daniel stoked the fires of her own self-hatred so high, Marian sees no other way to escape them.

Lightning strikes inside her mind. Time shoves her forward. She’s on her kitchen floor. This is where she’ll die for the first time.

Paramedics fight to make her heart beat on its own. They’re breaking her, but it doesn’t hurt. Something holds her on the precipice of life and what lies beyond it. Her eyes aren’t open, yet she sees people working frantically to bring her back.

And she sees the amorphous black spiders roving over her, humming their strange dissonance as they scuttle between the gloved hands pushing and piercing her body.

More than ever, she wants to stay, and she doesn’t know why; it’s not for fear of the end. Whatever it is, she doesn’t know its name—only that it’s here with her and the trembling motes.

Darkness wraps around her. A roar like the quaking of worlds chases away the encroaching silence. It should be the end of her. And for a while, it is.

Until she opens her eyes to a red sky.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Marian awakened in the back seat of a moving car, her head in Tori’s lap, gold satin pressed against her cheek. Her jacket draped over her like a blanket.

Someone had removed her tie and unbuttoned the first few buttons of her shirt. She vaguely recalled Vale doing this, his touch achingly gentle despite the fury in his gaze. Marian had been miles away from her body at the time. Blearily, she looked to her left.

A tall figure sat in the driver’s seat. Marian would recognize that cropped head of charcoal hair anywhere, even without the errant shadows slithering down his shoulders.

A wound in her heart had reopened, one she couldn’t staunch. It’d taken her months to strip the barbs from that memory to make it less lethal. In an instant, she’d relived it in vivid detail. Watching Daniel slip through the void as Stellan ceased to exist somehow made it all so much worse.

They’d rid the world of two evils tonight. So why did she feel like she’d failed? Emptiness gnawed at her heart. Her body buzzed with adrenaline. She wasn’t ready to be perceived. So she lay there quietly on Tori, eyes closed, seizing the silence that she knew wouldn’t last.

And sure enough, it didn’t.

Vale left the Audi parked in the gravel in front of the house. Tori helped her stand, and Marian didn’t miss the haunted look in her eyes.

Paul pulled up seconds later in a separate car. The procession into the house was uncomfortable. Anger flowed from Vale in waves. Tori looked like she’d seen a ghost. Paul’s body language suggested irritation. Marian couldn’t stop fucking shaking.

“Go to bed,” Vale said curtly as he stalked through the front door—the first words spoken by anyone since they’d left Brentwood. “We’ll discuss this in the morning.”

Paul hesitated. “I’ve got damage control to do.”

“I think we should talk about this now,” Tori said as she hovered in the foyer. “Because I don’t understand why you’re upset. Marian killed an Argent, just like you wanted.”

Marian wanted to be put into a medically induced coma, but she didn’t trust herself to speak, so she kept quiet.

Vale slowly turned around, his aristocratic features sharpened further by anger.

“Very well. The point of killing Verinne was to eliminate all Argent in one fell swoop. Instead of one fell swoop, we now have only one dead Argent, and no element of surprise. Paul is confident no one else in attendance tonight was on Verinne’s payroll, but I would stake my entire fortune on her taking up the offensive because she is certainly going to notice a ‘demon’ and her number one investor are gone.”

Tori stepped forward. “But you made Marian kill him!”

“He saw her power,” Vale seethed. “He could not be allowed to leave. And now we know for certain Marian can kill them.”

Tori hesitated. “I just … are we sure that was the best judgment? That was very public.”

The acrimony in Vale’s side-eye was the stuff of nightmares. “You do not speak to me about judgment. You nearly traded Marian to an abomination for pennies.”

Tori’s face crumpled. “And I’m going to regret making that deal for the rest of my life.” She looked at Marian, despondent. “Know that if you ever forgive me, I’ll still never forgive myself. I’m just trying to survive and keep the people I love alive in a world that seems determined to destroy us.”

Her eyes narrowed as she pointed an accusatory finger at a statuesque Vale.

“But you need to give Marian a break. Look at her. She hasn’t stopped shaking since we got in the car. She just watched her stepdad die.”

Suffocating silence fell over the room as Vale step toward the traveler. “She can handle this.”

“She shouldn’t have to!” Tori shouted back.

Marian’s head throbbed. All she wanted was for this conversation to end. “It’s OK. I’m OK. I just …” Speaking was suddenly so arduous. Every word out of her mouth felt clumsy. Wrong.

“Marian,” Tori rounded on her, pleading. “Even if you could lie to me, I’d never believe that. You’re not OK. None of us could possibly be OK. Paul’s indentured to a god from another world, and you’ve been putting yourself to death to fetch trash from what we thought was Hell. Hell, Marian. That’s so messed up.” Tori’s ire found Vale again. “And don’t think I missed what Stellan said before he died. He was talking about me and the other Gifted, wasn’t he? The ‘light.’ That’s where our stupid little powers come from. From them.”

Some of the anger bled from Vale’s eyes.

“Yes.”

Tori rocked back on her pointed heels as she pressed a palm to her forehead. “Please, I just want …” The moon glow pouring in from the skylights made the unshed tears in her eyes shine. Her voice broke. “What am I saying? We’re just cards in a hand to you.”

Before Marian could pull herself together and come up with some paltry consolation, Tori fled upstairs.

Marian slumped against the banister. Rusty instincts compelled her to follow Tori, but what could she possibly say in her state to help? There emerged the very real feeling that her mind would buckle and break tonight under the weight of what she’d seen and done.

Slow footfalls behind her made her skin prickle.

“How could you know what I’d dug up on Daniel?” Marian said as Vale approached, her voice a dry rasp. “I never made my findings public.”

Vale didn’t respond, and every second of silence strengthened Marian’s desire to claw out of her own skin.

“You need to rest,” he said at last, his tone softening.

“I don’t want your fucking coddling. I want you to respect me enough to tell me the truth. I’m done begging for it.” A flare of anger brought the snarl to her lips. Marian trudged up the first few steps, knuckles white where she gripped the banister. “And if you can’t be honest with me, then at least be honest with Tori. If you don’t tell her about her mom, then I will.”

Then Marian flew up the stairs without looking back.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Despite Vale’s insistence, rest eluded Marian that night, and solitude gave her no respite from the memory of the evening at the Getty. She slept in short stretches, waking every hour on the dot sweating and gasping in the aftermath of wretched dreams—all featuring variations of Stellan and Daniel dying in new, grotesque ways. Of grown men weeping.

Now they had one dead Argent and no alibi, according to Paul, who looked more haggard than she’d ever seen him as he spent the next morning on the phone coordinating with what Marian assumed was the fragmented network of coconspirators and informants.

There were plenty of false explanations for Vale’s presence at the gala and everything in between, but she couldn’t come up with an explanation for how Stellan, an indestructible being, had ceased to exist. Or how Daniel Eaves, a normal human man, had vanished into thin air. Literally.

It was only a matter of time before Vale’s ruse came crashing down. And the look Paul had shot Marian when she found him on yet another phone call in the garage assured her that all was not well.

He thought he would go home a free man last night. Give him a break.

Marian found that she could. Did she resent him still for the part he’d played in this secret? Absolutely. Was his frustration warranted? Definitely. Two things could be true at once.

But she didn’t expect to feel so brittle today. A tempest raged in her chest, her heart pounding furiously even when she was at rest. As the day dragged on, her dread only intensified. She’d put all her energy toward shutting out the instant replay of the night before. By evening, she was all frayed nerves and one skipped meal away from shutting down completely.

Tori found her again at some point, and Marian had no idea what she’d said to the traveler in response to her greeting. Her own voice sounded miles away. Tori looked at her like she’d started bleeding from the eyes, but she seemed to realize Marian was best left alone with the spider-like blobs that had convened in the corners of Marian’s room. The only person in her circle who wasn’t pissed at her had come to see if she was OK, and Marian couldn’t get her shit together to respond properly. She’d done virtually nothing all day, but as soon as the sun vanished from the sky, she started to come apart.

The whip-crack realization that another anxiety attack was imminent had her flying out the door, the shadowy blots scuttling away as her shoulder caught on the doorway. The edges of her vision were already blurring before she was halfway down the stairs.

Panic clawed at her extremities, bringing with it the first tingles of that foreboding numbness. She needed a little liquid help. Thanks to Tori’s petty vengeance, she knew where Vale stored the good shit.

She kept the lights off as she skulked into the sprawling kitchen and surveyed the liquor cabinet. The shelf was bare save a single unopened bottle of Don Pedro. She cracked open the bottle and searched for a glass. She found a coffee cup first. Yeah, that’ll do.

Marian poured a fifth of tequila into a white ceramic mug and knocked it back. It burned the whole way down, making her wince. Only after she’d stopped grunting, groaning, and slamming cabinets did she detect a sound that made her go rigid.

Ethereal crooning drifted from the living room—a familiar melody she’d not heard in ages. Marian turned around slowly; eyes wide as she searched the shadows until she spotted the twin blue lights glowing in the dark above the sectional.

Leather creaked as Vale sat forward, his spectral gaze on Marian.

“What do you think you’re doing?” He said with a voice like gravel.

Marian’s fingers tightened around the bottle. “Drinking your tequila,” she replied quietly. Her voice worked, but her words didn’t sound like hers; they were too soft. “Why are you sitting in the dark listening to Enya?”

The sound of ice colliding with glass told her that he’d had a similar idea. But he didn’t answer her question. “Drinking on an empty stomach is a surefire way to have a terrible night.”

She wondered if he could see in the dark. Probably. Fat chance that he couldn’t see the way his disapproving drawl made her shoulders sag. Where was her will to spar? There were no barbs poised on her tongue. No slights to sling, though he deserved a good verbal thrashing.

“Yeah, that’s going to suck for me,” Marian sighed. “Here’s hoping I don’t remember it.”

She poured herself another shot and downed it quickly.

After a long pause, the cushions hissed. Vale’s silhouette rose up, and Marian couldn’t help the way she openly stared at the sheer size of him.

“Why did you give Stellan his memories back?”

“I believe it was you who said killing a being with no recollection of its crimes was ‘fucked up.’ You’re welcome.”

Marian snorted. “Oh please, nothing you do is for me.”

Even in the dark, she sensed his growing disapproval. It had her struggling not to squirm under the weight of his otherworldly gaze. Years of living under Daniel’s fist conditioned her to expect a scolding after a look like that.

But Vale only sighed, paused, and began again.

“A long time ago, back when mortal life in my world was only a concept, I made a pact with the Argent. All things must end, we agreed; what is born must also die or else succumb to the darkness that brought my kind into existence. But in time, the Argent determined our pact was unjust. Why should they be forced to part with their mortal creations when they had the power to preserve them? We did not see eye to eye. Without unanimity, the laws of our world would not change. I became their enemy. Mortals began to fear me as an enemy of life, and the Argent stoked those fears. Mortals, alongside the Argent, imprisoned me in darkness for so long, I can’t quantify it. And there I remained until the ixyura—an amalgam of pain and never-ending life—took shape. A few penitent mortals gave themselves my mark and freed me. But it was too late. The ixyura had corrupted everything.”

The quiet remorse in his voice. The mental image of Vale locked away in the shadows for eons filled her with such unexpected empathy.

“I truly cared for my world and its people,” he said so quietly, Marian found herself holding her breath to hear him better. “And I know what it’s like to be despised by those you can’t help but love. To crave their acceptance despite the pain they caused.”

His words skewered her through the heart. For one agonizing moment, she forgot how to exhale. Memories she’d tried to shut out all day rattled around in her skull. And somewhere deep inside her, a festering wound reopened.

“I never wanted Daniel to love me. I hated him as much as he hated me,” she said quickly.

Blue eyes flicked toward her. “Then why didn’t you kill him when you had the chance? Why only Stellan?”

Why did the question make every muscle in her body clench?

“Stellan was the target. Not Daniel. Because—”

“Because, unlike your stepfather, you wanted to kill Stellan,” Vale said evenly.

“No.” Marian set her mug down hard and dragged a clammy palm down her cheek. Killing Stellan unraveled her. Had he not threatened Tori, Marian was certain she’d never have lifted her blade. “I can’t do this again. I’m going to fuck it up. I fuck everything up.”

Vale exhaled slowly. “This facade of yours is getting old, my leiah.”

Marian’s hands curled into fists on the counter. “What the fuck did you just call me?”

“The crass idiot you pretend to be—a poor impression, by the way. I know you’re well-educated. I read your bylines in the Times.”

Marian balked. “How do you keep …”

“Those are all details anyone with access to a search engine could find. But I’m eager to know what happened to the investigative journalist Marian Meyer, who must have had a normal life and some shred of self-confidence once. Where did she go?”

Outrage slowly materialized. “She died and went to Hell.”

Vale strode toward the kitchen island and braced his hands on the edge.

“Except your professional existence vanished well before you ever set foot in my office. It was the lawsuit, wasn’t it?”

His words struck like a kick in the teeth. “Once upon a time, I thought you actually respected my privacy.” Marian seethed. “Let me guess; you hired a private investigator? Hacked my shit? Is that how you found all this out? How long have you known?”

“Civil cases are public record. You of all people should know that.”

“Careful you don’t pull a muscle dodging all my questions.”

He moved, then—an imposing, glowering shadow that had her conceding more ground than her pride would have liked. But pride wasn’t home just then. It vanished when he looked at her like he’d just cornered a mouse. The lion advanced slowly.

“You never asked for more money than I offered you for any dive. I could have made your problems, your stepfather, all of it, disappear, but you kept me at arm’s length and chose to live in squalor instead. Now I see why. You gave up.”

“You don’t see shit,” Marian snapped.

“Spare me the fight tonight.”

“You think I owe you compliance because I ruined your plans? Because you’re angry with me?”

“It’s not you I’m angry with.” Something odd flickered in his gaze just before it turned flinty. “And this isn’t a transaction.”

Marian jeered back despite the warning in his eyes. “Bummer; I like you better when we’re making deals.”

Cold metal materialized around her neck. Marian let out an exasperated groan. “For fuck’s sake, Vale.”

His hand curled in the air, and the leash drew taut. He pulled her closer. “Daniel was one man. One cretinous, vile little man who didn’t deserve your mercy. Not after what he did to you.”

Vale’s vitriol was so sudden and confusing that it left her spinning. Such ire over a lawsuit. Vale didn’t even know the half of what Daniel had done to her.

When Marian didn’t reply, he tugged on the immaterial tether binding her to him. “So then why do you do it? Why do you insist on making your life hell?”

Harder, he pulled on her collar, until Marian finally snapped.

“Because I killed my mother! And I don’t miss her at all!” She shoved her mug away so fiercely, it shattered in the sink. “This is what I deserve.”

Her heart raced as she pushed away from the counter. Vale’s power vanished from around her neck as everything she’d held at bay tonight—every guilty thought and ugly memory—burst. She paced the length of the island.

“Daniel was right, people like me don’t belong in the normal world. I killed someone. I said I’d never kill anything ever again, but that’s all you want from me. There’s no life for me after this is done, either. I don’t know how to … I can’t … I don’t remember how to be normal. I’m too fucking broken.”

If I wasn’t, wouldn’t someone have loved me by now?

Marian raked a hand through her hair. The edge of a nail scraped the outer edge of her brow.

Vale caught her hand and slowly pried it from her scalp. “You can’t keep measuring your life against one mistake. I read the complaint; nothing short of liturgical theater could make your mother’s death look like anything but an accident. You wanted Daniel to live tonight so that he might one day forgive you.” Vale lowered his voice. “You’ve committed no sin, no crime. Forgive yourself and let this go once and for all.”

Marian stared at him in disbelief. How she wanted to wrap herself up in those words and believe and obey them. But she couldn’t. Vale couldn’t understand.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

A sudden shift in Vale’s demeanor had her tensing up. A chill passed between them.

“You say you’re broken like that makes you lesser,” he murmured. “But broken things have the sharpest edges, and I would want nothing less for a blade.”

That tiny, brittle hope inside her shrank away, its place taken by cold hard stone. Vale raised a hand as if to brush another pesky strand of her hair out of her face. Marian jerked out of reach.

“Says the fucker who can’t bleed,” she said as she turned and left room.
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Marian awoke the next day with a muffled scream, barked “fuck off” at the arachnid shadows watching her from the foot of her bed, and sulked in the bathroom until an idea took shape.

She needed answers. Just not Vale’s.

“I have to find Greg,” Marian announced as she barged into Tori’s room.

The traveler blinked up from the nails she was filing. “You want to bust out of here?”

Marian hesitated. She hadn’t worked out the logistics, but the intent was there. “Yes.”

Tori flashed her a brilliant smile as she scooted off her chair. “Let’s do it. So long as we can stop off at my parents’ place afterward.”

“If you’re down to drive, we can go wherever you want.”

Tori stilled. “What are we doing? Bailing for good, or just going for a joyride?”

Marian chewed on her lower lip.

“Joyride. But if you want to bail, I won’t hold it against you.”

Tori mirrored Marian’s expression. “Let me think about it. For now, let’s figure out how to steal an Audi. I’ve got a wallet but no phone.”

“Fuck yeah,” Marian said as she shut the door to hash out a plan in private.
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Marian buzzed Greg when she arrived. The white gate whirred briefly before the mechanism inside clicked, and Marian let herself into the concrete courtyard. A large fountain sputtered in the middle, the water a vibrant, unnatural blue as it poured from the open mouths of breaching dolphins.

She ascended the steps to the fourth floor, where Greg stood in the doorway of his condo. He was shirtless in an open faux fur white robe, his odd physique on display. White track pants with gold piping up the sides sagged on his hips. The scowl he wore told Marian he wasn’t nearly as pleased to see her as his tone on the phone suggested.

“I knew you’d come crawling back to me eventually, but you sure did take your fucking time.”

Marian palmed her burner phone anxiously.

“Sorry,” she muttered. “Can I come in?”

Greg looked her up and down, his expressing thawing as he took her in. He jerked his head over his shoulder as he stepped inside. “Shoes off.”

Marian closed her eyes when he turned his back to her. Deep breaths.

She opened them and stepped inside the sprawling condo. Unlike Marian, it was clear where Greg’s money went. It was the ocean view and bearskin rug. Lines of cocaine on a gold table between his massive white sofa and the giant television mounted to the wall.

There was a waterbed in the master bedroom. He’d almost convinced her to lie on it with him after four beers. A panic attack saved her from disaster.

“You can start this apology off by getting me a drink. You know where the fridge is,” he said over his shoulder as he fluffed his robe before sinking into the corner of the couch, knees spread.

Marian sure did know where the fridge was; it wasn’t the first time she’d fetched his drinks for him. But it would be the last.

She opened the door and grabbed the first brown bottle she saw. Muscle memory led her to the wall-mounted bottle opener. She caught the cap before it hit the ground and tucked it in her hoodie pocket.

“You were right,” Marian said in a small voice as she walked toward the couch and passed the bottle to Greg’s outstretched hand. “I chose a side. The wrong one. I want to go back to the way things were.”

Greg sneered. He sat forward; elbows braced on his knees.

“I told you so, dummy.” He cupped a hand around his mouth, then said louder. “I fuckin’ told you so!”

Marian frowned. “Yeah, OK, you—”

But he learned forward, nearly shouting in her face through that cruel smile of his.

“I told you so-o-o-o!”

Then he sat back with an ugly, triumphant crow and slapped a knee. “That never gets old with you. I’ve got decades on you in this business. When are you gonna learn that means I always know best? You were a real bitch to me, too.”

Deep, deep breaths.

“I should have known better than to try and do this without you. You’re smart. I’m not. But I …”

She’d cast her eyes downward, doing her best impression of a penitent woman. Every glance she stole assured her that Greg was buying it wholesale. He’d puffed his shallow chest out like he’d always done whenever he’d browbeaten her into defeat.

“I’m going to get you that eight grand, but before we work together again, I just have one question for you.”

“We’re doing a seventy-five twenty-five cut this time,” Greg declared as he pointed at her with his bottle. “No more of this even split bullshit. Not when I’m carrying the team.”

“Deal,” Marian said flatly. “What happened to Arthur Falk?”

Greg’s hideous smile collapsed.

It made her hate her past self a little bit for letting this scarecrow shithead hand-wave her questions away. For believing him when he said the past didn’t matter. If it didn’t matter, then why did Greg Bjernsen look at her like she’d accused him of a crime?

Her shaky hands could barely grip the phone as she pulled it from her pocket out of sight and sat across from Greg on the opposite segment of the couch.

“The fuck is your obsession with that guy?”

“I just need to hear the story again. I’ve been all screwed up about what happened to me in Hell and the Remnant. It snuck up on him, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Greg said as he crossed his legs. “Poor bastard.”

“And you didn’t make a dime off that dive?”

“Not a fuckin’ penny. Lost my partner and paycheck all at once.”

Marian nodded and glanced down at her phone. A text bubble illuminated the screen.

TORI:



HE’S LYING.





Marian schooled her features carefully as she slowly reached over to type out a one-handed reply. Was any of it true?

TORI:



NO.





Slow, deep breath.

“I don’t know what came over me, thinking I’d survived something that killed such an experienced diver.”

“It’s your superiority complex,” Greg said as he took another swig of his beer. “Makes you a real cunt sometimes. Just ’cause you went to college doesn’t mean you’re smart. Falk had some fancy degree, too. He was brave as shit, but stupid.”

“You guys were friends.”

Greg nodded. “Yep. We had each other’s backs.”

Marian’s phone lit up again.

TORI:



TRUTH.





Again, Marian’s eyes locked on Greg.

“And you never broke that trust, did you?”

Greg arched his neck. Marian saw the suspicion in his eyes as he spat back.

“Of course not. What the fuck are you getting at here?”

But Marian’s eyes were on her phone now, unblinking as she willed the answers out of the ether as she spoke.

“What about me? Have you ever put a knife in my back, Greg?”

“The fuck?” He scowled. “No.”

He rose from the couch, feet planted wide as he barked at her. “You iced me out, remember? After all I did for you. What happened to Falk was an accident, and whatever you think I did to you is in your head. Like this Remnant bullshit. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be digging food out of grocery store dumpsters, so a little fucking gratitude would be nice.”

Her heart missed a beat when the next message came through.

TORI:



LIES. LIES LIES LIES.





Marian grabbed her phone and stood up, voice cold and steady.

“And what if I don’t have any for you? What if, instead, I broke your TV and called you a liar?”

Greg laughed. “I’d call you a crazy little shitbird.”

Marian turned away to pick up the gold, big-titted fake academy award on the coffee table and threw it into the television. The screen shattered as Greg roared.

“What the fuck is wrong with you!?”

She spun easily on her heels, the smooth tile floors providing no resistance as Marian stalked toward Greg.

“Thought you were going to call me a crazy little shitbird?”

Greg’s Adam’s apple bobbed, his eyes dilating as he took a step back for every one of Marian’s steps forward. Her phone buzzed in her hand, but she couldn’t look; she only saw the man cowering from her.

Darkness lashed at the edge of her vision as heat gathered in her wrist. She didn’t need to look at it to know the shadows had arrived and coiled around her arm like ribbons. Greg’s frightened face was all the proof she needed. Weight accumulated in her hand effortlessly for once as wildfire razed her thoughts.

But from the fire came clarity.

Greg went from indignant and raging to whimpering in seconds. He backed into the wall, beer bottle shattering on the floor in a puddle of foam and brown glass.

“What the fuck?” Came his keening cry. “What are you?”

Was this what power felt like? Maybe she didn’t hate it after all. The shadows swirling before her didn’t look like Vale’s. They were thin and feathery—nowhere near as dense as the darkness he wielded.

But unlike the knife and the sign that marked her as his, these shadows felt like an extension of her. Like muscles she’d never flexed before.

The tighter she clutched the knife, the longer they became, fluttering toward Greg’s cowering form.

“Now tell me the truth,” Marian seethed. “If you lie, I’ll know.”

Greg’s terrified gaze landed on the knife in her hand. “How do you … How??”

That muscle snapped, and Marian’s lips curled back to bare teeth.

“Tell me the fucking truth. All of it.”

Greg shrieked—at what, she couldn’t tell. Her vision had tunneled; there was only Greg and the answers he’d yet to surrender to her.

“I–I–I meant it. I liked Falk. We were friends. But then he went exclusive with Vale. The other demons, they didn’t like that. One of them paid me to … to …”

“To find an artifact before Falk did?”

Greg nodded.

Marian’s fingers tightened around the knife. “And he found it. Then what happened?”

“There was a gate. Something was stuck in it. I couldn’t pull it out, but Falk could. I told him to give it to me, that we had a better offer, but he told me he wouldn’t betray Vale. Can you believe that? Asshole picked a demon over all this money. I was so fucking pissed, I … I … we fought. The Remnant found us. And when Falk lost his footing, I … I pushed him.”

“You pushed him. Where?”

Greg grimaced. “Into the Remnant.”

Marian’s blood ran cold.

Greg’s chest heaved. “For three hundred grand! Don’t tell me you wouldn’t kill someone for that kind of money. I tried to reason with him, but he said there was too much at stake. Guy was nuts.”

I’d kill you for free.

But Marian didn’t want to kill another human. Did she? The needle of her moral compass spun wildly as she seethed at him.

“Who paid you to poach it?”

Sweat poured down Greg’s face as he watched the shadows wriggling around him, coiled like vipers prepared to strike. “Verinne.”

“Vale’s going to skin you alive,” Marian said in a low voice. The sound of pounding on the front door made her look away from Greg as he begged in earnest.

“Hey, c’mon now.”

The door flew open before Marian could reach the deadbolt. Tori burst in, panting like she’d sprinted up the stairs. “Girl, we need to go—”

Tori’s face fell as she took in Marian, and Marian wished she could see what it was that made the traveler freeze.

Greg kept pleading. “Ask Vale about Falk. He’s the one who sent him after the fucking thing. I was never gonna poach from you. All I did was tell Stellan where to find you.”

Marian’s legs moved without her permission, and suddenly she was in Greg’s face, the knife smoldering in her hand and far heavier than it’d been seconds ago. For a moment, Marian saw nothing. Darkness flooded her vision, then bled away. When she came to her senses, Greg was cowering on the floor, arms thrown over his head as Tori stood beside her, speaking softly.

“You can’t undo what you’re thinking about doing. He’s not worth it. Come on. Breathe and back up. Send the knife away. That’s it—amazing.”

“Please don’t kill me,” Greg wheezed. “I’ll tell you whatever the fuck you want. I–I got Falk’s wallet if you want it. It’s in a box in the closet.”

Kill him.

No. Tori was right; Greg wasn’t worth it. What had come over her?

No.

“Tori,” Marian said in a tone that hardly sounded like her at all. “Please get the wallet.”

The traveler jogged away while Marian stared down Greg, the shadows in her periphery slowly disintegrating.

Paul burst through the door as the last mote of darkness vanished, leaving Marian standing there with Tori clutching her elbow while Greg Bjernsen stood with his saggy pecs out, joggers nearly around his knees.

Clad in black gloves and a long-sleeved blue shirt that masked his tattoo, Paul looked livid. “Everybody downstairs. Now.”

The bartender’s face compelled Marian to comply without protest. She and Tori hurried out the door with Greg hot on their heels.

“Not you.” Paul intercepted him before he reached the landing and put him in a choke hold, taking the diver to the ground in a tangle of flailing limbs that quickly fell limp to the concrete. Marian paused on the first set of stairs and turned toward the sound of metal clicking into place. Her eyes flared wide as Paul pressed a pistol and silencer to Greg’s temple.

“No!” Marian barked. “Let him live.”

Paul lowered his gun and threw a fiery glare over his shoulder at her.

“Are you serious? That shit stain would throw you under a bullet train for a Cheeto.”

But over Paul’s massive shoulders, Marian saw Greg pop up and barrel down the back hall. She shouted unintelligibly, spurring Paul into action. The bartender lunged to pursue, then hesitated, looking back at his charges. He gritted his teeth, anguish in his eyes as he threw his head back with a frustrated groan.

“I could slap you both.” He stormed up to Marian and Tori and shoved them forward.






CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


The ride back to Vale’s was sullen and uncomfortable with Paul at the wheel of the stolen Audi. Marian never once saw him take a breath the whole time he chastised them, all while securing his motorcycle in front of Greg’s swanky condo. He’d have to come back and get it, he’d said, and that he absolutely loved hauling ass across town every goddamn day.

He’d found them so quickly, Marian assumed the car had a GPS tracker before Paul said as much. She should have thought of that.

They went back willingly, though. Tori sat slumped against the door, her forlorn gaze trained out the window while Marian inspected the worn brown leather wallet open in her lap. The crease was pliant and cracked, the card holders mostly empty. Credit cards and cash were long gone—Greg probably saw to that, the bastard.

A few fading business cards were left inside. One was Vale’s. Tucked into the ID sleeve was an old California-issued driver’s license. She pried it free and read the text. It had expired when Marian was in elementary school.

The photo showed a man with cloudy eyes and a mop of dark brown hair. No remarkable features; just a solemn face with good bone structure. Another human lost to the Remnant.

But the name on the license didn’t make sense. Her brows scrunched together as she feared for a second that she’d forgotten how to read. She read it over and over again, lost in those impossible letters.

Bennett Meyer.

In Marian’s world, where there was no such thing as coincidence. Vale was exactly who she needed to see next.

He was waiting for them in his office dressed head to toe in black slacks and a matching collared shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Only his eyes betrayed his fury as Paul marched them in.

“Bjernsen flew the coop. I had to make a choice,” Paul announced as they entered.

“I see,” Vale said with lethal quiet.

But Marian wasn’t afraid; she quietly seethed where she stood. She wanted answers, and all roads led to Vale. “You sent Arthur Falk after the knife, too. He had your mark. But he never came back from Hell. You played him like you played me.”

An uneasy hush fell over the room as the accusation rushed out of her. Marian locked eyes with Vale, searching him for any hint of emotion, intent.

Shadows rippled off his shoulders like a shudder, twisting lazily down his bare forearms.

“Paul, Tori,” Vale said at last in an icy tone. “Leave us.”

Tori stepped forward. “No way, I want to hear this.”

“They’re as stuck as I am. They deserve answers too,” Marian growled.

Vale lowered himself into the high-backed leather chair.

Marian stepped forward and braced her hands on his desk, searching his face.

“Arthur Falk,” Vale said slowly, “knew exactly what was at stake when he died that day.”

Marian straightened, the knots between her brows loosening. “Falk knew the truth?”

“He did.”

“You told him?”

“No. He discovered it all on his own. The moons gave it away,” Vale answered, his words downright reverent. “He paid attention to the heavens in death. In time, he saw what others didn’t. The moons had phases, they waxed and waned. He returned and asked me what sort of Hell would orbit a star. I told him. He believed me and committed himself to my cause. I can only assume the ixyura consumed him before he could retrieve it.”

Marian’s heart stuttered in her chest.

Vale didn’t know.

“He did find the knife. Bjernsen was with him and threw Falk to the Remnant when he couldn’t steal it from him. Verinne paid him to screw over Falk.”

Tori stepped forward. “It’s the truth.”

To her shock, because Vale knew everything and the questions sometimes just seemed like formality, his features twisted in a fleeting look of surprise—barely curbed by what had to be tremendous self-control. He pressed his fingers to his temple.

Marian finally saw the shadows beneath his eyes.

“I have no sight beyond the veil. I can feel, but not see, and only if I deliver a diver unto death.”

Understanding settled over Marian. She exhaled slowly through her nose. “That’s why you wanted to kill me yourself that night. Why didn’t you tell me any of this?”

“For many reasons. One of which was to prevent the past from repeating. I also made a promise to Arthur to protect his identity and hide his memory from the world. For his family.”

There it is.

“His family,” Marian echoed with a quiver. “His family.”

She dug the ID out of her pocket and tossed it on the desk between them. Vale’s gaze snapped to the little white card.

Tori leaned forward. “Marian, who is that?”

Marian’s mouth set in a hard line as Vale’s eyes bored into her skull.

“I’m not sure,” she said loudly. “ ‘Bennett Meyer.’ Weird, isn’t it? Both of your marked are Meyers.”

Ever so slowly, Vale leaned back and sighed as though he had been holding it for centuries. His eyes fluttered shut.

“I knew ‘Falk’ was a false name. We made a bargain that I would never know his true one in exchange for his loyalty. I kept my word.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re the daughter.”

“Daughter,” Marian repeated, aghast. “This man is my father?”

Vale’s hand fell to his lap as he opened eyes so weary Marian might have mistaken him for a real human. “I didn’t know. Truly.”

Marian was drowning again. Lost at sea in the middle of that stuffy office, being suffocated by the smell of her own sweat and ancient leather-bound books. She stared at the photo on that little card and wracked her brain for a single memory to explain how this man could be her father.

But he wasn’t there. Even if he’d been alive for her early childhood, he was busy exploring Hell and trying to destroy the Argent for Vale. She’d have remembered him otherwise. He’d lived long enough to be part of her life. He just chose not to.

No wonder her mother never talked about him. But she’d let Marian keep his name.

Her heart split in half, then went inexplicably numb.

She believed Vale even before she met Tori’s eyes and cringed at the pity in them.

“Marian,” Tori said. “I’m so—”

“Don’t,” she snapped. “This changes nothing. He’s dead. I still have to kill Verinne.”

And I still have no family.

No one followed her out of the office.
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Everything was upside-down.

Months ago, she’d been knocking back cans of Pabst on the Annex patio, letting Greg Bjernsen convince her how lost she was without him. Now she was standing in a bathroom inside a multimillion-dollar home in Pasadena, staring at the black sigil she’d etched into her skin and sealed with a promise she didn’t understand. The same one her biological father must have had.

But he didn’t make it as far as you did.

She wished he had.

No matter how hard she scoured her memories for an answer to Bennett Meyer and how she came to bear the same mark, nothing appeared. There was only white noise between the fractured horrors of her internment in Hell and revival.

Marian gripped the sides of the basin sink as the voice railed on and on, screaming over her attempts to silence it.

You’re just a shitty replacement, losing your mind over someone who chose Hell over you.

“Shut up.”

A firm knock on the bedroom door made Marian jump so high, she slammed her shoulder into the door frame with a string of curses. She tumbled into the bedroom proper and braced her trembling hands on the edge of the bed as the hall door creaked open.

Paul’s head appeared in the doorway. “Hey, you’re under house arrest.”

Marian stared back at him as she rubbed her shoulder. Broaching the subject of what she’d seen with him seemed about as helpful as slamming her hand in that door.

But he noticed. The slight furrow between his brows and the way he squinted at her told Marian she’d not been subtle.

“You’re not stroking out on me are you?” Paul asked, the sarcasm undermined by a note of concern.

“No,” Marian replied, standing upright. “I thought we were already under house arrest.”

“That was daycare. When the keys disappear? That’s house arrest.” He arched a brow as he looked her over. “I’ve seen plastic skeletons that looked less dead than you. Have you considered showering more frequently? You smell like a gym bag.”

“I was going to,” Marian grumbled, “But since you asked, now I’m not.”

“Are you and my sister competing against each other in the world’s most stubborn idiot competition? This horse I met at a house party last week had more chill. They even let him in the kitchen.” Paul raked a hand through his hair as he leaned against the door.

“Where do you find the time to go to house parties between your bartending and murder duties?”

He grinned. “Some of us figured out to how to have a semblance of a life in this post-Hell nightmare.”

“And where does your sister fit into all this?”

Paul’s expression lost its suspicious edge. “Bern? She works for Vale, too. But she’s laying low somewhere in B.C. on Vale’s orders and hating every second of it.”

“Why would she hate that?”

Paul shrugged. “Because she’s more gung-ho about this deal of ours than I am.”

Marian uncrossed her arms and slowly lowered herself to the edge of the bed. “You said your family has worked for Vale for a long time. How did they get mixed up in all this?”

He maintained his smirk, but it no longer conveyed any humor.

“The story goes that my great-grandpa was an accountant who got drunk off his ass one night in Hong Kong then stumbled off a dock and nearly drowned. Vale saved his life. My great-grandpa figured he owed Vale a debt, and Vale wanted a bookkeeper. So he hired my great-grandpa, and Vale told him what he was. I guess it made a hell of an impression on him, because my great-grandpa initiated the bargain—he pledged his bloodline to Vale, that as time pressed on, he’d always have a Choi to help him.”

“That’s quite the story,” Marian said slowly.

“It’s mostly horseshit, but it’s how my parents explained it to me when I turned eighteen and it came time for me to ‘help out with the family business.’ Vale’s version is less trite and more believable.”

“What’s Vale’s version?”

Paul’s snorted. “That my great-grandpa was a broke swindler who bargained away his future family for job security.”

Marian placed a hand over her stomach. Jesus. “How is a deal like that even enforced?”

Paul made a sound halfway between a grunt and a laugh. “A little bit of weird compulsory power, but mostly just fucked up family tradition. Vale’s paid my family well throughout the years, but to access the money, you have to agree to work for the family. If you don’t, you get nothing. But saying ‘yes’ means you have to learn where the money comes from and what Vale wants. And once you know the truth, you’re in for life. If you want out, you have to give the knowledge back to Vale. But sometimes that process doesn’t work right. His power isn’t stable here or something; he warned us all about it. My great-aunt wanted out of the deal after she learned about the Argent. Vale took the memory back, but she forgot who we were, too, and ended up with Alzheimer’s.”

Marian’s chest tightened in the ensuing silence as she stared at Paul. Disconcerting feelings took root inside her, feelings at odds with how determined she’d been to take her anger out on Paul. Like pity for the man whose life was stolen from him before he ever entered this world, presented with an offer few teens would refuse.

And then, alarm as understanding struck like a wrecking ball.

“Vale took the memory back.”

Paul cleared his throat.

“I spend half of every day pissed about Vale’s existence, and the rest pissed at my ancestor for making the choice he did. Then I get mad at myself for making the same choice. But I think I’d make it again in every lifetime because somebody has to do this, and why not me?”

His dark features drew tight in thought.

“You made Vale’s list because he trusts you,” Paul said as he faced her. “And honestly, you don’t suck that much. You always left a tip for me even though you were broke. After years of getting screwed by so many divers willing to sell their own mothers for a better deal, you showed him you were different. Yeah, you’re a fuckin’ mess, but neither life nor Hell has killed the good in you. Do you have any idea how rare that is?”

He stood up abruptly and shoved his hands in his pockets as he radiated discomfort. Like he knew he’d said too much and regretted it.

“Sorry about your dad. I heard he was pretty alright, too.”

Then Paul rushed out of the room and left her to brood over what she’d just learned. Her eyeballs throbbed in their sockets as she stared at the floor. Only one thought repeated in her mind.

Vale can take memories.






CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Marian opened her eyes to blood red light and the distinct sound of thousands of eggshells breaking all around her. And the overpowering stench of sulfur. She rolled out of bed and toppled to the floor with a loud retch, panic suffocating her thoughts.

She scrambled to her feet, mouth agape as she watched the forest green walls of her room peel and flake, the paint floating to the floor to reveal desiccated flesh stretched and torn all around her.

Hell. This was Hell. How? She was alive, unable to die. Vale promised.

She backed away as a black stain blossomed in the ceiling. The cracking sound devolved into metallic grinding.

Then the bone-deep thrum began, alerting her to the Remnant’s impending arrival. She had to warn the others. The ixyura was coming.

A loud groan from above shook the room just as the ceiling split open. The Remnant poured out, a thick, relentless tide. There was no time to escape. She’d barely moved from the bed when it swallowed her whole, dragging her down to crushing depths.

Where she became something else. Something her and yet not.

Time frays the rest of what she was until she is indistinguishable from the darkness that consumes her. There is no “here.” But wherever she is, it is not empty. Like her, they no longer have names; whatever they were is gone. Adrift in nothing, they become something else.

Lost. Hollow. Many.

She—they—are legion. And yet they are utterly alone.

A memory. Her memory. The Remnant was taking her back. Shards of glass embedded themselves in her throat as she screamed. Useless. She’d never get out. Never be free again.

“Marian!”

The sound of her own name ejected her from the nightmare. Her eyes snapped open and locked on twin stars of burning blue. Large hands framed her face as she lay on her back, her t-shirt soaked with sweat.

Her final scream dissolved on a broken gasp. She clutched Vale’s wrists like a lifeline. She needed him to anchor her here before the darkness took her back. Another wave was coming for her, and she wasn’t ready.

“That’s it. Breathe slowly,” he soothed. Fingers found her pulse. “Keep your eyes on me. I have you.”

But the darkness remained, furling in the corners of her eyes. She tried to summon her shadows to protect her from the memory of the Remnant. Instead, she found only a vicious ache in her heart and panic too wild to tame.

Her hands shook terribly. Then her legs joined them. Teeth chattered, though the room was sweltering. Her limbs no longer obeyed her; she was as wobbly as a newborn foal, helpless in Vale’s hands. She croaked the only words she could manage before the tremors stole her ability to speak. “Help me.”

An arm behind her back and another under her knees. The bathroom door flung open, and she was transported through it. Her shaking turned violent, each involuntary movement more painful than the last.

She’d lost control. Truly and completely. Her whole body seized like it was rejecting her spirit, every twitch more painful than the last. This is it. This is the end.

When the sconces over the vanity switched on and the initial burst of light faded, Marian saw the font of shadows pouring from Vale against a backdrop of turquoise tile. His human guise blurred away, showing her the half-truth of him.

His guise had fallen. Vale was gone. Va’hael held her now.

He opened the shower door and slammed the faucet on; she’d never seen him move with such haste, and yet he still radiated ceaseless calm. In seconds, steam ballooned around her, but the tremors wouldn’t stop no matter how tightly he hugged her.

Fully dressed in shirtsleeves and waistcoat, he carried her into the shower and held her under the warm spray. Marian gasped at the feeling. Vale comforted her with gentle, senseless sounds. Her heart thudded so wildly in her chest, cardiac arrest seemed imminent.

“I’m-m dying.”

Vale ducked his head until his lips brushed her ears, shielding her face from the water.

“No, you’re not. I know it hurts, but it can’t kill you. Keep breathing.”

She wanted to. But the nightmare was so vivid, so raw, that even now it threatened to carry her away. She’d held onto a paper-thin conviction that they were dreams after all and not some curse put upon her by the Remnant.

All she could do was let Vale hold her through the shaking fits that went on and on and on. When the water finally ran cold, Vale turned it off and carried Marian to the vanity, where he set her on the edge and bundled her in the world’s softest towels. Swaddled in white, silent, and still shivering, he tucked her head under his chin and lowered them both to the floor.

“W-what’s happening to m-me?” Marian stammered.

“You’re having a functional seizure. Your body is processing what your mind cannot,” Vale explained calmly. “It’s panic, Marian. It will pass.”

She didn’t understand, but she didn’t need to. The scratch of damp wool against her cheek was suddenly mesmerizing. He was soaked to the bone, but didn’t appear bothered by it. The water hadn’t yet seeped through her towels, and even if it had, Marian wouldn’t have budged. She’d finally crested the peak of terror and felt herself slowly descending into relief.

She was sure she’d hated Vale. But she clutched his sopping shirt between bony, white-knuckled fingers like she had no intent to ever let go. He spoke in low whispers, never leaving her in silence for long. The words held no meaning for her, but the sound of his voice wove into her bones and chased the tremors away. Along with whatever animosity she had left.

She had no idea how long they sat there together. Vale’s shadows lapped at the floor, their undulations gentler now that she’d calmed some. When she looked up, blue on black eyes stared back at her. The crease of his pale, thin lips twisted in a frown.

“You saw the ixyura,”

She swallowed thickly as she held his eerie gaze.

At her mute nod, Vale’s frown deepened.

“This has happened before.”

Another statement, not a question. One that puzzled her. It must have shown on her face, because his frown vanished. Barely suppressed displeasure took its place—an expression that wouldn’t have suited his human guise, much less the fractured facade in front of her.

Then they were off the floor and back in the bedroom. The world outside her western window was dark, the lights of the city obscured by the hills beyond Vale’s compound. He set her on the edge of the bed and hovered for a moment. When Marian didn’t keel over, he stepped backward, his shadows folding around him like a shroud.

Marian held the ends of her towel together with one hand while the other pushed some of the hair he’d toweled dry out of her face.

How bizarre that a creature so cruel could be so tender.

Open your fucking eyes.

She’d kept him at arm’s length all these months. She’d erected a wall—one he pelted with jabs and needling questions. And what did he do when she lost a battle of wills with him and dislodged yet another brick from her defenses?

He’d taken care of her. As much as she’d let him.

He had an ulterior motive. He lied to you.

But he’d won that game. She was right where he wanted her, even if she’d done a piss poor job following orders. Still, there was no reason for him to be here, holding her through her terror. Stroking her back. Assuring her she was safe. For so long, she’d weathered this storm alone.

Vale’s eyes catch her before the tide takes her away. His gaze grounds her. “Eyes on me, Meyer.”

“Breathe for me.”

“Your life is worth more than this.”

Marian’s heart thumped in her chest as a knot of emotion formed inside her, each thread so taut, she couldn’t disentangle one from the other. Vale met her gaze, striking her with the same uncanny feeling she struggled to name every time they were together.

Like she’d known him for far longer than she should have. Like there was something else in the room with them, and Marian was the only one who couldn’t see it.

The inclination to reach for him—to trust him—when she had no reason to grant him that faith.

The question drifted up from within her languidly. She already knew the answer. It should have enraged her. It made such terrible sense. It filled in the gaps and brought with it the odd calm that so often came with the acceptance of a grim certainty that manifested the moment Paul unwittingly dropped the final piece of the puzzle in her lap.

“I knew once, didn’t I? About what Hell really was.”

A rigid silence sealed the room. Standing against the wall, enveloped by smoke and shadow, Vale was little more than a pair of monstrous eyes lost in a plume of night. A broken, stray god lurking in the corner of her room like a ghost.

“Yes.”

Her heart seized weakly.

“I knew what you were and what you were doing here.”

Silence. Then a low rumble. “Yes, as well as the Remnant. And what you endured when it subsumed you.”

Another sharp tug at her heart.

“I knew the truth,” she said softly. “But you took it away.”

More silence as Marian stared into his darkness.

“Paul said you can erase human memories.”

“I remove them, but I don’t erase them. Yours were not memories I wanted to take.”

“So then why did you?”

His eyes extinguished. Had he closed them?

“Because you begged me to,” he replied so quietly and with such conflict in his voice that it made her heart ache.

It was Marian’s turn to stew in the quiet. The floorboards creaked as the pillar of smoke stepped forward, his eyes lit once more.

“My power here is not what it was in my world. I tried to take away the pain of knowing. Too much and not enough. The Remnant held you for so long”

Marian’s throat went dry.

“How long?”

He took another step forward into what little light eked through the window.

“Longer than any mortal mind was meant to endure. I didn’t think it possible to survive what you did; it should have destroyed you. You’d gone missing. I looked for you. Found you in your apartment. Alive, somehow, but your mind was not your own. Then I saw my mark, fresh in your skin, and it became clear. You’d become part of my world and the souls the ixyura had devoured, lived their pain and memories. I told you what you would need to become for me. I told you of the impossible—how someone within the ixyura must have delayed your death. But you weren’t ready to hear it.”

He hesitated before closing the last of the distance between them.

“I tried to spare Elio Ramirez’s life by unburdening him of his memories of your revelation. He did not survive the process.”

The absence of remorse in his voice ought to have disturbed her. Maybe it did and she simply couldn’t feel it among the other emotions pummeling her. “You killed Elio.”

“He was an unintended casualty of my attempt to protect you,” Vale replied. “You don’t remember your father; I would have seen his face in your memories and known Arthur Falk and Bennett Meyer were one and the same. But it’s clear to me now that he remembered you.”

“That’s how you knew what Daniel had done to me. That’s how you saw all those files. But you connected the dots I couldn’t.” Her frown deepened. “Wait, what do you mean my father remembered me? He’s dead.”

Vale knelt in front of her and reached inside the towel to pull out her left hand. He bared her wrist with its intertwining black lines to view.

“How else do you think you survived the Remnant when no one else has? Arthur died bearing my mark; the Remnant could never unmake him. He must have found you and shown you my sign, protected you as best he could within the ixyura. He defied oblivion to save a single soul: yours.”

Marian shook her head. Falk died long before Marian received the mark. “That’s impossible.”

Vale exhaled softly. “Marian, you are the proof that it’s not just possible—it was done. There is far too much in this universe that even I do not understand for anything to be strictly ‘impossible.’ Death was once the end. In this world, it is a door.”

Her eyes burned. A terrible feeling washed over her without warning. Fuck, she was going to cry, and if she started, she’d never stop. She stomped on her feelings, drowned them out with a bitter mantra.

Your dad passed you a shit torch. That’s all.

It numbed the newfound ache in her bones enough to let her speak without her voice cracking.

“Give me my memories back.”

The drag of Vale’s fingertips along the underside of her arm as he pulled away almost made her eyes flutter shut. The floorboards creaked as he stood up.

“No.”

Marian glared at him. “Why not?”

“Because there is too much at stake. I could wound your mind in the process. Success would likely break you anyway, and I need you whole.”

There was the anger she needed. Milder and smaller than what typically fueled her rages, but it gave her the strength to stand, her lips quirked in a rueful smile at odds with the acid in her grey gaze.

“But broken things have the sharpest edges. Isn’t that what you want in a weapon?”

To both her disappointment and satisfaction, he said nothing.

The knot in Marian’s chest pulsed once as she let out an exhausted sigh.

“Good night, Vale.”

Smoke curled around his neck, rising above his head to dance in a circle as he hesitated. Then he gave a shallow, curt bow, and left.






CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Marian cradled a mug of steaming black coffee to her chest. She sat cross-legged on the cushion of a black outdoor armchair on the back patio. Tori sat across from her in a matching chair, her knees drawn to her chest and her eyes shut. A soft, peaceful smile tugged at her lips as she soaked up morning sun like a lizard, her own coffee—pale from half a cup of cream—cooled on the table between them.

After the night she’d had, Marian thought she didn’t want company. She sat up for hours after Vale left her, her heart too heavy and mind too occupied to rest despite how exhausted she was. But sleep came eventually, and when it did, it bore no dreams. But she only got an hour of it.

Then Tori was at her door all but demanding she join her outside for some sun. But Marian didn’t miss the shift in the traveler’s demeanor, the way everything about her seemed so subdued when before she’d crackled with energy.

Now they sat joined in mutual unhappiness. They’d seen each other’s wounds, their sadness. Neither spoke of them, and neither of them knew what came next.

Paul came down some time around nine, and Marian’s hackles went up in anticipation of bad news. Instead, he’d brought a mixed bag: Greg Bjernsen had run off and no one knew where to. But he’d confirmed through a source that Verinne was carrying on as usual. She’d been seen at her company headquarters for a meeting.

“She hasn’t tried to leave the country yet, which means she’s not running scared,” Paul had said as he moved through the kitchen like a cyclone, knocking back two shots of espresso between bites of flaky pastry. Someone was in a hurry to go get his bike. “We’re going to have to make a move soon, though. Vale will figure it out.”

Vale.

Would that name always elicit such ferocious feelings in her? There was so much anger, so much hurt. And then something else entirely, something new and ugly and far too vulnerable for Marian’s liking.

And since they didn’t have new marching orders yet, she was forced to sit there and obsess over them instead of hyper fixating on Vale’s next plan.

“We should find more movies to watch,” Tori said as her eyes slowly opened. There was a dreamy quality to her voice as she unfolded her legs. “Something super soft. Like Hallmark stuff. I don’t want to have a single real thought today.”

Before Marian could decide what she thought of that plan, a set of car keys sailed over Tori’s head and landed in her lap. She squeaked in surprise before turning in her chair.

Vale strode out of the house dressed as down as Marian had ever seen him in a tight-fitting charcoal tee and black jeans.

“Get dressed,” he said.

Tori picked up the keys to the Audi they’d stolen yesterday.

“Why?” She asked warily.

“Because Paul is taking you home in thirty minutes.”

Tori bolted up out of her chair like it was electrified.

“I’m going home?” She shrieked. “Really?”

Vale’s face remained impassive.

“For a few days, and on two conditions: you keep your phone and its new GPS tracking application on you at all times, and you’ll stay close to home until Paul returns for you. Marian will need you when we’ve formalized a new plan to take down Verinne.”

Vale then produced Tori’s phone, its pink jewel case glittering in the morning light. He set it on the table beside her coffee.

Marian watched shock and elation play across Tori’s face.

“But why?” She glanced at her phone. Some of the awe in her eyes faded. She held up a hand. “What the hell am I saying? I don’t care. Yes to your conditions. Can Marian come?”

Marian blinked in surprise.

Vale responded for her. “Marian stays with me.”

His words sent a shiver down Marian’s spine. Tori arched a brow at her.

For once, Marian was OK with the terms. She couldn’t imagine herself in Tori’s home, pretending to be normal while still being on-call for a murder.

Marian shook her head before Tori could ask her whether she intended to challenge Vale’s decision. “I’ll be fine. Besides, Vale and I need to have a chat.”

Tori didn’t press the issue. She snatched up the keys, coffee and phone, and then stared open-mouthed at Vale, like there was something she wanted to say but couldn’t get it out.

Maybe “thank you.”

But those words never came, and Marian couldn’t help but enjoy the sight of the traveler flashing Vale a smile that managed to be both grateful and bitter.

“I’ll text you. Call me if you want to bitch about him,” she said to Marian before looking pointedly at Vale. “Give Marian her phone back.”

And then the traveler all but sprinted into the house, leaving a trail of spilled coffee.

Marian exhaled slowly when she realized Vale hadn’t budged. He looked mostly human this morning. The cracks in his face were gone, and his eyes had reverted to their less unsettling state as he surveyed his backyard.

“Her mother’s surgery went well. She’s recuperating in the hospital. Paul will explain the situation to Tori.”

The information came out flat, like he was reading off a list of numbers with no significance. Marian’s eyes widened. She uncrossed her legs and set her coffee on the now-vacant table.

“Will she get to go see her mom?”

“Unlikely.”

Marian blew out a slow breath. “So close and yet so far.”

But there was no venom in her words. Despite his conditions, Marian found a sense of relief had come over her. Happiness for Tori? Bizarre, but true. One of them needed a win.

Somewhere in the aching hollows of Marian’s heart, she found joy. Not for herself, but another. She’d forgotten how good it felt. It filled her with resolve and something like confidence. And from that confidence came something new.

“I have an idea.”

Vale cast her a sidelong look. “Do you now?”

“Let me meet with Verinne. Somewhere less public than a gala. I’ll tell her I’ve got your artifact and that I’m looking for a better deal. I’ll bring Tori to sweeten the pot. Sell her some story about not trusting you anymore. Then I’ll kill Verinne.”

The monster’s gaze remained unreadable as he assessed her.

“That’s not a terrible plan,” he said quietly.

“Because I’m not stupid.”

“I never said you were, my leiah.” He huffed softly before turning away. “Make the call.”
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Vale had her phone in an unlocked drawer in his office all this time. He’d even charged it. Maybe Marian was an idiot after all. She’d never bothered to look there.

She went outside to call Verinne and silently patted herself on the back at how believably angry she sounded. She spat obscenities about Vale, channeling all that anger into a false story about the demon she was prepared to double-cross. Verinne ate up every word. They set a time and a place, and Marian heaved a tremulous breath after she hung up.

Marian walked back into the house when it was over and found it uncomfortably empty without Paul or Tori around.

But Vale was there, waiting for her in the doorway between the living room and the hall.

“Swim with me,” he said.

Marian frowned at him from the opposite end of the room.

“Is that an invitation or an order?”

“An invitation.”

“OK,” Marian pursed her lips. “No.”

The corner of his mouth quirked subtly. “Now it’s an order.”

Marian scowled at him.

Vale sighed. “A joke.”

“You’re really bad at those.”

“So you’ve told me,” He said with a wan smile. “The exercise would do you good.”

“I’m really tired.” She really was.

Was that disappointment in his eyes? No, don’t be absurd.

The look vanished as he turned toward the hallway. “Suit yourself.”

Marian watched him go. What was she going to do? Sleep? And risk being tormented by dreams wrought from the horrific memories Vale had tried to free her from?

“I don’t have a swimsuit,” said Marian.

Vale stopped and threw a veiled look over his shoulder.

“Then wear whatever you must to protect your modesty. Clothing is optional.”

Marian eyed him warily. “And what if I want to swim in jeans and a sweatshirt?”

“Then you’ll swim in jeans and a sweatshirt. After a while, you’ll complain about how uncomfortable you are, I’ll remind you that swimming fully dressed was your choice. You’ll call me a dickhead, and I’ll call you petulant, and we’ll both carry on with our days, my leiah.”

He held her gaze, a dark, humorous edge in his eyes.

“Will you tell me what that means already? Leiah?”

“ ‘Pain in the ass’ is a close approximation.”

Marian shot him an unfriendly look. His expression softened ever so slightly.

“Swim with me. I promise not to drown you this time.”

Damn the crooked smirk that slashed across her face. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone swimming for fun; the only reason she entered a pool these days was to die.

So make a new memory. A weird one, but a better one.

Marian lifted her chin. “Promise?”

An alien warmth thawed Vale’s arctic gaze as he watched her rise from her chair.

“I promise.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Vale led them down the same corridor that connected the garage to the house, and further still past rooms she’d not explored. Then he opened the door to a sight that made Marian think he’d conjured a portal to the southern hemisphere.

Balmy air enveloped her as they stepped into a room concealing a rocky pool set deep in the floor. There were no windows; submerged lights illuminated the water, casting rippling reflections on the dark walls and ceiling. The sound of running water drifted in from a small waterfall on the pool’s far edge.

Marian toed off her shoes and socks and soaked up the sense of peace and safety in the air like water in the desert.

Vale stepped beside her and flipped a switch that activated recessed panels in the floor. Little halos of warm white light illuminated a raised wooden walkway around the pool and a few chairs set against the wall. It wasn’t a large pool, but it’d take some effort to swim it end to end.

“Whoa,” Marian whispered. “What is this?”

“A reset button for the nervous system,” Vale replied as he strode to a nearby chair and pulled his shirt over his head, exposing the hard, lean lines of his back in one smooth stroke. “And one of the more recent additions to the house.”

Marian was suddenly acutely aware of her own body as she stood in the oversized green Guinness tee she’d spitefully pilfered from Paul’s room. She glanced down at her toes and palmed the thighs of her black joggers.

When she looked up, Vale stood at the edge of the water half-naked. Tight black shorts clung to his backside, and Marian found herself underwater before she’d even set foot in the pool. Her heart flung itself against her ribs as all the blood in her body flooded her cheeks. Heat bloomed between her thighs.

She envisioned herself snuffing out a candle as she willed the sensation away.

If Vale noticed her discomfort, he didn’t show it. The monster slid into the pool like it was the most natural thing in the world. The water came up to his waist and broke softly as he turned to face her, a wry gleam in his gently glowing eyes. “You can swim, can’t you? I realize I’ve only ever seen you drown.”

Marian sneered, indignation eclipsing self-consciousness as she walked to the pool’s edge. She looked down on him—a novel feeling when the object of her ire always dwarfed her. “Don’t goad me, shadow man. I’m still pissed at you.”

He lowered his brows. “Why?”

“Are you serious? After everything you’ve told me—everything you’ve done—you need me to spell it out for you?”

Vale frowned. “I do.”

“You’re unbelievable.” She fumed quietly as she lowered herself to sit on the rocky edge of the pool and slipped her legs into the water. “I don’t even know where to start. You let me wander around L.A. with this death mark on my wrist. You told the nicest person I’ve ever met that her family thought she’d died—”

“An error I’ve since corrected.”

“And for weeks, you’ve held on to these pieces of my life I had no idea even existed.” Marian threw up her hands. “Have I ever played pool? Did I like sports? Was I crafty?”

“Yes, no, and you knitted for three weeks in high school. You made woolen coasters. They were not good.”

“So I sucked at knitting? Cool. And now I have a dad. I—fuck, all of this is so much to process. I need years.”

Vale tilted his head. “I’m afraid I can’t give you years.”

“It doesn’t help that we’re talking about this while you’re standing there in teeny tiny swim trunks.” Which she kept staring at despite her best effort not to. She couldn’t help herself while a massive part of his anatomy very visibly strained against the fabric.

“Yes, I noticed your interest in my shorts.” Vale waded to the ledge and folded his long, muscular arms on the rocks. His mouth curved in a devilish grin. “How do they factor into all this?”

“They … they don’t. But you should have sized up.” Marian bit back as she shimmied away from him. Vale caught her by the arm and held her still.

“You can’t hide from me, my leiah,” he crooned. “I’ve been attuned to your desires ever since you first sauntered into the Presidium and tracked mud all over my carpet. Your wants haven’t changed, even in the absence of your memory of the Marian who wasn’t quite so hostile toward me.”

Marian blanched as that filthy dream came to mind. Dream. Had they …?

“We’ve never been intimate,” he said with a soft snort, once again reading her mind and making her want to gouge his eerie blue eyes out at the same time.

She pulled her hand out of his grasp as her ears pinkened. “Let’s change the subject before I set this fucking house on fire.”

“What a shame then that my home insurance doesn’t cover arson.” Vale hummed. “There’s another factor that I didn’t consider until I saw it for myself in your mind: you don’t believe anyone could possibly desire you.”

Marian wanted to sink through the floor. “I changed my mind. Go ahead and drown me.”

“You don’t deny it?”

Where was this going? She didn’t want to answer his question; the answer sounded so pathetic.

No, I don’t.

She averted his gaze. “It’s been a rough few years. I know exactly what I look like. What people think of me. Nobody wants this, and I don’t care.” She waved a hand down her chest.

A gentle voice and a firm hand on her chin forced her to meet his gaze. “You are far crueler to yourself than I could ever be. And you are so very wrong.”

Marian fixed him with a bewildered stare. She snorted, hoping a joke would make this all go away. “What, you got a thing for feral trash women?”

“ ‘Feral trash women?’ No, just the one.”

A circuit blew somewhere in her rational brain, because for a moment, she believed him. And it sent a dark thrill through her that slammed immediately into vicious denial.

No. No way. He’s taunting you.

“You’re full of shit.” She kicked the water, sending a shallow wave sloshing into his face. “You don’t want me. You hate me.”

His eyes fluttered shut as she splashed him. When he opened them, they were on fire.

Vale hooked both arms around her waist and ripped her off the ledge, dragging her into the water with him. She kicked and flailed as they surfaced almost immediately. She gasped, wet hair plastered to her face as her shirt and pants clung uncomfortably to her.

He held her tightly as he growled over her lips. “Quite the opposite.”

Again, her heart swelled painfully in her chest. Again, anger and bewilderment followed. The furious lines between her brows rose higher as confusion stole over her features. Without thinking, she delivered a half-hearted slap to his titanium-firm left pectoral. “Don’t play with me.”

He wrapped his fingers around her wrist, folding her palm against his chest. Vale’s lips slanted in a smile. “I would never. You’re not a toy.”

“No, I’m just a weapon to you. A knife,” Marian growled. Her cheeks burned as he leaned in closer, molding her body to his.

“The mouthiest knife.”

Then it all went to shit.

Marian surged up on her toes and crushed her lips to his. Vale immediately snaked an arm around her shoulders as the other slid up her throat, forcing her head back and mouth open. Marian gnashed her teeth and pulled away when his tongue found hers, but Vale didn’t let her get far. He fisted a hand in her hair and held her firmly as he descended on her like a storm. Unyielding. Ravenous. As if starved for the very air she exhaled.

When he finally broke away, she couldn’t think straight. Her lips were swollen, and low in her belly, a fiery ache grew. Need consumed her, messy and raw and tangled up in urges she didn’t understand.

His voice, suddenly molten, dropped an octave. “Tell me to stop and this ends now.”

Is that what she wanted? No. She … she wanted to be wanted. Wanted him—the monster that he was, and that terrified her. She wanted to feel, to give into the bizarre attraction she’d denied and satisfy this hunger once and for all. To indulge in fantasy even if it meant proving him right.

But she didn’t need it to feel good. Her conscience would like it better if it didn’t.

You’re sick.

“Fuck me,” she gasped. “Make it hurt.”

Vale’s gaze dropped to her lips, his eyelids heavy. He tugged her head back further, baring her throat. Her whole body tensed as she braced for him to do exactly as she’d asked, her heart shrinking in anticipation. She waited for him to do something. Anything.

Instead, he searched her face, his clear blue eyes burning with open yearning she’d never seen before in him. Silence stretched on, and for a moment, he appeared conflicted.

“No,” he rumbled as turmoil turned into dark determination. “You’ve had enough pain for one lifetime.”

Before Marian could form an argument, he dragged her through the water to the alcove under the small waterfall—just large enough for them both. He pushed her through the curtain of water and lifted her onto the rocky ledge.

“What the fuck?” Marian squawked, drenched again. “What are you doing?”

He grabbed the waistband of her sodden pants and dragged them off her hips and down her legs in one fluid motion. Marian shrieked and clamped her thighs together. He pried her knees apart and draped them over his shoulders.

“I’m going to make you come, my leiah.” His fingers blazed twin trails from the insides of her knees to the delicate skin at the junction of her thigh and center. “And I won’t stop until you ask me nicely. ‘Please’ is your word. Remember it.”

Marian let out a strangled gasp as he pulled her underwear off and down a leg moments before he parted her. All the air spilled out of her in a strangled gasp as his fingers grazed the feverish flesh between her thighs. “Vale, this isn’t what I—”

When the pad of his thumb found that bundle of nerves she’d not touched in years, Marian had to clasp both hands over her mouth to muffle her whimper.

Vale’s disapproving growl was her only warning before ribbons of shadow emerged from nothing. They slithered up her body and encircled her wrists, prying them away from her face and pinning them to the rough stone ceiling. The hand not probing her cunt stroked her thigh.

“I didn’t endure months of your insults for you to hold back all the lovely sounds I knew you’d make for me.”

She yanked against his shadows, but there was no give. She was bound, exposed, and so utterly at his mercy. A heady mixture of desire and fear smothered her thoughts, leaving her shivering as he parted her folds. A dark thrill coursed through her—a new flavor of desire she’d never experienced in her waking life. No one had ever tied her up before. No one had ever touched her so expertly, so leisurely, as if savoring every second of pleasuring her. On and on it went until old fear reared its ugly head alongside it. Inadequacy and shame followed suit, reminding her of how this, too, would fail.

“I haven’t … I can’t.…” I can’t come. She hadn’t in years, and she’d not tried since she’d quit the medications that killed her libido. But intimacy had been a minefield long before the drugs.

Vale ignored her, undeterred as he slipped a long finger inside her. When his lips closed over her clit, Marian forgot how to speak. He worked her tight muscles with slow, leisurely strokes while his tongue brought her to ruin.

Marian slowly adjusted around him. It almost hurt, but she welcomed the stretch. When he found the spot inside her so sensitive that it made her legs seize and hips buck, she stopped caring about the sounds she made. Self-awareness flew out the window as Marian hurtled toward a terrifying precipice. Her thighs quivered over Vale’s shoulders.

“My poor leiah,” he crooned as he raised his head and licked his lips, bringing her back down to Earth just a little. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” He planted a kiss on the inside of her thigh. “Is that why you’re so tight? Does It hurt?”

She hissed through her teeth at the loss of his touch, her irritation dampened by arousal. Fuck, it was so much; she wouldn’t survive the breaking of this wave.

“F-fuck you.”

Vale’s wicked smile sent another pulse of desire through her. The finger inside her picked up its pace, stroking that spot unerringly with every thrust. Her thoughts began to make less sense. She thrashed violently against the overwhelming feeling, but her struggle only summoned more shadows to keep her right where Vale wanted her. He fucked her mercilessly with his fingers, bringing a second to join the first. When he leaned forward to lave at her clit again, the dam broke and she could only scream helplessly as the current dragged her out to sea.

“Fuck, Vale!”

“That’s it,” he damn near purred. “Show me how a good girl comes.”

She did. In fact, she’d never come so hard in her life. The waves kept crashing over her, and he stroked her through each one until it seemed like her orgasm would never end. Could she die from that? Did she care?

“You fall apart so beautifully,” he soothed through her cries.

As the last few spasms of her orgasm subsided, he renewed his assault. Marian gasped. “Wait. Stop, I can’t—”

“I think you can. Let’s find out, shall we?”

Marian lost count of how many times he proved her wrong.

Vale was relentless. He moved her from the rock at one point and made her come in the water while he cradled her to his chest. Then he kissed her and did it again. Long, snake-like shadows joined them, their caresses indistinguishable from Vale’s. She was half aware of what was happening when Vale finally peeled her shirt and bra off.

Umbral velvet stroked a breast as Vale’s mouth sealed over the other. Instinct compelled Marian to swat the shadow away, but darkness found her wrists again and pinned them behind her back, forcing her to let them worship her body.

Shadowy tethers ensured his absolute control over her as he played her like an instrument he’d spent his entire existence mastering. Every note he demanded from her, she gave. She had no idea when she’d surrendered; he’d fucked the fight out of her with only his hands and mouth.

Time ceased to have any meaning. “Please” teetered the tip of her tongue, but never fell. He praised her every time she came and soothed her when she screamed. She was half out of her mind when she begged him to fuck her, but he only laughed and brought her to the brink again.

The last of her endurance dissolved when he suspended her by her arms over the pool, fully naked and gasping while Vale knelt in front of her, his tongue probing her entrance. Her eyes had long-since shut as she surrendered to sensation. They flew open when shadows tugged at her nipples, teasing them to the point of pain—pain she ought not to have enjoyed as much as she did.

She hardly cared that his many clever shadows had joined the assault. But she’d found her limit.

Marian sobbed. “I can’t. No more.”

Vale glanced up at her with half-lidded eyes—now blue on black and blazing like twin blue stars. He tongued her once before pulling away. “Use your word.”

Oh, the whine she whined. A less naked, less orgasm-addled Marian would have slapped herself.

He smiled, and the devil himself had never looked so sinister as he held her in place, the shadows around her wrists as taut as ever. “One more, then.”

Marian shrieked as his mouth descended on her again. He’d pushed her to the point where it only took a few touches to get her to the edge. A shadow pushed up inside her and that was it for her. With a final flick of his tongue, Marian was lost. The orgasm was gentler than the others, a long and shallow shudder that made her entire body quake.

Something in her shattered, and Marian could only sob as she surrendered to his mercy.

“Please, Vale. Please, please, please.”

An inhuman growl rolled over her, as if her capitulation had brought him his own release. The shadows immediately lowered her into Vale’s waiting arms and retreated with the sound of his pleased murmur. “Good girl.”

Drained and boneless, she let him trace calming lines down her back while she gasped for air. She didn’t know if she’d faint or phase into another plane of existence; she’d found bliss and transcended it. You’re not supposed to feel good.

But the sharp thought had no bite to it. It bounced off her and returned to the dark recesses of her mind, leaving her to the tenuous peace of her pleasure-drunk state.

The self-loathing could wait. Vale had her now. He held her like something precious as he carried her out of water and produced towels from a cabinet that so perfectly matched the color of the cavern, she hadn’t seen it when she walked in.

Her half-hearted attempt to roll out of his arms earned her a firm squeeze and easy words whispered into her damp hair. “Relax, my leiah. Let me take care of you.”

Fucking awful, terrible, no good Vale. The monster who’d made her come until she’d nearly passed out and demanded nothing in return.

He’d melt her with pleasure, but he wouldn’t fuck her. Why?

It was the last cogent thought that formed before she sank into unconsciousness.






CHAPTER FORTY


“I’ve got a card with a six-figure limit, a ‘spare no expense’ directive from Vale, and you want to shop for clothes at Target?”

Paul didn’t sound nearly as disgusted by Marian’s choice as his words suggested.

“This place is classy,” Marian replied. “They sell the good toilet paper here.”

The sun blazed outside, super-heating the concrete parking lot to near-oven temperatures. She’d savored the blast of AC when they walked in, not even minding the crowd. Hot days in the late fall were an affront to her Pacific Northwest sensibilities. Her pale skin suffered, but at least she could blame her red cheeks on the heat and not the memories of her night with Vale that kept coming to mind.

She’d been peppered with flashbacks ever since waking up alone, tucked into her bed. Marian had no recollection of getting herself there, but she did have a vague memory of Vale carrying her upstairs, forcing water down her throat, and some form of food. Then it was lights out. She’d never slept so hard.

She’d forever congratulate herself for meeting his eyes the next morning. Especially given how awkward she felt after she tried to sneak into the kitchen for solo breakfast only to find him waiting for her with hash browns and an omelet she wasn’t allowed to refuse.

He gave her a wide berth after that, as though he wanted to avoid spooking her for once. Then he sent her shopping with Paul while he attended to some business he wouldn’t disclose. It was confusing as hell.

Paul pushed a rattling cart past her. “We’re not shopping for toilet paper. We’re shopping for a wardrobe.”

“Don’t you think Verinne’s going to find it weird if I show up in a bunch of brand new clothes?”

He gave her a look. “You made bank off so-called demons and walked around wearing pants that look like they lost a fight with six dirty raccoons. That’s weird.”

“I didn’t keep that money.”

“The Argent don’t know that. Most divers go the Bjernsen route and go full tacky-rich.”

Greg’s name made her blood boil instantly.

Paul had stopped in the aisle to look behind him like a meerkat surveying the savannah. “Does this place still have those baggies of fresh popcorn? Because I would do unspeakable things to a bag of popcorn right about now.”

A detour to the food stand ended in disappointment when Paul discovered Target no longer sold popcorn. Or ICEEs. So, they resumed their mission.

They had passed the children’s section when Marian spotted something on a rack that made her do a double take. Her steps slowed, and Paul had to stop the cart so she could catch up.

“What?” He asked, searching for the focus of her rapt attention.

A pair of black drawstring shorts covered in the smiling faces of hundreds of Pikachus.

Marian crossed the aisle to the display. Paul followed, the cart’s wheels rattling behind her. She pushed through the hangers until she found a pair that looked like they’d fit.

What are you doing?

“What are you doing?” Paul echoed her thought. “This stuff is for, like, adolescent boys.”

It sure was. But Marian was too fixated on the feeling in her chest when she saw them. They made her happy for some inexplicable reason. They were cute, and she decided she liked that.

She wanted them desperately.

Marian hadn’t thought about Pokémon in years until Tori asked her about her tastes, her hobbies, the things that enriched one’s life that Marian had decided she didn’t need or deserve.

“I just …” She looked up at Paul. “I just want them.”

Paul arched a thick black brow, his deep brown eyes narrowing. He looked at the rack, then at her. Lips pursed, he plucked the pair of shorts out of Marian’s hands and put them back on the rack.

Marian deflated. But why should she? She didn’t need Paul’s permission. She didn’t need anyone’s permission to buy some goddamn shorts. But the specter of doubt lingered.

Her mother laughs as Marian on the cusp of her teen years holds up the buffalo plaid shirt for approval. The sound bursts the little bubble of hope she guarded so foolishly.

“Do you want everyone to think you’re a lesbian? Put that back where you found it and go wait in the car.”

It always ends like this when Marian tries to choose. She never—

Marian flinched as Paul slapped her in the boob with a bigger pair of Pikachu shorts.

“Tween boys don’t have hips like you do. Go try on an extra-large. What are you, anyway? Five foot eight? Nine?”

Marian blinked. “I don’t know.”

“Cool. Go try on your damn shorts, you giant child. And you better think long and hard about who your favorite Pokémon is while you’re in there, because if you come back out and say ‘Pikachu,’ I will be extremely disappointed.”

Paul wasn’t wrong; she’d needed an extra-large. She shimmied into the shorts easily and decided with a smile on her face that yes, she liked them very much. She was about to change out of them when the jeans she discarded in the corner of the changing room began to buzz intermittently.

Tori.

Marian was oddly excited to tell her about the purchase she was about to make. She hadn’t heard from Tori in a minute, but Paul had made contact with her the night before and assured Marian all was well. Should she get Tori a pair of Pikachu shorts, too?

But it wasn’t Tori’s name lighting up her screen.

Verinne.

Her blood chilled as she answered the call.

“What’s up, Verinne?” Marian grumbled into the receiver.

“Hey girliepop,” Verinne replied so saccharine sweet that it put Marian on edge immediately. “I need to reschedule our lunch sesh to today.”

Marian froze. “Today? That’s, uh, not going to work for me.”

“Oh really? That’s such a bummer, because I have a guest here with me who really wants to see you before I kill her.”

It was as if someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over Marian’s head. “What are you talking about?”

“I think you know,” Verinne replied. “And she’ll technically only be dead for a teeny bit while the Remnant gets comfy inside her. But if you really need a hint … Brock, if you’d be so kind.”

Commotion in the background. A gruff male voice. Then a voice that nearly brought Marian to her knees.

“Marian, don’t listen to her!” Tori screamed. “Don’t come here! She—”

The ambient noise of shoppers was suddenly deafening. Marian clutched the phone to her face with both shaking hands as she listened desperately for what had happened to Tori.

“You leave her the hell alone,” Marian snarled into the receiver.

“Here’s the deal. I know you’re in league with Vale, and I know Tori’s involved. I also know you two had a hand in Roman’s demise, and that Stellan is no longer on this plane. You’re going to come to my house and give me what I’ve been asking for so nicely all this time, or I will turn Tori here into something more useful to me.”

Oh god, oh god, oh god.

Marian couldn’t breathe.

“I’ll text you my address. You have two hours, which should give you plenty of time to deal with traffic. The 101 is so backed up, it’s gross. You’ll come alone and if you don’t, no one’s going to have a chill time. ’Kay? Bye!”

Verinne hung up. The phone buzzed once. A text came through from Verinne’s number with an address in Santa Monica.

Her whole body shook. She looked down at her arm. Tiny plumes of smoke seeped through the thin blue fabric hiding her mark, then ceased. A single exhale of shadow.

Marian threw the changing room door open, leaving her old jeans behind as she searched frantically for Paul. She found him in the book section flipping through paperbacks. He turned to her with a smirk that quickly flipped upside down.

“Yo, you look bad. What happened?”

“I’m having a panic attack. I need to go sit in the car. Can I have the keys?”

Paul looked skeptical. “Sitting in a hot car’s gonna help that?”

She nodded wordlessly. He tossed her the keys.

“Come back in when you’re ready?”

Marian barely managed to catch them. Then she turned around and fled past clothing, beyond the registers, straight to the car wearing now-stolen Pikachu shorts, ignoring the buzzing theft detector behind her.

It took her a few tries to open the driver’s side door, and several attempts to sit down and buckle her seatbelt. Her hands shook so badly.

Her key was almost in the ignition when her stomach revolted. She threw the door open and vomited on the asphalt as memories swam to the surface. Old wounds throbbed and bled.

Only when she’d stopped retching did she hear the determined echo in her head.

You have to do this. She needs you.

Marian took a deep, slow breath. Then another. With a twist of the key, the engine turned over. She plugged the address into the car’s computer and started its navigation. Muscle memory returned as she peeled out of the parking spot, past the private security guard yelling at her. Her hands shook all the way to the freeway on-ramp, but she made it.

Her phone buzzed loudly in the console cup holder. She glanced down at Paul’s name. Call after call came through. She’d apologize later.

Then Vale’s name appeared. Marian’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel as she maneuvered through the slow crawl of traffic.

Against her better judgment, she answered it and put it on speaker.

“Verinne has Tori,” she said immediately. “I don’t know how, but she does. She’s going to do to her what she did to Roman if I don’t meet with Verinne alone. You can’t come after me.”

“Marian,” Vale replied, his voice shockingly level given what she’d done. “If you go to her, Verinne will get everything she wants. She will turn Tori with or without your cooperation.”

“I’m going to kill her before she can even try. I’ll summon the knife and end this.”

And she meant it. There was no room for doubt or anything less than iron resolve. Tori’s soul was on the line.

“Listen to me and think.” Vale’s growl crackled through the speaker. “Verinne won’t be alone. We know she’s recruited other Argent to her cause and keeps a contingent of armed guards.”

“But I can’t die.”

“And you will become mortal when you kill her,” he replied, filling the car with thinly veiled anger. “I can’t protect you if I’m not with you when that happens.”

“So what?” Marian said carelessly. “The Argent will be gone. There won’t be anyone left to turn Tori and the Gifted into her puppets. Everyone will be safe.”

“Except for you.”

A heavy pause followed.

“But you’ll have your vengeance. It’ll all be over.”

“And your death will be final. My mark will vanish from you, and my protection will end. The ixyura will take you and you will face another eternity of suffering.”

Marian snorted softly. A bitter knot lodged in her throat. “Maybe my dad can share some hot tips on how to pass the time this go-around.”

She thought she heard the sound of glass shattering in the background.

“For fuck’s sake Marian. You are allowed to live and enjoy your life, so stop running toward every opportunity to throw it away. Your self-destruction serves none but those who wish to see you fail.”

There were too many things to be said and so many conflicting feelings she couldn’t put into words. She’d never heard Vale speak so forcefully. What did he care? She was going to give him what he wanted. She was a living weapon with benefits.

Marian exhaled a shuddering breath.

“Tori is the only person in my life who doesn’t want something from me, and I won’t let Verinne turn her into a monster. She has a family, people who will miss her. She’s a good person who just made a mistake.”

“Oh, my leiah,” Vale replied with aching tenderness. “So are you.”

The road blurred through the sudden swell of tears. The sea of taillights ahead blinded her when she blinked. The cold, hard stone in her breast trembled and cracked.

She couldn’t dwell on Vale’s words. It sounded far too much like he cared for her, speaking so when he had nothing to gain. And after last night …

She had to think of Tori instead.

“She … she’s … my …” Marian could barely choke out words.

She’s my friend.

“Come back,” Vale said.

The sound wrapped itself around her torso and held tight. It compelled her to slam on the brakes and turn the car around.

No.

She gripped the steering wheel hard, the leather squeaking in her grip. Jaw set, she glanced at her nav as it alerted her to a faster route.

“Goodbye, Vale.”

Marian ended the call and flipped the turn signal on as she cut across traffic for the next exit.






CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Maybe—just maybe—you’ll live through this.

The front gates of Verinne’s Santa Monica mansion opened automatically when Marian pulled into the Argent’s driveway. While Vale’s home oozed money and eclectic tastes, the modern monstrosity at the end of the road was all black and glass and utterly soulless.

Marian had stepped out of the car and onto decomposed granite. She pocketed the keys, hoping that when this was all over, Tori would be able to drive away from it all.

Grit snuck into the holes of her worn-out sneakers as she crossed the driveway to the flat concrete courtyard, where two suited men in matching sunglasses stood with their hands clasped in front of them. Both watched Marian as she approached. One touched his ear, lips moving subtly as Marian ascended the shallow steps to the gargantuan frosted glass door in front of her.

One of the guards swung the door open and ushered her inside. A quick glance at the holster on his belt confirmed he was armed. Marian assumed the other was, too.

Her heart boomed in her breast as the chatter at the end of the hall grew louder. Verinne definitely wasn’t alone. The intense need to vomit told her there was more than one Argent on the premises, just as Vale warned.

The hallway transitioned into a spacious sitting area set against the backdrop of a rock garden and spindly cypress trees.

Half a dozen Argent sat scattered in dramatic-looking armchairs of matte black and chrome. The room fell silent as every head swiveled to face her. Their expressions ran the gamut from aloof curiosity to cold contempt.

Marian had never seen so many Argent in one place. She recognized half of them—they’d all paid her once to die for artifacts.

Everyone had a cocktail in hand. She’d walked in on a fucking party.

“Oh good, you made it.” Verinne’s laugh rang out from somewhere to Marian’s left. “Can I have Brock get you a drink? Some espresso, maybe?”

Her heart in her throat, Marian turned to find the Argent draped from head to toe in a beige linen power suit as she lounged in the corner of a white loveseat. She grinned at Marian with a smile so perfect and out of sync with the emptiness in her eyes, it shot past fake and landed in uncanny.

Tori sat across from her. A strip of duct tape covered her mouth. Her wrists were bound together in her lap by a zip tie. The traveler craned her head over her shoulder, revealing a split eyebrow and a smattering of fresh bruises. Her dark amber eyes widened, nostrils flared in terror. The tape muffled whatever she’d tried to scream.

Marian had to stop herself from sprinting to her.

But Verinne popped up from her seat, leaving Tori wriggling in hers as she descended the platform. Every staccato click of her heels echoed in the sparsely furnished room. The other Argent looked on in silence, each one a unique picture of beauty, youth, and apathy.

“Let her go.” The room mocked Marian with an echo of her trembling demand.

A pale blond Argent and his companion with a deep tan laughed. The sound rippled through the room, and in seconds, they were all laughing at her. Even Verinne.

“Honey, read the room. But I guess dumb chaos is the vibe Marian Meyer always brings to the function. And your shorts are … a choice.”

Another ripple of cruel laughter made its way through the small crowd. Even the guards stationed at the entrances smirked as they watched Marian standing there in her bright yellow kid’s shorts and Guinness tee.

Marian inhaled slowly, forcing her voice to remain calm. “I’ll give you whatever you want if you let her walk out of here right now.”

Verinne’s tinkling laughter fell over Marian like a hail of glass shards.

“First thing’s first: introductions.” She turned toward the cadre of Argent behind her. “I’m told you’ve met these three here. But this is Europa, Sheridan, and Mikhail. Then here we have Miles and Preeti.”

Verinne gestured to the blonde man and bronze-skinned woman who watched Marian like a bug to be squashed.

“And of course you know Greg.”

Marian’s heart jumped from her throat and straight through the ceiling when a chair creaked behind her. She turned to find Greg Bjernsen rising from a chaise lounge fashioned of the same matte black and chrome as most of the furniture. He wore an all-white Adidas track suit and backwards sunglasses. His thin lips twisted in a frown.

“Sup.”

As if he hadn’t revealed his identity as a back-stabbing fuck.

The urge to strangle him came on so strongly, it made her lose her bearings. But Greg wasn’t the target, and she couldn’t show her hand yet.

“We’re waiting on one more, but we can go ahead and get down to business. You sure you don’t want a drink? Seltzer? Maybe something stronger?” Verinne asked ever so sweetly.

Marian turned to face her. “What is this, Verinne?”

“These are the believers I told you about. Once he arrives, it’ll all make sense.”

Marian frowned. “ ‘He?’ ”

Verinne’s cherry lips split into a toothy smile, exposing perfect pearly white teeth.

“Vale, of course. He wouldn’t set foot here if he thought that I actually wanted him.”

Verinne glanced away from Marian. Her soulless eyes lit up as she looked over Marian’s shoulder.

“Speak of the devil.”

No. What? But she’d been told to come alone. What was this?

She played you like a fiddle.

Heart full of dread, Marian slowly turned around to find Vale walking up behind her, his dark countenance set in grim lines as he surveyed the room.

Verinne smiled. “Your dear Mr. Vale has done a poor job concealing his intentions. Or maybe he’s underestimated the wrong demon.”

“Verinne,” Vale said, sounding utterly bored. “Reduced to kidnapping humans to get what you want from me? That’s a bit desperate.”

Vale was here. Fuck, Vale was here. Did that mean Tori’s life was forfeit? Without thinking, she started running for her. She made it three strides before the guards scrambled. One appeared behind Tori, gun aimed. Marian stopped short.

“Stay where you are, or I’ll kill her right now,” Verinne drawled. The false light in her face dissolved into sinister determination. “I know what you are, Vale. And I know what your little pet is, too.”

Marian could scarcely breathe as Verinne turned to address the audience of Argent, who watched the proceedings with keen interest.

“He is Lucifer, and he has turned from his purpose as Lord of Hell and exiled us all from our domain, and now he seeks to destroy us—his children.”

Verinne looked back at Marian. “And you are his reaper. You killed my servant and a demon. An immortal.”

The only sound that followed was the slow, measured click of her white pumps as she came to stand before Marian.

“Now you will kill him.” Verinne said quietly as she glanced up at Vale, “And free us from his lies. I’ll let you and your little traitor friend live in luxury. End Lucifer’s reign on Earth, and I will rise in his place as Lilith to usher in a new era. An era of truth. Together we will realize our true potential and take back Hell.”

To Marian’s astonishment, the Argent in the audience broke out in a round of demure applause. They tapped on glasses, clasped their soft hands. She searched Vale’s face, who approached very, very slowly.

How had Verinne come to these conclusions? They were wrong, but not wrong enough for Marian’s liking. If this discovery disturbed Vale, it didn’t show. That impassive mask of his held in place.

“You’re delusional, Verinne,” Vale murmured.

“Will you leave the Gifted alone if I kill him?” Marian asked, ignoring Vale’s sidelong look.

Verinne pursed her lips, then bobbed her head from side to side in faux contemplation.

The Argent studied her. “Kill him, and I’ll consider it. Refuse and Tori dies.”

None of Marian’s voices could muster a single intelligible thought. There were only screams. This wasn’t happening. This wasn’t a choice she was willing to make.

You don’t have to. Walk up there and stab her. Do it.

But everyone was watching. So many guards with guns at the ready. This had to go just right or Tori would end up dead.

Tori started thrashing. One of the armed guards at the traveler’s side growled.

“Pipe down.”

Tori unleashed a kick to the guard’s groin, sending him to the ground in a hissing heap. A second guard unholstered his gun and backhanded her with it. Tori slumped over. Then he clicked the safety off.

Marian’s broken shout was lost in the guard’s scream. Power rippled around her. Shadows danced in the corner of her eyes. When she blinked, Vale was halfway across the room. He’d grabbed the guard by the throat and held him kicking and gasping off the floor.

Two blinks later, the man’s head snapped off his neck. Vale’s fingers tore through tissue and bone, severing skin before he let the slack body drop to the ground

Every human screamed. Each guard took aim at the Vale. Including Greg, who’d edged toward the remaining living guards, his face twisted in horror.

“Stop!” Verinne and Marian shouted in unison.

The Argent had stood from their chairs, watching the bloody display with new trepidation.

Vale shook his wrist, sending blood splattering all over the dead man’s suit. Tori had roused and looked on with wide, confused eyes as he walked toward Marian, shadow billowing behind him. No one else in the room moved.

Marian locked eyes with Vale and shouted. “I’ll do it!”

Tori’s head snapped up. Marian glanced over in time to see the traveler’s surprise morph into understanding.

A slow smile spread across Verinne’s face. “Excellent.”

Marian fixed Verinne with a glare.

“You promise to leave me alone when this is over?”

Verinne held out her arms. “It would be my pleasure to forget you even exist.”

“She’s the worst fuckin’ negotiator I ever met,” Greg said, elbowing a silent guard and chuckling nervously. “I almost slept with her.”

Marian closed her eyes and took a deep breath before she turned to Vale.

He wore an expression of complete and utter calm. Her heart seized.

How could she tell him the truth? How could she explain what was about to happen? Why did he look so at peace with the admission he couldn’t have known was a lie?

“Oh, I’m so excited.” Verinne fucking giggled as she practically danced up behind Marian. “Make it good, would you? Make it hurt.”

For one long moment, there was no Verinne, nor an audience of Argent, or bought and paid for humans. There was Tori in the corner, eyes full of terror. And Vale, who gazed at Marian like she was the only thing in the world worth seeing.

“I won’t fight you,” he murmured as he stepped so close, the smell of him enveloped her. Woodsmoke, leather books and the cold wind at winter’s edge. “If this is your choice, then so be it.”

He brushed the hair from her brow and pressed his lips to her forehead in a kiss so gentle, it summoned tears to her eyes. He tipped her chin up. The corner of his mouth twitched upward.

“You spiteful thing,” he whispered.

Fire blazed behind the ice in his eyes.

Verinne cackled. “Oh! Oh, oh, oh—it’s true! Vale likes the little rat diver. Oh, this just got so much better.” She leaned forward, her head hovering over Marian’s shoulders as she sneered at Vale. “Stellan said you were fucking, but I didn’t believe—”

Black static tore through Marian’s bracelet and entwined with a torrent of smoke. Shadow became solid in her hand. The knife grew rapidly and kept growing—heavier than before, and longer. Darkness billowed from the unknown as Marian spun on Verinne.

And sliced the knife through the veil between worlds

A shockwave blasted through the room, sending the Argent flying backward. Shouts rang out as the rest scattered. Tables toppled over. Armed guards charged Marian.

The Remnant burst free through the tear, climbing into their world with dozens of limbs that all roared like the fiercest gale. Screams of multitudes shattered the high windows and abandoned cocktail glasses.

It all happened so fast. Too fast. The Remnant kept coming, more and more of its mass pouring through that single speck in space and time to become the same gargantuan horror that haunted her nightmares. The legion of its lost souls cried out endlessly.

Many-jointed limbs reached out from its shuddering core, ever-shifting luminescence suddenly blinding in the light.

“You fucking bitch!” Verinne spat as she hobbled to her feet, her long blonde hair a tangled nest around her neck.

The guards scattered as a volley of barbed tentacles lashed at them. One tripped on the edge of Tori’s chair and screamed as the Remnant slammed into its back and lodged a barb in his skull. The guard’s body convulsed, then inflated until his suit split around him. Spikes sprouted from his spine, then dissolved into black sludge. The stench of sulfur joined the intensifying smell of ozone.

Tori screamed and jumped out of her chair, but fell over immediately, her feet bound together.

“Run,” Vale commanded Marian. “I have Tori.”

Run? No fucking way.

Marian bounded across the room faster than she’d moved in her life. She flew past the fleeing Argent, ignoring Greg as he shuffled terrified between incapacitated guards and their new wriggling Remnant limbs.

Vale was suddenly a swirling black wraith. He descended on Tori, making quick work of her bindings as Marian sprinted to the slice she’d made between worlds where the Remnant spawned. She ducked as the Remnant swiped at her, her knife gripped tight as she barreled toward the heart of the beast.

Guards lumbered to their feet all around her, their faces misshapen, bodies mutating violently as their vacant eyes sought Marian. One lurched toward Tori. Vale shot forward, darkness expanding around him as his shadows leashed the snarling abomination.

But another animated in the back of the room, the guard’s body twisting into a fleshy spider covered in skin and black suiting. It scuttled toward Tori, but Greg saw it first. He grabbed the traveler and brandished her like a human shield against the possessed guard.

Marian flew at breakneck speed for them. By the time Greg realized she was coming, it was too late. She sliced the knife across his throat, painting the floor with his blood. Tori ripped herself free of his slackening grasp and collected herself in record time. She grabbed a swaying Greg by the arm and flung the diver into the many open jaws of the oncoming Remnant instead.

Tori didn’t look back at him. She seized Marian’s wrist and dragged her away from the monster.

“I only see five guards!” Tori shouted. “Where’s number six?!”

Verinne screamed behind her as she stared at the chaos unfolding around her. “Stop her! Stop her!”

Her guards shambled toward them. Tori was right. Only five. Where was number six?

She saw him too late over Tori’s shoulder, tethered to the Remnant but still mostly human. His eyes were gone, the sockets black and charred at the edges as he aimed his pistol at Tori’s back.

Marian’s eyes went wide. To her right, Verinne rushed toward her. Vale approached from the left.

There’s no time.

Marian spun around with a scream and hoisted the knife over her shoulder. The blade sparked and sizzled. Its strange ripples extended until it was no longer a knife, but something far bigger. A weapon she’d never seen before, with thin blades on either end of the curved handle. All of it black as midnight. She lunged forward, wind whipping her face as she hurled it like a javelin through the air.

It sailed true across the room and speared Verinne through the chest.

Marian didn’t linger to see if Vale’s theory proved correct. She turned around and threw her arms around Tori, spinning them both away.

The gun went off, and warm relief washed over Marian when she realized Tori was safely tucked against her and out of the guard’s trajectory.

Verinne stood rooted where Marian had skewered her, her flawless face frozen in shock. White lights burst under her skin like tiny fireworks. Shadows rose behind her, and Marian watched Vale’s blackened hand graze her neck. Verinne’s whole body quaked.

Memories flowed in a river of lost time from darkness into light.

“Va’hael,” Verinne gasped. “You lying—”

Marian’s weapon shattered into innumerable fragments inside the Argent. Bone cracked. Sinew tore. Blood splattered across the floor, then evaporated into a fine red mist. Smoke and shadow peeled back as her humanoid body folded in on itself. Shockwave after shockwave blasted out, nearly taking Marian and Tori to the ground.

Then there was only a single bead of light that blinked twice. Three times. Then vanished. The remaining Argent stood dumbfounded as one by one, the Remnant turned its captives on them.

Pain lanced through Marian. If Tori hadn’t thrown an arm around her, the sorrow would have brought her to her knees.

The Argent are still here. They’re alive.

Fuck. Failure hurt. Or perhaps it was the odd burning sensation in her wrist. A searing pain that was already turning to cool relief. Marian looked at the floor, puzzled by her shadow’s shadows. Long shapes fluttered behind her shoulders.

Like wings.

And ever so slowly, they vanished. She looked to see Vale rushing toward the Remnant’s center with Paul hot on his heels, gun raised.

Another shot rang out. The blond Argent Miles yelped in pain as the bullet struck his shoulder and exited out the back in a spray of blood. His flesh didn’t repair itself.

The Argent was wounded. Hope swelled in Marian’s chest.

The rest of the Argent fled as soon as Miles hit the ground. Marian expected Vale to pursue them, but he’d gone to face down the Remnant in the middle of the room. His fingers were longer than she’d ever seen them as he traced unreadable patterns in the air. A single black line tore through space itself and ripped wide open, pulling the Remnant inside. The thing screamed its terrible scream as it released its hosts and fell back through the veil.

Then the rift vanished, and all Marian could hear was someone screaming her name in her ear.

She rested her head on Tori’s shoulder as her muscles spasmed. Soothing relief soon gave way to a deep, persistent pain in her back. Marian looked down to find herself standing in a rapidly widening red puddle.

That wasn’t relief running down her legs.

Blood.

Her knees gave out, and she slumped into Tori without meaning to, her cheek pressed to the traveler’s chest as wiry arms coiled around her. Then they were both on the floor, Tori’s hold firm as Marian shook uncontrollably.

Darkness enveloped them all as Vale arrived and eased Marian out of Tori’s arms.

“Marian, that was so fucking stupid of you,” Tori’s voice came through high-pitched and trembling.

“S-sorry,” Marian wheezed. “The … Ar—”

Vale shushed her. “You made them mortal.”

Then she’d done it. She’d finished it. So why did Vale sound so upset?

Was it because she was going to die? She always thought she’d die alone. Now that she had company, she had no idea what to say to them. But she spoke anyway. The strangest words.

“Go back to school, Tori. Make Vale pay for it. Vale, be nicer to Paul. And tell him-m …” Marian swallowed around the rock lodged in her throat. “Tell him it was Bulbasaur.”

Something big and hard bubbled up in her chest and exploded out of her mouth in an ugly, wet cough. The copper tang of blood flooded her mouth. It was like drowning on dry land. She’d never died like this before, but a familiar sense of finality fell over her as Tori took her hand. But Marian couldn’t feel it.

“Marian,” Vale said quickly. “You fool.”

She’d played her part; where did he get off speaking to her in such a scornful tone as she lay dying?

He pressed a hand to her cheek, and suddenly, her mind was not her own.

With a sharp inhale, she plunged into cool darkness.

There is too much time inside her mind. She can’t hold it all. She knows the truth now. She knows what they are. She knows what he is. But she can’t bear it.

He came the instant she called, found her in her tomb of rot and brought her into the light. Vale, the demon she almost dared call “friend.”

“It’s not Hell,” she weeps as she digs her fingers into her scalp and they come away bloody. Her hair tears out so easily. Vale takes her hands from her head and holds them in his. He looks at her with a mix of compassion and quiet fury.

“No, it’s not. This mark was not meant for you. How did you find it?”

“He showed me,” she sobs and sobs. “He told me what I have to do. And then a monster freed me from the Rem … the ixyura.”

Marian can hardly choke out her next words.

“We’re all damned. We’re all going to that place. Every single soul. I—I can’t—this is too big, And I see … I hear them. The dead, Ours. Yours. Oh god. Va’hael. You’re the one they’re waiting for. You’re Death.”

His hold is all that keeps her from crumbling. Death was never an escape or the end. It was him. The answer. And it took her to the beginning of something horrible. Now she’s got an eternity of it she can’t contain.

“Then you must know you are the only one who can end it now. Help me.”

But she can’t. She can’t. She knows what’s at stake, but she’s not the one he needs.

“It hurts so much. I hear them screaming. I hear hope die over and over. I see them. All things must end. That’s what you promised them.”

She grips his shirt collar so tight, a button springs loose and clatters to the floor.

“That’s who you are. Va’hael, The End of All Things. The end that will not come.”

His eyes hold hers and all she sees is the pale blue light at the end of the dark tunnel between life and nothing.

Her friend, Death.

“Marian, I need you.”

“Make me forget. Please.” Her voice breaks. “I know you can.”

“My power was intended to provide relief to the dead, not the living. I don’t want you to forget. You may lose more time than you’re prepared to.”

“I don’t care. I promise I’ll help you. Just make it stop, please. Make it stop, make it stop.”

The convulsions start again, and he is achingly careful as he eases her to the floor to hold her through them.

The solemn face he wears tells her he’s made up his mind.

“I’m sorry, Marian. This is not what I wanted for you.”

Her apartment fades to black. The curtain rises on a montage of time she’d not known she’d lost. Countless conversations with Vale in his office, in the world, texts late at night on the phone she no longer has. Time enough for trust to grow, cold though his words are. There are so many moments between deaths where he demands her company, but never once compels her to die for him, for trinkets lost in a dead world.

There is more.

Moments he never intended to take, a distant murmur assures her.

The neighbor boy teaching her how to ride his brother’s bike when Marian’s parents aren’t home. A school overnight trip to the woods, where Marian falls in love with Ponderosa pines and the smell of duff. So many memories of staying up until dawn, gaming with friends halfway across the country.

Warm, welcome memories of things she loved, of the people who gave her the space to be herself. There are none like them of her family, but she doesn’t care.

She finds a way to live in the company of others. And still, there is more to see.

But she’s out of time again.

Marian’s mouth fell open in a wet rattle. She looked up pleadingly into his eyes as blood and tears streamed down her face. “I want to live.”

Vale held her head in her hands, features pinched.

“My leiah. My headstrong, heedless, leiah. Hold on.”

Her mind must have been shutting down, because those words didn’t sound like English, yet she understood their meaning just fine. One word processed slower than the others, the truth of it tangled up in so many knotted threads.

Leiah.

She knew what it meant. And it cracked her heart in two. Rivers of tears flowed freely down her cheeks.

“My light in the dark.”

Her last breath slipped out of her unlabored as true release carried her away. She savored the fleeting, unfettered feeling while it lasted. Her vision swiftly faded to black, and then it was over.

Marian died.






CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


The dead world welcomed her for the final time with a deep, yawning groan. Slate mist hung heavy in the air when she opened her eyes. But it was not the Hell she remembered.

There was no sky, no endless horizon and the skeletal remains of a ruined city. She’d materialized in an enormous dark cave. Behind her lay remnants of the gate she’d opened, its barbs and lattice shredded on the ground. The air was downright arctic; something had changed. She lifted her eyes to the gargantuan beast sitting in the distance, its form obscured by shadow and gray.

It towered above her, its many red eyes blinking out of sync. The teeth that didn’t fit into its mouth gleamed in the faint blue light emanating from depressions in the ground.

But Marian wasn’t afraid. She knew this creature. It helped save her.

“I know you,” she whispered. “You brought me back to life once.”

The beast watched her in silence. Long, splintered claws protruded from crossed, hairless paws. The creature appeared solid—unlike the Remnant. And succumbing to decay.

It sat sphinxlike as Marian stood like a mouse before an indifferent lion.

“Is it finished?” The creature bellowed in her mind.

“Yes,” she replied. Her part of it, at least.

“Then Death has closed the door. He does not return.”

Marian exhaled a slow, shuddering breath.

Death. All this time, you bargained with Death.

Death, who’d stood in her home, who’d fed and clothed her. Death, who never let her go without a fight, who’d kissed her like she meant something. Insufferable, arrogant, constant Death. Why did that realization hurt so much?

It didn’t matter now. Her life was truly over. And she’d realized too late that she didn’t want it to be.

Tori’s alive. Paul is free. The Argent can die.

Could that knowledge keep her from madness here? Could it ward off the pain of eternity? And what about every other soul trapped in the Remnant?

“And the ixyura?” Marian asked.

The beast didn’t respond right away.

“It remains. That is its nature.”

Marian had to hold back tears. There were worlds of souls trapped here? Forever? Her father included. It wasn’t right.

“What,” she said in a quavering voice. “What even are you?”

The monster shifted in the dark, rising to sit up on haunches obscured by the murk. Another pair of limbs shifted behind the first—spindly things much unlike the wolf-like paws in clear view.

“Hexceit, the many made one. We bore the mark. Now we are the memory of the world that was. We released Va’hael when no others would, and now we await his return.”

Marian exhaled a slow, useless breath as the being’s words linked with a memory of Vale in that dark room.

Hexceit. “You were the mortals who betrayed him.”

A flash of monstrous teeth. “We endeavored to undo the damage.”

“To save yourselves.” Marian shook her head. “He can’t come back here. He no longer has that power.”

It’s mine now.

Hexceit cocked its horned head. “An oath was made. Death keeps it. All things must end, by his hand or another’s.” The cavern rumbled as Hexceit rose to stand. The ground trembled beneath Marian’s feet as the creature shook out a bedraggled mane.

“He has given you his memories. See.”

And then Marian saw.

The summer sun bathes Vale’s office in radiance. She sees through his eyes where he sits at his desk, fingers threaded together as he considers the haggard man standing before him. The man Marian now recognizes as her father.

“This will take time,” Vale says calmly. “The Argent stole more from me than I realized. My own memories are not trustworthy.”

Bennett Meyer paces between the armchairs that frame the view of the city.

“But they’re all we have. You may not know your own seal, but there has to be something you remember about where to find it.”

Vale didn’t remember his seal?

“If the memory survived, it will have assumed a form that will be unapproachable. There is nothing, not even thought, that the ixyura cannot corrupt.”

“I’ll find it. Tonight,” Ben replies, resolute. “We can’t afford not to. My spotter’s ready. I’ve got the drugs.”

“Won’t your family suspect—”

“That’s my business, not yours.”

Time rolls forward. Marian recognizes Vale’s home. Her father sits with him in the study. The mood is tense, and Ben Meyer can barely keep still. Vale tears a signed check from his book and hands it to the diver.

“And to think I won’t get to see a dime of it,” her father says ruefully.

“Alimony is expensive,” Vale drawls. “As are lawyers. I warned you, Arthur.”

“You did.” Silence. A long time passes before Bennett Meyer speaks again.

“She won’t let me visit anymore. I already bought a plane ticket.”

More silence. Vale rises slowly and turns to a shelf between the many books, where glittering bottles of spirits sit. He takes the bourbon and sets about pouring two glasses. He sets one in front of her father.

“Give it time.”

Time.

It flows on and on, the current so fast and dizzying, Marian isn’t sure where she ends and Vale begins as she’s transported to a dark night some place she doesn’t recognize.

“This is only half a plan, Vale,” her father says angrily. “What about your people?”

“I can end the Argent, but I cannot undo what they’ve done. My resources … are limited.”

“So until the Argent are gone, everyone who dies is doomed? For fuck’s sake Vale, I …” Her father’s voice quakes.

“You have my seal, you know where to find the shard. We are so close.”

“And what if your plan doesn’t work? We’re all damned, Vale. My daughter—”

Vale interrupted in a cutting tone. “There are billions of children on this planet. Yours is not the only one in danger.”

He knew. Her father knew what awaited them all. The Remnant to devour them.

“I don’t have all the answers, Arthur.”

Defeat hangs in the air as Marian pulls back from these moments, then further still until she hovers somewhere between twilight and dusk. In that thin, perfect line on the horizon, where night and day meet.

A tremendous sadness fills the quiet as the last stars flicker and die. Behind her, sorrow, sacrifice, and regret. Ahead, the only hope of a future for anything. For anyone.

She is less of herself than she’s ever been as she pushes on, leaving the only world she’s ever known behind in search of another, where she can be something else. Someone else.

Someone the world does not fear. Anything but a god.

Anything but Death.

But history has a way of repeating.

Marian blinked down at the ground. Wet splotches at her feet colored the stone black.

When did she start crying?

“You now carry a memory of the world that was, however small. Join us.”

She looked up at Hexceit.

“What will happen to me if I do?”

“You will become part of us. Together, we will wait for him. For his forgiveness.”

“If I join you, can I ever leave you?”

A pause.

“No.”

Marian’s brows furrowed. She sniffled, swiping at the tears she wished would just fucking stop.

“How are you any different than the Remnant?”

A deep, low growl like the hum of machinery shook the cavern.

“We give you the choice.”

“You saved me before from the ixyura. Could you do it again?”

“No. Your vessel is beyond repair.”

Then it really was over. So what was next? Did she join Hexceit and its memories? Or take her chances wandering this place and look for her dad? If there was anything left to find.

“You seek your father.”

Marian’s head snapped up.

“What did you say?”

The monster shook its massive canine head. “Many try to escape the ixyura. Few succeed. All become something else among the many; the living do not perceive them as they were. The one you seek found you, but at a great cost. Only fragments remain, but what is left of his soul is free.”

Marian cried out as she was thrown yet again into the rushing current of time. The memories came through faster, sharper, imperfect.

The dark blots keeping her company in her room in the wake of nightmares. The little shadow spiders urging her to live when she’d given up on herself.

The moments replayed, and this time, the ruse fell away.

She heard Bennett Meyer’s voice as moments of her life replayed themselves.

Pleading as she sought her first end.

“Stay. Please. Don’t give up on this life yet. I love you so much, sweetheart. I’m so sorry I never got to tell you in a way that mattered.”

Reassuring her when she returned from her first dive, the pain of living again an agony she didn’t think she could bear.

“Take it easy, kiddo. Just breathe. I’m here. I know what it feels like, trust me. Death’s a real bitch.”

Screaming through the Remnant that caged them both.

“Look at me! Remember these lines, the way they connect. It’s a seal. The one he’s looking for. Make it a part of you. Live and end this, Marian. Fuck, I’m so sorry.”

All this time, he was there.

“This isn’t the life I wanted to leave you. But I hope you’ll find the strength to fight for a better one.”

Marian tore herself from the memory and staggered backward.

He loved her?

And now he was truly gone, banished to be another shadow in her life. But he was free.

All this time. Hell was never empty. Every soul was here, trapped for a miserable eternity. Marian couldn’t stand it.

“Va’hael,” the creature howled the most soul-crushing, baleful howl Marian had ever heard. “Forgive us, that we too may die.”

She had to end this. Whatever that end was, it had to be kinder than endless existence.

“I bear the mark,” Marian said as she examined her wrist, turning it slowly until the black sigil faced her. Her palm filled with smoke, then a knife. “I wield Death. I am …”

A word burned in her memory.

“Hallowed.”

Hexceit lumbered forward, then turned its great head toward a distant, spine-chilling sound. A sob welled in her chest. Was this eternity? Battle the Remnant or succumb to it? Or would Hexceit be her future?

The knife gently elongated in her hand as it had in life, reshaping itself to take the form of the weapon that killed Verinne. A long, curved blade, its edges undulating like water. Long enough that Marian needed two hands to grip it, though its weight remained unchanged.

Hexceit shifted from paw to paw, jaws snapping. Its dozen eyes flickered, pupils shrinking.

“The ixyura comes. Fight with us.”

But this wasn’t her fight. Marian shook her head as conviction hardened behind ribs. She glared at Hexceit. “No.”

Hot, fetid breath filled the air. Hexceit crouched low as it looked at her sidelong, its long, skeletal muzzle pointed toward the sound of the Remnant.

“Then you will become darkness. Pain.”

“My dad found a way out. So will I. Even if it destroys me.” She pointed the long, swirling black blade at the beast. “You created this hell. You need fix it.”

She screwed her eyes tight and embraced that conviction. It gave an answering pulse. When she opened her eyes, shadows flowed freely from her, reaching for Hexceit. She exhaled and envisioned separation as she offered her weapon up. A gift.

“No one is coming to save you, and it’s not my place to forgive you. But I can give you the power to end this.”

Black static exploded between her fingers and gathered in a ball at the center of the blade. It twisted and folded, becoming smoke once more as it flowed toward the monster.

“We cannot receive his shard. Not without forgiveness.”

“Then forgive yourselves.”

Hexceit emitted a low, rumbling growl. Its red eyes fell shut, and for one terrible moment, Marian feared she was wrong. But then her shadows swarmed the creature, swelling in size to engulf its gargantuan form. Static crackled black, then brilliant white, illuminating long white teeth and the silhouette of wings taking shape.

Then a roar like the shaking of worlds as far more than a dozen eyes opened. Each one shining brilliantly white.

“We will not fail again.”

Pain exploded in Marian’s wrist. She clutched her arm tight as smoke and shadow wrapped around her and dragged her from the oncoming tide. Fingers of cold metal materialized around her neck like a slow caress. Marian gasped at the feeling.

Then there was nothing.






CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Tori’s was the first face Marian saw when she woke up in a hospital bed feeling like she’d slept for a hundred years. Once the traveler’s shock passed, she burst into tears and threw her arms around Marian, tangling with the IV tubing. The tale poured out of her in a single breath.

Marian had been unconscious for three whole days. There was no exit wound; the bullet was gone, and her lung didn’t have a big hole in it as was typical of being shot in the back.

It wasn’t until all the doctors and nurses had gone that Marian could process how or why she was even alive, or how the medical staff all seemed to believe wholesale that she’d been the victim of a random act of violence.

The memories of her time in Hell weren’t as clear as they’d been before. The memories Vale had given her—both his and hers—remained intact. She remembered her father, her deeply unsettling discussion with Hexceit about the fate of all dead.

But not what happened after giving up her knife. There was pain, darkness, and a long silence. Then she opened her eyes to the life she thought she’d lost for good. Whatever was in her IV bag took the edge off what she was told was a very painful wound in her back.

“What happened?” Marian asked after a long companionable silence; speech was exhausting.

Tori looked up from the well-worn book in her lap. A little butterfly bandage held her split brow together.

“You died,” she replied softly. As if that fact hurt. “Bled out. Then suddenly, you were alive like it’d never happened. Vale …”

The traveler looked away and pursed her lips. After a terse pause, she continued. “He said the door is closed, that our dead won’t go to his world anymore. Or travelers. I don’t understand what he did or how, but whatever it was … whatever he did to you, to the veil? I think it took a toll.”

Marian tried and failed to hide her frown. It was good news, really.

Diminished by the discovery that the door didn’t just open one way. Did this mean her father’s spirit would no longer manifest in their world anymore? And what sort of price had Vale paid to bar the way? Hexceit had roared about a broken promise. What had it meant?

And why was Marian alive?

Tori must have seen the conflict in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

But Marian wasn’t ready to explain. Someday, but not yet. Not when the thought lodged like a boulder in her throat.

“What about the Argent?”

“Yeah, them,” Tori placed her book on the stool beside her. “I would love to tell you about the plan for them in detail when we aren’t in a hospital where someone could walk in on me explaining something extremely illegal. Or you can let Vale tell you himself. If you want to see him. Neither of us are beholden to him now. The Argent don’t have any power here anymore; they can’t summon the Remnant. People like me are safe.”

Marian exhaled slowly.

Thoughts shuffled rapidly in her mind. Of Vale’s final moments with her at Verinne’s home. The memories he’d given her. All of them. There were more in the back of her mind waiting like strips of undeveloped film. But she wasn’t ready for them yet.

But now she had memories of her dad when she once had none.

“Where’s Vale?”

“He’s probably bribing someone to discharge you early,” Tori said with a sigh. “I told him the first thing you see when you wake up drooling in a hospital should not be a monster in a suit brooding over your bed like the grim reaper.”

Marian choked on something that was not quite a laugh and entirely too painful. She hissed through clenched teeth.

Tori patted her hand and smiled sheepishly.

“Paul said to tell you that you’ve earned the location of the secret ice cream fridge. And that your answer was correct. What does that mean?”

“It means we’re all fucking nerds.” Marian sighed. “How’s your mom?”

The traveler drew her lower lip between her teeth. “She’s … she’s doing amazing.”

Tori slowly shook her head, her features suddenly pinched in pain. Springy curls brushed across her brow. Marian’s smile fell as that pain turned to teary-eyed anger.

“Because you know what that asshole did?” She nearly choked on her words as she yelled.

Marian looked on stunned as Tori began to cry in earnest. She had a hunch as to why, but the hunch didn’t explain the mixed signals she was picking up. Feigning ignorance, she shook her head.

“Vale—” Tori sniffed. “Not only found my mom a donor, but he paid for everything. The surgery, the hospital stay, the meds, all of it. He got my mom a new liver, and he didn’t even tell me. I heard it all from my idiot brother.”

Tori broke down sobbing like she’d been holding it in for years. Marian mutely patted the chair beside her, and Tori took the hint to sit down.

“Did you know?” She hiccupped as she sank into the chair.

Don’t lie, don’t lie. “He said I couldn’t tell you.”

Tori made a sound that was both a laugh and a sob. “Figures.”

Several tissues later, she looked at Marian with a wobbly smile and bloodshot eyes.

“Can I try hugging you without pulling out your IV this time?”

Marian’s throat constricted painfully. She didn’t trust herself to speak as emotion welled in her chest. She nodded mutely.

Tori stood up and wrapped her arms around the diver in what was the warmest, gentlest hug of her life.

“I don’t understand that guy at all,” Tori said with a sniffle.

Marian nodded into the traveler’s shoulder.

Neither do I.
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Discharge day was the next day—the same day that Vale decided he no longer wanted to wait for Marian’s call informing him she was ready to see him. Fortunately, a nurse had helped her dress in the clothes he’d had delivered; a roomy pair of mid-rise black jeans and a loose red tee that wouldn’t cling uncomfortably to her.

How annoyingly thoughtful.

She felt him before she saw him. It might have been the moment he stepped off the elevator, or perhaps it was how the low rumble of his voice floated through the door when he made some comment to a nurse.

Marian sat on the edge of the bed thumbing through a stack of old Game Informer magazines Paul had brought her. He’d said she had a lot of Pokémon news to catch up on since she’d spent the last two years abstaining from fun.

Then Vale arrived like a dark cloud in the doorway.

Marian looked up to find him dressed in his signature black waistcoat and white button-down, his human guise fully intact. His jacket was draped over his forearm. A scant few wisps of shadow wafted from him.

Her eyes widened as the change in him became clear. Subtle things, but things that ought not to have appeared in a matter of days. Like the grey hairs at his temples and the severe lines of his face that had somehow sharpened further. She couldn’t decide if he looked like he’d aged a few years, or if something had made him appear harsher.

His eyes were the same eerie blue and still luminous under the shadow of his dark, angled brows.

It took way too long for Marian to realize they’d been staring at each other while saying nothing. And Vale didn’t seem at all inclined to change that; he watched like he simply wanted to take her in—the way Marian might have watched the sunrise.

Marian cleared her parched throat. “What are you doing here?”

Vale sidestepped into the room and leaned against the wall. His eyes roved over her slowly, as if searching for wounds her doctors might have missed.

“I’ve come to take you home.”

Marian arched a brow. “Yeah? And where might that be?”

The stern lines around his mouth softened.

“With me.”

Death had come to take her home. To his house in Pasadena.

She pursed her lips, considering him. Considering the absolute typhoon of chaos in her rearview mirror. His lies, his secrets, his true nature. The coercion, the backward ways he tried to tell her he didn’t think she was shit at all. The heady hours in that pool where he’d subjected her to mind-breaking pleasure.

After a moment of silence, he bowed his head.

“Or wherever you consider ‘home’ to be. The North Hollywood meth lab on cinderblocks is an option.”

Marian smiled a slow, sly smile.

“Meth lab on cinderblocks, please.”
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She’d only been away a week, but the near empty apartment didn’t feel like hers anymore as she dropped her keys on the folding table. Vale brought them with him when he’d come to the hospital, anticipating that Marian would choose the least desirable destination.

Not even Jeff, the neighbor’s cat, had come to greet her with a welcome back hairball when she arrived.

The ride over was quiet, neither of them saying much. Vale answered her plainly when she mustered the strength to ask a question.

He explained how Paul and his contacts had been tasked with tracking down the remaining Argent. In the chaotic aftermath of Verinne’s death, neither he nor Paul had been able to kill any of the now-mortal remainder. Paul so far had learned that Preeti and one other had fled the state.

But Vale didn’t seem as agitated by that fact as Marian expected him to be. The Argent were mortal, their potential for destruction severely hampered, and as far as Vale could tell, he was still indestructible. He had all the time in the world to hunt down his remaining enemies.

Death would find a way. But the thought of everyone trapped beyond their world in the Remnant tarnished the prospect of a future without the Argent. Unless Hexceit changed their course.

Marian wasn’t sure what she’d wanted from her apartment. Spite had factored in on her decision to come here, but she thought, having not gotten the chance to grab any of her effects before she was kidnapped, that she would have wanted something from this place.

Everything there once belonged to someone else. None of it held any value or meaning for her. Vale walked slowly across the cramped living room to look out the window.

“I just watched someone put a slab of asbestos in the recycling,” he murmured, then looked over at her futon with a frown. “And that belongs in the dumpster.”

Marian cast the futon an affectionate glance. “That’s actually where I found it.”

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t buy this building and have it condemned.”

“The rats in the walls would be so sad,” Marian replied absently as she wandered toward her bedroom. Was there anything in there worth keeping? The sheets were nearly threadbare. She stared at the worn teddy bear print.

“Why am I alive, Vale?”

He didn’t reply, but the shadows around him stilled.

Marian stepped toward him. “What did you do?”

“When you died, I forged a second shard of power. One that allowed me to pierce the veil and call your soul to mine.”

He spoke slowly, each word hanging heavy in the air with meaning Marian couldn’t parse. Her gaze flicked to the newly-grayed hairs at his temples. At what cost?

“Am I bound to you again?”

“No,” he said as he turned to face her. “The power you wield is now yours alone. We’re connected, but you’re free of me.”

She blinked rapidly.

“Why would you do that?”

“To anchor you to this life for a while longer,” he said quietly. “You gave a piece of me to the world I left behind. Time will tell if the ixyura falls to Hexceit.”

Marian looked at her hands. The mark was gone, the skin healed.

“What does this mean for me? And you?”

Vale shook his head. “I’m not entirely sure.”

Marian stood in stunned silence, struggling to accept what this could possibly mean. “But why?” seemed like a stupid thing to ask again. It was too much. She looked away with a soft snort. “I feel like Death should not be freestyling with its cosmic powers of mass destruction.”

His lips quirked in a wry grin as he stepped toward her.

“If I thought you were capable of mass destruction, I wouldn’t have equipped you with the potential for it, my leiah.”

That word. It sent a shiver through her.

Vale’s eyes softened. “Come home with me. There is nothing for you here.”

Marian looked at him sharply. “You are Death.”

His features softened with the last expression Marian expected to see. Shame.

“I should not have kept my identify from you. I’m sorry.”

Silence fell over the room. She shoved her hands in her pockets as uncertainty washed over her. Marian looked away.

“Look, I want a life, and … I want you in it. But I need time to process all of this.” And wade through the wealth of memories she now possessed. To reacquaint herself with who she’d been. Who she could become.

And to come to grips with whatever this dizzying sensation was that overcame her when she looked at Vale. A thrilling, frightening loss of equilibrium she couldn’t dismiss as cosmic anomaly, or a side effect of their worlds colliding.

She’d never been skilled at articulating her feelings, but this was far too big for her to contend with in her state. For now, she’d bury it, and try to refrain from embarrassing herself. If he knew how being near him set her world to rights and destroyed her all at once, well …

Marian just wasn’t ready for that.

He considered her through narrowed eyes, a shrewd look stealing over him. “Then give me two days of your week. I won’t accept less.”

She snorted softly. With a smirk, she reached out a hand to him. “Deal.”

He took it, his warm fingers curling slowly around hers. The threads of a bond took shape. But this one settled gently in her bones. Not a deal.

A promise.
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Three weeks later

Marian sat on a bar stool at the edge of the counter in the modest, but comfortable, two-bedroom apartment she shared with Tori in the Arts District. The rent wasn’t amazing by market standards, but with Vale subsidizing it, neither Tori or Marian need care.

The god of Death tried to bully them into a luxury high rise when they refused to accept his offer to live in a guest house on his compound. Tori wasn’t sure how she’d explain to future classmates how she could afford such a lavish apartment on a student’s zero-dollar salary. And the ex-traveler had a lot of shit.

Tori’s parents insisted she take her many boxes of collector’s edition Barbies with her when she moved out. She and Marian needed a dose of normal after what they’d survived. But normal remained elusive—an aspiration, never reality.

Tori had taken up sleepwalking. Marian often found her facing the wall during the witching hour, muttering gibberish. It disturbed Marian to no end, and Tori always woke without any recollection of the dreams that moved her in the night.

Marian was not as fortunate; she remembered her dreams vividly now. They’d evolved into intact memories of her eons in the Remnant that found her in her sleep. A development she only shared with Tori.

Her roommate suggested she seek professional help, but there wasn’t a therapist on Earth who could help her process the time crammed into her head.

She and Tori occasionally exchanged glances that confirmed their unspoken concern for each other. But neither of them seemed inclined to discuss what they couldn’t fix. So, they kept on chasing normal, and when life continued to be abnormal, they pretended otherwise.

Marian threw herself into helping Paul track down the missing Argent, which proved to be a full-time job. They had few leads so far, but they hadn’t been at it for long. With Verinne dead, Vale deemed it safe for Paul’s sister, Bernadette, to come back to L.A.

Until then, Marian spent her days putting her old skills to work, looking up travel records, social media content, and the far-from-legal sources Paul forwarded to her email.

She’d opened his latest one to discover something different from the receipts and passenger manifests he usually sent; most of the Argent were globetrotting, never remaining in one place for long. It made it difficult to pin them down long enough to put a hit out within Paul’s network.

Paul had composed a message that was more than an emoji for once.

Whatever you did down there? I think it worked.

Marian lifted an eyebrow as she clicked the first of several attachments. Her breath caught in her chest.

A collage of screenshots from the Welcome to Hell forums.

“Where’s Preeti? Stellan? No one’s answering emails or taking calls.”

“My spotter swears I died, but there was nothing there when I crossed over. No Hell. Just black. Sometimes a sunrise. I tried three times.’

“Same here. What the fuck is happening?”

“I saw a bright light. My uncle was there, and my dad. They died six years ago.”

“How am I supposed to make a living now?? I’ve only ever worked at Wendy’s.”

Her eyes went wide. Had the door between worlds closed once and for all somehow? Had Hexceit defeated the ixyura and sealed the veil? Dare she hope? Before elation could manifest, shadows sputtered from her fingertips. She gasped, raising her hands from her laptop. The smoke kept coming, until it solidified in her hand. It was large. Too large. Like a fucking spear. No, she did not need a spear right now.

Marian shook out her wrist, hissing curses as she willed the shadows away. They swirled gently around her, lingering in the air as if confused by her command. The shadowy weapon eventually dissipated when Marian hopped off the stool, grabbed her phone, and marched into the bathroom to hide from her new, overzealous power.

That hadn’t happened before. In three weeks, she’d not seen a shred of evidence that the power Vale had given her could manifest in any meaningful way.

Tori didn’t need to see her like this. It would raise too many questions, and the former traveler still didn’t know anything about what Marian had learned in Hell or her conversation with Vale afterward. There’d come a time for that. Not today, or even this week. Maybe next month, when the luster of college life had worn off and Tori stopped talking to the walls at night.

In the meantime, Marian dialed Paul and tried to ignore the black swirls dancing above her head.

“Good job, Bulbasaur,” Paul said dryly in her ear. Paul, the former stranger who, in a few short weeks, had become someone Marian talked to on the phone almost daily. Sometimes about hunting Argent. Sometimes about nothing at all. She’d come to look forward to his calls.

Marian swatted at a swooping black whorl and pretended not to hate her new nickname.

“No one’s seen the Remnant, either?”

“Nobody’s seen anything. It’s over, dude. Whatever you did with Hex … Hexidecimal or whatever seems to have worked.”

“Hexceit,” she corrected. “And at least on our end, yes.” She shook out her wrist until it stopped smoking. “But we don’t know what we can’t see.”

She wanted to throw herself into hope. Elation. But doubt and the shadows she’d just ejected dampened her joy. “Hey, I’m coming over. I need to … talk to Vale.”

Paul downright giggled. “Oh, he’s going to love that. And I say that without an ounce of sarcasm.”

Death had made it very clear in three short weeks that he would not tolerate her absence for long, though Marian had managed to weasel her way out of most of her promised nights with Vale. He’d threatened to come over and cook for her on one of the nights she reserved with Tori, and she’d had to remind him of their boundaries.

Vale reminded her that he was a god who would always get what he wanted in the end. But despite his threats, he kept his word and refrained from crashing Tori Nights. Or pushing Marian when she deferred their rendezvous.

Every silence they shared was too charged for Marian to touch. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready to drop the wall she’d erected to protect herself from it. Death seemed content to wait.

Time passed in this strange new life of hers, a life still filled with heavy gray mornings and long nights of rot. Some days, Marian couldn’t get out of bed at all, and on those days Tori just ensured Marian ate and reminded her she was safe.

But despite the gloom at the edges of her days and the horrors that still awaited her in her dreams, Marian no longer went to sleep dreading the dawn. She woke up from her nightmares to a hot pot of good coffee Tori made before she headed to her morning classes. Some days sucked. Others did not. At least she was moving forward instead of treading water.

When her thoughts turned sharp and cruel in the solitude, Marian looked to Paul for distraction. He hadn’t divulged his own favorite Pokémon, leaving Marian to figure it out. Whenever she feared her own thoughts, she texted him another guess. There were far more Pokémon now than ever, and Marian was finally learning their names. One hundred and eighty down, eight-hundred-and-forty-five to go.
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