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The car groaned like a beast in the throes of death.

“No!” Eden’s knuckles whitened around the wheel. “No, no, no!”

The car—a beat-up sedan she had picked up in Ohio—whined in response and shuddered as Eden let off the gas and slowed. She managed to pull off the road as the vehicle died with ominous rumbles emanating from under the hood. Eden waited a moment, then crossed her fingers and turned the key.

No luck. The engine sputtered and whined before dying all over again.

“Dammit.” Eden thumped her forehead against the wheel, brown hair falling around her in waves. Honestly, this was her fault. She was lucky the car made it this far. The check engine light had been on for weeks, a fact Eden happily ignored as she wove her way across the country. Ignorance was bliss, they said, but this time it had come back to bite her.

Mab would have told her to find a mechanic and spell them into doing the job for free. Normally, Eden balked at that sort of thing. Throwing magic at unsuspecting people left a bad taste in her mouth. But now, sitting here in the middle of the California desert, she had to admit maybe Mab had a point.

And as much as Eden wanted to sit with her head against the wheel pretending this—all of it—wasn’t happening, she had to get moving. Evening was coming, and the summer sky was taking on a pinkish hue. She didn’t want to be here when the shadows lengthened and bled into darkness.

Phone in hand, Eden climbed out of the car. She wrenched open the hood but slammed it shut as a cloud of steam billowed out to meet her. Magic could do a lot of things, but vehicle repairs were not among them.

She circled back to lean against the trunk with her phone clutched tightly in her hands. The device was her only lifeline, the difference between calling for help or hoofing it until she found civilization. Eden bit her lip until it hurt, tapping the pavement with one of her worn-out sneakers. The desert stretched around her, marred only by the strip of road she had followed for hours. There was nothing out here but scrubby plants and sky. Eden couldn’t remember the last time she passed another vehicle, let alone a town or a rest stop.

But who was she supposed to call? Mab was gone, and Eden had no other friends. No family. She had collected a few associates over the years, but no one would pick her up in the middle of nowhere.

“Fine.” Eden unlocked her phone to look up a towing company. Her shoulders slumped as she watched the loading symbol that seemed to spin forever. No signal. That was odd. She shielded her eyes and looked out into the rocky desert. Maybe she was between towers.

Jamming the phone into the pocket of her faded jeans, she took a breath and raised her right arm. She held out her hand, palm facing the sky, and focused on the tattoo inked onto the pale skin of her inner wrist, a small circle with notches representing the cardinal directions.

“Take me to what I need.” Eden gathered a whisper of magic from the well of power that resided within her chest. Her skin warmed as a faint buzzing sensation moved down her arm and into the sigil. The tattoo ignited with a soft blue light. A glowing arrow appeared at the center of the symbol, spinning in a flickering motion before finally settling westward.

“I was already going that way,” Eden muttered as she squinted against the blazing sky.

She extinguished the sigil and grabbed her backpack from the backseat of the car. After fishing a hair tie from the bottom of her bag, Eden gathered her long hair into a messy tail and slung her leather jacket over her arm. Locking the sedan’s doors seemed futile, but she did it anyway. Maybe she would return to find the windows broken and tires missing. Maybe she wouldn’t return at all. Traveling the country by bus or train was starting to sound appealing.

The fewer ties she had, the better.

Without looking back, Eden hefted the backpack over her shoulders and started walking.

 

——

 

An hour later, she came to a stop in front of a mid-century-style road sign.

“Welcome to Nowhere, California,” Eden read aloud. “Well, that’s fitting. All right, Nowhere, let’s see if you have what I need.”

As it turned out, Nowhere was a charming little town, one of those hidden treasures tucked away in the desert. There was a familiar quality about it, like something out of an old movie or a magazine. Eden passed an old-fashioned diner, a library with flowers in the window boxes, and an honest-to-God soda shop.

She found the mechanic’s garage down the street from the diner and stopped to arrange the towing of her car. After, she went down the road to the Strange Weather Motel, using a spelled credit card to take out a room. The place was shabby but cute in that vintage sort of way with its wood-paneled walls and campy paintings of the desert. An anthropomorphized cactus grinned down from dusty needlepoints and drawings in shabby frames. Eden tossed her backpack onto the queen-sized bed and slipped into the leather jacket that once belonged to Mab. Then, she ventured back up the street to the diner to feast on a burger with a mountain of fries.

She was back in the motel room by the time night had settled. The tub was dingy, but Eden filled it anyway, slipping into the steaming water with a sixty-year-old grimoire on sigil magic. When her skin was pink and wrinkly, she drained the tub and dried off, putting on a spare shirt and shorts she kept in her bag. Television on low, Eden crawled into bed to read a particularly fascinating entry on energy sigils. It was as close to a relaxing evening as she’d had in months, and she planned to enjoy it before getting back on the road.

Hours later, she awoke from a dreamless sleep. A strange buzzing filled the air, the muffled sound of a generic ringtone. Bleary-eyed, Eden removed the grimoire from her chest and sat up in bed. The TV had gone to infomercials, the parking lot outside her window now dark. She hadn’t realized she’d fallen asleep. She felt around the bed for her vibrating phone and finally found it beside her feet. Eden squinted into the light of the screen and read a name.

Mab Fielding.

Mab.

Mab was calling.

Her first thought was to decline the call. Eden hadn’t spoken to Mab in months. Their last conversation was messy to put it nicely. A falling out was never pretty, especially when it came to a pair of equally stubborn mages.

The impulse passed quickly, and Eden’s cheeks reddened in shame. She’d known Mab for as long as she could remember—since that night four years ago beneath the burned-out streetlights. They’d been together ever since. Eden would do anything for her.

Almost anything.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, she accepted the call. Eden slowly pressed the phone against her ear. “Hello?”

“Eden?” Mab’s low voice was shaky, hesitant like she wasn’t sure she had the right number. Eden sucked in a breath and closed her eyes. A missing piece of herself had settled back into place.

“It’s me.” She relaxed, leaning back against the pillow. “Been a while.”

“Yeah, well.” Mab’s voice cracked. “It’s gonna be a bit longer.”

Tensing, Eden sat up. “What are you talking about; what’s going on?”

“I fucked up, Edie.” A shuffling sounded on the other end of the line, a scraping noise like curtains being closed. “I fucked up real bad, and now I gotta pay.”

Goosebumps pricked Eden’s bare arms, the hairs on the back of her neck raised. She threw back the sheets and climbed out of bed with the phone held tightly against her cheek. “What do you mean? Mab, what’s going on?”

Silence.

“What’s bad, Mab?” Eden paced the room, now wide awake and full of panicky energy. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s happening.”

“They’re coming.”

“Who’s coming?” Eden pressed, a shiver crawling up her spine. “A hunter?”

Even over the phone, she could tell Mab was shaking her head. “I made a deal with someone who could find . . . But it was a bad deal, Eden, and now it’s time to pay up. I just wanted to say goodbye. I—” In the background, glass shattered. Mab’s distant voice shouted something unintelligible, something that sounded like a spell. Then she was back, speaking as clearly as if she was inside Eden’s head. “I’m sorry.”

The line went dead.
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It was barely dawn when the truck rolled past the welcome sign and into Nowhere.

Lazarus knew when it happened. The world felt the same way it always did until he passed that sign. As soon as it was behind him, a pressure built behind his ribs, a sense of unease that could only come from the thinning of the veil. The sensation passed abruptly, like your ears popping on an airplane, and then Lazarus felt normal again.

And he was nowhere.

He drove through the sparse neighborhoods toward the town proper. On the other side of the bench seat, his cousin Zeke sat slumped back, drumming the pads of his fingers against the knee of his worn-out jeans, keeping time with the guitar solo spilling out from the radio. Behind them, the sun was chasing the darkness west over the sleepy town. The grid of two-lane streets was free of vehicles, and most of the businesses still had their lights off. But Lazarus knew the diner would be open, housing a few grizzled old-timers and the waitress in half-moon glasses.

Lazarus pulled into the parking lot. He switched off the radio and climbed out of the old Chevy, leaving the keys in the ignition. Zeke grabbed his laptop bag and made straight for the building while Lazarus circled the truck, stopping to pet Hades, the big black dog that rode in the bed.

They got their usual booth in the back, passing the long counter with two grizzled types hiding behind newspapers, as expected. The comforting scent of maple syrup filled the air, punching through the haze of grease and coffee. No sooner than they’d sat down did the waitress glide over, bubblegum, half-moon glasses, and all. If there was one thing of note about Nowhere, it was that it was predictable.

“What can I get ya?” The waitress—her name tag read Jan—asked. She held court over the table with a tiny notepad and a chewed-up ballpoint pen. As Zeke spoke, she scribbled furiously.

“A tall stack of waffles with butter on top. And scrambled eggs on the side with a plate of bacon.” Zeke counted on his fingers as he ordered as if making sure he didn’t forget anything. It didn’t help. “Oh! And a mocha, please.”

“What size?” Jan asked in a flat voice.

Zeke flashed a bright smile and passed her the menu. “The biggest size you’ve got.”

After Lazarus ordered his usual rack of toast with an egg over easy and black coffee, Jan drifted toward the kitchen. He leaned back in the booth and rubbed at his gritty eyes. A headache percolated somewhere in his skull, and he could only hope it was the sort that could be chased away by caffeine.

“Damn, what a night.” Zeke seemed to echo Lazarus’s thoughts. He rolled his shoulders, then slumped down on the table, cradling his head in his tattooed arms.

They’d come off the job late, too tired and beat up to drive far. Zeke passed out in the truck, his temple bouncing against the window with every bump in the road. When Lazarus felt himself dozing behind the wheel, he knew it was time to pull over. He left Zeke in the cab and sprawled out in the bed with Hades. It wasn’t comfortable, but the dog did make a nice pillow, and Lazarus got a few hours of sleep after a job that had nearly gone sideways.

“It should’ve been simple. In and out,” Lazarus mused. He leaned his head back and briefly closed his eyes. “The spirit hadn’t been around long enough to go vengeful. The obituary said he died a few weeks ago.”

“Yeah, well, it almost did.” Zeke sat up and yawned, sweeping back his disheveled hair. Black hair. Dark eyes. Morgan family traits that both Zeke and Lazarus shared. Their light skin bore uneven tans, the result of long hours in the summer sun, and their faces—squared and elfin in Zeke, long and rugged in Lazarus—held matching shadows of stubble.

“Don’t think I’ve ever seen a fresh ghost so pissed off,” Zeke continued. “It was like he’d spent the last decade clawing his way out of the Good Night.”

“It’s almost like someone riled him up and set him loose.”

The job was supposed to be quick and clean—just a loose spirit haunting an abandoned factory in some little town. But the ghost had managed to take a victim, an urban spelunker who found his way into the building’s sublevels. The unfortunate man met his end at the hands of a pissed-off displaced spirit, and the aftermath was as messy as hell.

Lazarus and Zeke managed to capture the ghost in the end, but they couldn’t exhume the body. Cremation was a bitch that way. Lazarus had no choice but to shatter the mirror that held the spirit, returning it to the Good Night. He had no doubt it’d manage to crawl back through the veil eventually, and then someone else would have to deal with it.

The food arrived quickly, and they tucked in. Lazarus took a long sip of steaming coffee and willed the caffeine to do its thing. Across the table, Zeke was halfway through his stack of waffles before he began gulping at the sugar concoction in its appallingly large paper cup. Aside from the scraping of forks against plates, they ate in silence. Zeke dug his phone out of his jeans pocket and started playing a game, annoying blips filling the air as he slurped down the last of his coffee. Lazarus pinched the bridge of his nose and concentrated on actually waking up.

Outside the diner window, Nowhere was coming to life. Nondescript cars slid slowly down the street, pedestrians with blank faces treading up clean sidewalks. It was so easy to get sucked into the fantasy and believe he was somewhere real.

The town had become a sort of haven over the years, where they could lay low and clean their wounds. It was a decent place to make a few bucks too. Lazarus could slip into a role, and Zeke worked remotely right there in the diner as an IT consultant. The job was a pain in the ass most days. Zeke was always having to stop and take calls, troubleshooting software, and running server updates. There was some wiggle room—his boss was his father, and the pay was pretty decent considering he worked sporadically. But it was never enough to get them by, especially when they factored in the gas and supplies that came with ghost hunting.

After Jan cleared the plates, Zeke ordered a second mocha and then slipped a bulky laptop from his messenger bag. He cracked it open. “One thing I love about Nowhere,” he said, “is that the Wi-Fi connects automatically. I don’t have to hunt down Pam or Sam or whatever her name is to give me the password.”

“This one’s a Jan,” Lazarus replied, though he wasn’t sure Zeke heard him. Already, he was slipping on his headset and booting up the old machine. Lazarus downed the dregs of his coffee and stood. “I’m gonna find some work. Keep an eye on Hades?”

“Yep,” Zeke said absently, pressing his phone to his ear. “Hey, Dad. Yeah, I’m doing good.”

Lazarus didn’t stick around to hear the pleasantries. Mordecai Morgan was his uncle, but he didn’t seem to like Lazarus much these days. Something about the fact that his only child had left college to “traipse around the country catching spirits like butterflies.” Lazarus never defended himself. He never told Uncle Mort that he had tried shooing Zeke away countless times in the early days. Now, it was all too routine to bother.

Just a block down the street sat the mechanic’s garage. Every Nowhere had one, and they were always in the same place. Lazarus found it easy enough to insert himself into the role. Fixing cars was one of his few skills besides hunting, which, while fulfilling, left much to be desired monetarily. No one paid you to clean up a ghost, and if they tried, you’d be an asshole for accepting. It was like tipping a firefighter for pulling you from a burning building. It just didn’t happen.

After going through the garage’s back door, Lazarus entered the empty office. The receptionist, a bored-looking teenager with sandy hair and a black eye, looked up as he came in. “Who the hell are you?” the kid asked in a sour voice.

“I’m subbing for Lou,” Lazarus replied. He bent over the desk to look at the schedule. “And watch your language.”

The kid scoffed. “Whatever,” he said, slipping some kind of handheld game from his pocket.

Poring over the sheet, Lazarus found the correct date. July seventh. Usually, the slots were ordinary maintenance jobs for other Nowhere citizens. Completely unnecessary and yet always consistent. Like the patrons in the diner and the people on the streets, it was one way the Good Night mimicked reality. But today, the first thing on the schedule was an actual job on a car towed in last night.

There was someone else in Nowhere.

Lazarus frowned. It wasn’t unheard of for people to happen across Nowhere. He’d done it himself years ago. Ordinary folk might see nothing amiss about the place, finding a charming little town tucked into the middle of, well, nowhere. It was only when you knew it for what it was that you recognized something was strange.

With some apprehension—this was an actual person, after all—Lazarus strode through the office and peeked into the waiting room. There he spotted a young woman perched on one of the molded plastic chairs, her pink high-tops tapping impatiently. A curtain of honey brown hair obscured her features, but she looked young. Lazarus guessed she was in her early twenties, just a year or two younger than himself and about the same age as Zeke. She was alone in the room, staring down at the phone clutched in her blue-polished fingers.

She practically leaped to her feet as he entered, pushing back her hair to reveal a soft face with wide hazel eyes. Striding up to him, the woman crossed her tattooed arms over a bright yellow T-shirt. “Is it fixed?”

Lazarus shook his head, turning toward the door leading to the garage. “I just got in. I’ll go take a look if you want to wait—”

“I’m coming with you,” she announced, already moving to walk alongside him.

He could tell there’d be no arguing with her, so Lazarus led the woman through the shop and into the garage. There sat a sedan that looked like it was on its last legs. He stopped to take it in and then sighed.

“Will it take long?” she asked, more tentatively than before. Lazarus realized he was rude. He wasn’t used to real people, not in Nowhere. He would have to do a better job at masking his annoyance.

“I haven’t even looked at it yet.” He slipped off his coat and hung it on a peg near the door. “Do you know what’s wrong?”

“Isn’t that your job?”

He turned to glare, and she flushed. She held up her hands. “Sorry. Look, it’s important. I need to get out of town fast. It’s an emergency.”

“Okay,” he conceded, rolling up the sleeves of his faded gray flannel. “I’ll do what I can.”

Lazarus moved toward the car. He popped the hood to survey the mess that awaited him inside. But he paused when he sensed a shift in the room, turning to see the woman staring intently at him.

Realization seemed to light up her face, and she took a step back, glancing at the tattoos that ran up his arms, powerful sigils that few could decipher. When she met his gaze, her face was lit with an awestruck expression.

“You’re a hunter!”
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Eden couldn’t believe her luck. A hunter, here in this nowhere town, fixing her broken-down car. The guiding sigil had taken her to precisely what, or rather who, she needed.

The mechanic stared down at her, his dark eyes narrowing in confusion. Eden nodded at the symbol tattooed on his forearm. The sleeve of his flannel button-down partially covered it, but she knew a protection sigil when she saw one. His was a shield with three vertical lines inside, an older variation probably drawn by an old-school mage. And by the looks of it, the tattoo was one of many sigils of power adorning the man’s arms. Illumination. Speed. Strength.

She was surprised he hadn’t noticed her own.

“I’m guessing you didn’t get that for kicks,” she offered with a smile.

He shrugged, not bothering to deny it. Turning back to the car, the hunter surveyed the engine. Eden took the opportunity to look him over. He was tall as hell with the lean, wiry build she imagined was common in hunters. His hair, as dark as his eyes, fell across his sharp face in loose waves. He swept it back with a hand that would dwarf her own. God, this man was huge; she bet he had a foot on her. At least.

Eden leaned in, catching a glimpse of an unknown mark inked into his palm.

That was strange. New to magic as she was, Eden still liked to think she was familiar with all classes of sigil magic, or at least most of them. It was hard to tell, but the symbol on the hunter’s palm looked like a series of circles, interlocking to form a loop. She couldn’t imagine the mark’s purpose, although it may not have been a sigil at all. Maybe this guy just liked weird tattoos.

“Can I help you?” The hunter gave her a pointed glance over his shoulder. Eden flushed and took a step back. He turned to the vehicle, loosely gesturing at the machinery beneath the hood. “It looks like your radiator is cracked,” he continued. “I can pull it out and order a new one, but it’ll take a few days—”

“Forget about the car,” Eden ordered. The hunter raised a dark brow and stepped back with his huge hands raised in a placating gesture.

If Mab were here, she’d be screaming for Eden to run. Trust no one. That had been their motto for almost four years, ever since Florence seemed to drop off the planet the same night Eden dropped onto it. And this man was a stranger. Not only a stranger but a hunter. For all she knew, it was a hunter who took Mab. Trusting this one could be a big mistake.

But the guiding sigil had brought Eden here for a reason.

What if he was it?

Eden pulled back her T-shirt to reveal the heart-shaped sigil tattooed over her collarbone right beneath the hollow of her neck. The mark glowed with a faint pink light.

Now the hunter leaned in, his posture almost predatory, brown eyes gliding over her collarbone. “I thought you were another hunter, but you’re not,” he observed, his gaze still locked on the sigil. Her heart skipped as he glanced up, looking her in the eye. “You’re a mage.”

Shit. Mab was right. This was a bad idea. Eden’s chest tightened, and she pulled up her shirt’s collar, hiding the glowing heart. Maybe the guiding sigil was wrong, or she’d misinterpreted the magic. It wouldn’t be the first time.

“Just a sigil mage.” Eden took a careful step back, quickly focusing her power to ignite a tiny tattoo on her fingertip. All she had to do was press the symbol to the hunter’s temple, and he’d be out like a light. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

“A sigil mage?” he echoed, straightening to his full, very intimidating, height. Eden took another step back, wondering if she should bolt for the door, but the hunter made no move to follow.

Though she felt some measure of relief, Eden maintained the connection to her sigil. Being cautious was what got her through these months since Mab left. “Spells through symbols, that sort of thing.” She motioned at his tattoos. “Y’know, like those.”

“I know what a sigil mage is. I—how is any of this relevant?” He looked back at the car like it was some vital piece to the puzzle. Then he shook his head, looking more exasperated than threatening. He pointed at the tattoo, still blazing on her fingertip. “Is that necessary?”

Eden crossed her arms, keeping the sigil lit but hidden in the crook of her elbow. “You were looming.”

“Looming?” He raised a brow, either in disbelief or amusement.

Uncrossing her arms, Eden waved her hand. “You’re standing there, all menacingly tall. And scary. Can you blame me for being prepared?”

“Fine.” The hunter held up his hands and moved to the garage’s other side. “Feel better?”

Eden extinguished the tattoo, mostly because keeping it going for too long was taxing. Not that she wanted him to know that. “Slightly.”

“Okay. You want to tell me what’s going on?” He pulled up a banged-up stool and sat down. “Why don’t we start with your name?”

“Eden,” she answered. “What’s yours?”

“Lazarus.” He combed back his hair with long fingers. “Family name. Don’t ask.”

The hunter listened as Eden laid out the story, beginning with her car dying a few miles outside of town. When she relayed Mab’s phone call, he bristled, shaking his head as she got to the part where the glass shattered, and the line went dead.

“Someone took her, and I need to get her back,” Eden finished, her eyes pricking with tears she forced back. All night she had been plagued by this fear, this crushing sense of helplessness. Somehow, saying the words out loud made it worse. Mab was out there, in trouble, and Eden didn’t even know why. The only thing she knew was that she had to help her, no matter the cost. After all she’d done, Eden owed her that much.

“Look, the sigil is a connection. A matching set that binds us together.” The moment the line went dead, Eden felt the symbol flare to life. Years ago, they’d marked each other with a tattoo machine bought off the internet. Within each symbol, the other’s magic resided. A connection was forged. Now, the mark pulsed beneath her skin, the light ebbing and flowing in time to Mab’s own heart. Which meant she was alive for now. “It’s pulling me east. I can feel it. That’s where I’ll find her.”

The hunter crossed his arms over his chest. Eden couldn’t help but notice a sigil for peaceful sleep tucked in amongst the others.

“And you need my help, why?” he asked, his tone doubtful but open to negotiation.

“You mean aside from the fact that my car blew up?”

That got a chuckle, a low and warm sound that was far too brief. “Fair point.”

Eden shrugged. “A hunter would make things easier. Mab is a pretty good mage, a lot more experienced than I am. I’d stand no chance against whoever managed to grab her. And if it was hunters . . .”

“Having a hunter on your side might keep you safe,” he finished, rubbing his sharp cheekbone.

“Exactly. Look, I’ll pay you somehow. I’m not exactly swimming in cash, but I can give you what I’ve got. It doesn’t matter. Or I can do some work for you. Imbue objects, draw sigils, whatever.”

“I’m not taking your money,” the hunter said blandly.

“Okay.” Eden faltered. She kicked at the floor with her sneaker, unsure of what to do. If the hunter wouldn’t help her, then she’d have to get the car fixed. He knew she was a mage, so that crossed off spelling him into doing it for free. A new radiator would eat up half her savings if she were lucky, not to mention days she could spend searching for Mab. What if Eden didn’t find her in time?

An audible sigh from the hunter drew her gaze. He bit his cheek, tense shoulders going slack with defeat. “Come with me.”



[image: ]



Zeke looked up as the waitress set a large cup on the table in front of him.

“Thanks, ma’am.” He nodded his appreciation, making sure to look up from his computer screen.

She gave him a faint smile, one that didn’t touch her eyes, and walked away. Lazarus tended to be abrasive with the Nowhere people, especially when he was in a bad mood, but Zeke liked being friendly. It didn’t feel right to mistreat a person, even if they weren’t actually a person. Shades didn’t have feelings; they didn’t have sentience, just the ability to mimic the world around them. But Zeke believed practicing kindness did him good all the same.

It certainly helped with the job, both on the books and off of them. Even now, Zeke had his laptop open on the table, waiting for a client’s message about a software issue. Every day, he thanked his lucky stars he had the IT gig. Family legacy aside, his father hadn’t liked the hunting thing one bit. Zeke had barely known his cousin Lazarus and ghost-hunting Aunt Magdalene until he was a teenager. Hunting was the path his parents always fought to keep from him. Imagine their dismay when he ended up traveling it anyway.

Even so, they gave him the gig and a freelancer’s salary that got him by. Honestly, Zeke wondered if it was his father’s way of keeping him anchored, reminding him that a life was waiting for him. Lazarus found it annoying, but Zeke thought it was sweet. He never minded having a friendly force looking after him. He kind of enjoyed the feeling of being a regular guy with a regular job. It made all the ghosts and monsters and weird shit easier to bear.

He was just sending off the email when the diner’s door opened.

“You’re back early,” Zeke said over his shoulder. “Don’t tell me the garage is empty. Last time Nowhere went off-script, it freaked me the hell” . . . He looked up as Lazarus approached the booth with a woman trailing close behind . . . “out,” he managed to finish. Zeke glanced between the two of them. The woman’s wide eyes were wary but friendly. She gave him a hesitant smile, silently holding up a hand in an awkward greeting.

“Who is this?” Zeke asked.

Lazarus slid into the booth across from Zeke. The woman, who was most decidedly not a Nowhere person, tentatively sat down beside him.

“I found a job,” Laz said as if that explained anything.

Zeke pursed his lips, absentmindedly tapping his pen against the table. “A job.” This was weird. Sure, they often spent their time in Nowhere combing the surrounding towns for supernatural work and odd jobs but never had one fallen so directly into their laps.

“She’s a mage.”

“A sigil mage,” she quickly added, probably hoping to avoid Zeke forming the impression of her as a wielder of blood magic or something equally nasty. A sigil mage made sense, though; she had an energetic air about her with her bright eyes and rosy cheeks. All manner of colorful symbols adorned her pale arms, a few matching his own.

He smiled, dipping his head in a mock bow. “Ezekiel Morgan, at your service. Call me Zeke.”

After a fresh round of coffee, they laid it out for him. Eden did most of the talking, explaining her entry into town and the midnight call from her friend. Zeke watched Laz as she moved through the story. He was hesitant, eyes fixed on the Formica table, fingers clasped around his coffee mug. Zeke could see why. This job was far outside their realm of expertise, which mostly consisted of wandering around the country taking care of ghosts. Occasionally, they might put down a monster; as a rule, they rarely tangled with mages. Not without a lot of preparation and some good backup, at least.

“So let me get this straight,” Zeke said once Eden had finished. “You want us to take you to find your friend, and then what? I mean, you don’t even know who took her or if she’s still alive.”

“She’s alive,” Eden assured him, fingers going up to rest on the so-called connection sigil that faintly glowed beneath her T-shirt. “If that changes, the light will go out, and I’ll know. As to who took her, you’re right. I have no idea. But my guess is a hunter. Mab was always more liberal with her gifts.”

Lazarus crossed his arms and scowled. “If she’s been out there hurting people, then there’s nothing we can do.”

As much as Zeke hated looking this woman in the eye and telling her she was on her own, Laz was right. Even a sigil mage had the power to wreak havoc and rain destruction.

“No. Nothing like that.” Eden shook her head. “She just likes to give herself an edge. Mostly spelled credit cards, if we’re honest. Last night she said something about a deal. I’m worried she tried to screw someone over, maybe someone who knew hunters?”

Zeke chewed his lip, and Lazarus shrugged, unconvinced.

Sighing, she went on. “I know it’s a long shot. I can’t know what happened until I see her for myself. So let’s just call it an open contract. Except not actually a contract. And if it ends up being too much for you to handle or something you don’t want to do, we’ll just go our separate ways.”

Lazarus tapped his finger against his mug and kept stealing glances at the mage sitting beside him. But Zeke knew Laz would never have brought her here if some part of him didn’t want to take the job.

“Alright, we’ll do it,” Zeke decided, rapping his tattooed knuckles against the table like a gavel.

The mage’s eyes widened. “You will?” Stress seemed to melt from her shoulders, her relief palpable. “I promise to make it up to you. I was just telling your friend that I can do odd jobs for you. Coins, sigils, whatever you need.”

“We’re cousins,” Lazarus corrected, somewhat sullenly. He was always like this. He’d take himself to the grave to help someone, then fly off to the hills the moment they tried to say thank you.

Zeke rolled his eyes. “We’re friends sometimes too.” He glanced at his laptop. “I’ll just need an hour or so to finish up.”

“We can hit the road right after,” Lazarus offered.

“They won’t miss you at the garage?”

He shook his head. “They won’t notice I’m gone, trust me.”

“All right. I’ll go back to the motel and get my things,” Eden told them. She stood and walked through the diner to the door, calling back, “Thanks again!”

Once the door swung shut, Zeke turned back to Lazarus. “So, that was unexpected.”

“Yeah,” Laz said, staring out the window as the mage walked up the street to the motel. “I don’t think she knows about this place. It seems like she’s here by accident.”

“Or fate.”

Lazarus considered this and nodded. “Or that.”

Leaning in, Zeke lowered his voice. “What are you really thinking?” He hated how conspiratorial the conversation felt, but some things needed to be determined, and that needed to happen outside of the mage’s knowledge.

“You know the shades aren’t listening, right?”

“Oh, right.” Zeke sat back in his seat, allowing his voice to return to a reasonable volume. “So what do you think?”

Lazarus sighed. “I think hunters are a good assumption. I just worry that her friend isn’t as innocent as she thinks. No hunter is going to take her out for scamming people with spelled cash. It’s not worth the risk.”

“Agreed.” Zeke scratched at the stubble on his chin. “But there is the fact that she’s still alive. Why would a hunter hang onto a mage?”

“Maybe she killed them.”

“Then wouldn’t she call up Eden to let her know everything was fine?” Zeke countered. “There’s something weird going on. I mean, Eden seems pretty genuine, but there could be something her friend isn’t telling her.”

“You can probably count on that.” Lazarus stood. “Finish up here. I’m going to check on Hades.”
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Back at the motel, Eden let herself into the room, dropping her bag by the door.

Everything was moving so fast. This morning she had felt helpless, spinning out of control. Mab was in trouble, and though Eden knew she had to do something, the task was daunting. Impossible. But now, the pieces were fitting together. She had a direction. Two hunters had practically fallen into her lap, and, most importantly, Mab was still alive. Foolish as it felt, Eden was beginning to think there might be hope.

She went to the side table that held most of her worldly possessions: a change of clothes, toothbrush, tampons, and various sigils she’d drawn on old receipts and gum wrappers. Folding the clothes and toiletries into the bottom of her backpack, Eden carefully tucked the scrap papers into a woefully empty coin pouch. She’d have to draw some sigils on the road.

The pouch went into the bag, followed by the grimoire. Then Eden zipped the backpack and slung it over her shoulder before grabbing her purse from the floor. With one last look around the room to make sure she didn’t miss anything, Eden stepped out into the morning sun. She returned her key, then made her way down the street back to the mechanic’s garage.

Eden grabbed the duffel bag that held the rest of her life, mostly clothes and the books she couldn’t bear to leave behind. For months now, she had been on the road alone, flitting from one place to another, never stopping for longer than a day or two. These things were all she had left.

Eden returned to the diner to find the hunters. Lazarus was outside, his eyes glued to his phone. He leaned against an old truck that looked like it had rolled straight out of the eighties. Chocolate brown with cream accents, the truck appeared to be well cared for, even beneath a patina of dust and grime. A huge black dog with pointed ears sat in the bed amongst a toolbox and a heap of mismatched bags. When the dog looked her way, its eyes seemed to glint red.

“You have a dog?” Coming up beside Lazarus, Eden raised her hand so the animal could catch her scent. It took a whiff and then licked her hand, sitting down as she scratched behind its ears.

“His name is Hades,” Lazarus said without looking up from his screen.

Eden smiled. “God of the Underworld. It suits him. What is he, a German shepherd?”

“Something like that.” He turned and gave a brief smile that was interrupted when he noticed the bags hanging from her shoulders. Reaching out, Lazarus took the duffel off her arm. “These okay in the back?”

Nodding, she watched as he tucked her backpack between a waterproof duffel and the padlocked toolbox. Eden held on to her purse, with her phone and wallet tucked inside. If this went sideways, and she had to make a break for it, she’d have her spelled credit cards.

All settled, Lazarus returned to his phone, scrolling through what looked like a newsfeed. In the diner window, Eden could see Zeke hunched over his laptop, typing furiously. He was speaking into a headset worn over his jaw-length black curls, hands flying up from the keyboard to punctuate whatever he was saying. It looked like it’d be a few more minutes. At least.

Eden leaned against the truck beside Lazarus, suppressing a sigh and trying to ignore the constant pull emanating from her tattoo. At the realization that there would be no more petting, Hades whined and lay down in the bed. Eden wondered how they managed to travel with a dog, especially one so large. Maybe dogs could sniff out ghosts or something.

Honestly, Eden knew very little about hunters. Their existence had been in her periphery, but it was always in an abstract way. They were the monsters hiding under her bed, the boogeymen in the closet waiting for the perfect moment to attack.

Lazarus and Zeke didn’t strike her as particularly monstrous, but Eden knew it was better to play it safe. Like her new companions, she had several protective wards inked into her skin. Each mark could be ignited with just a touch of power. She also kept a few tricks tucked into her purse: a water-soluble sleep sigil and another that blinded the eyes. Eden was confident she could incapacitate the hunters long enough to take their truck and make a getaway if she had to. If there was one thing she was good at, it was disappearing.

At Lazarus’s heavy sigh, Eden looked over. He held his phone out in front of him, the screen now black with the accusatory low-battery symbol flashing in his face. Before he could slip it into the pocket of his jeans, she held out her hand.

“May I?”

With a wary look, the hunter passed her his phone. He kept his eyes on her as she reached into her bag and produced a tube of pink lipstick.

“I’ll clean it up, promise,” Eden told him with a grin that he failed to return. Inwardly shrugging, she quickly drew out an energizing sigil on the back of the phone. Then she took the phone in both hands and closed her eyes. Within herself, she found the well.

Plucking a strand of power, she sent it into the sigil, which gave a brief glow. The device buzzed in her hands, the start-up screen flaring to life. Eden grinned triumphantly, then dug in her bag for a disinfectant wipe, quickly clearing all traces of lipstick from Lazarus’s phone.

“There you go,” she said as she passed it over.

He turned it over in his hands, nodding his appreciation. “I’ve never seen that trick.”

“It’s just a modified energizing sigil,” Eden told him. She grabbed his arm and turned it over, pointing to the small symbol tattooed on his inner forearm. “See, not much different from this one.”

He withdrew his arm, quickly shoving his hands in his pockets. “Can it be used with a channeling coin?”

“Sure, but only use it on phones and things like that. Don’t use it for your car.” She grimaced. “Learned that one the hard way.” Not one of her best moments by a long shot. In a fit of desperation over a dead car battery, Eden had attempted the sigil. It worked, technically, but the draw on her power was too high. She’d woken up, hours later, on the side of the road.

“Noted.” He nodded. “It seems you’ve got a few tricks up your sleeve, mage.”

She flashed him a grin. “Sure do, hunter.”

“Let’s get this show on the road!” A cheerful voice cut in. They both looked up as Zeke came strolling out of the diner with a messenger bag, the headset still perched over his ears.

Eden was struck by how different the Morgans were. They shared the same dark hair and eyes—brooding and intense in Lazarus while boyish in Zeke—but the similarities ended there. Zeke was shorter than his cousin and lighter in build, bouncing around with abundant energy. In contrast, Lazarus seemed to lurk in a calculated fashion, moving like a predator on the hunt. He was the one she’d have to keep an eye on.

“Forgetting something?” Lazarus asked, pointing to his head.

Zeke felt for the headset and chuckled. He removed it and stuffed it into the bag, which he set in the truck’s bed with a heavy thunk. “Everyone ready?”

They piled into the truck, Lazarus climbing behind the wheel. Zeke hopped in ahead of Eden, sliding into the middle seat to wedge himself beside his cousin. She suspected he did it to keep her from feeling cornered, a gesture that she appreciated. In return, she scooted close to the window to offer him a bit more legroom.

Eden looked around. The interior was old but well-kept with little modification. On the dashboard sat several old paperbacks with yellowed pages. Eden craned her neck to peer at the spines, picking out a few American classics by Steinbeck and Twain.

The truck roared to life, then pulled out of the lot and onto the road heading out of Nowhere. As they passed the garage, Eden looked out the window. “What do you think they’ll do with my car?”

“I’ll fix it when we get back,” Lazarus replied.

Eden shot him a look, but he didn’t elaborate. It was a nice offer, but she fully expected her car to end up impounded or sitting in a junkyard somewhere. There was no way it would still be here when she came back. If she came back.

A few minutes later, the truck rolled past the same welcome sign Eden walked by on her way into town. It was strange to be going back the way she came, like all the ground she had covered in the last year suddenly meant nothing. At least this time she knew where she was going.

“So how accurate is your Mab compass?” Zeke asked. He was fiddling with the radio, trying to find a station that didn’t consist of static.

Eden thought about it. “We’ve never used it before. It’s supposed to get stronger the closer we are.”

“How can you tell?” He looked up from the radio dials and pointed. “Can you open the glove box?”

Opening the compartment, Eden saw a first aid kit, a phone charger, and a few dingy flip phones alongside several CD cases with missing labels.

“Just pick one,” Zeke told her, so she took the case on top and passed it over.

“It’s kind of hard to explain,” Eden went on. “There’s a pull, but not a physical one, just a gut feeling telling me to go east.”

“So we’re chasing after a gut feeling?” Lazarus muttered. He looked at home inside the truck, leaning back against the bench seat with one hand draped across the wheel. She got the feeling he spent a lot of time here.

“A magical gut feeling,” Eden quickly corrected.

“Uh-huh.”

Beside her, Zeke freed the CD from its case, revealing a blank disk with a track list written in sharpie. He popped it into the truck’s after-market player, a device whose installation Eden assumed Lazarus had nothing to do with. A few moments later, an old punk rock song flared from the speakers, and Zeke sat back happily.

“I can’t tell how far Mab is. Not yet.” Eden spoke over the music.

Giving his cousin a sharp look, Lazarus turned down the volume. “Look, I don’t mind carting you around to look for your friend, but I’m not going to stop doing the job. If I come across a haunt, I’m taking care of it.”

Eden furrowed her brows. “You do remember the part about it being urgent, right?”

He spared her a glance, and if he noticed her irritation, he failed to acknowledge it. “You don’t even know where she is or what happened to her. We’re playing a game of ‘hot or cold,’ and east is the only thing we have to go on. If I see a job, I’m taking care of it.”

“It’s a hunter thing,” Zeke piped in apologetically.

Eden scowled out the window, gritting her teeth around a protest. She tried to understand Lazarus’s position. He wasn’t a hunter for the hell of it; no one was a hunter for the hell of it. According to Mab, they all had reasons for getting into the business, most of them brooding and bleak. Maybe Lazarus had a personal vendetta against ghosts.

Either way, Eden didn’t see many options. The way she saw it, her path was forked. She could ride along with the Morgans, or she could strike out on her own. Lazarus was right. Eden had no idea what waited for her on the other side.

As she watched the desert glide by outside the window, Eden looked ahead at the horizon. If she had to go it alone, then so be it, but for now, the Morgans were her best bet.
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A few hours after hitting the road, Lazarus pulled into a roadside gas station to fuel up. So far, the trip was pleasant enough. Zeke’s whiny music filled the cab, and for once, Lazarus was grateful. Instead of arguing, the mage spent the drive staring sullenly out the window with her arms crossed. She might have sent him a few irritated glances, but that was nothing Lazarus couldn’t handle.

It wasn’t that he meant to bait her; he considered it a fair warning. Ignoring a haunt meant hoping another hunter would come along and take care of a job that Lazarus could do himself inside an afternoon. Not only was it stupidly inefficient, but people could get hurt. He didn’t expect a mage to understand that.

She seemed all right, but Lazarus still kept an eye on her, not an easy task while watching the road. Call him paranoid, but mages were too close to the things he hunted, barely treading the line between man and monster. They held a power that far exceeded anything else in the natural world. He’d never pursued one personally. His mom had some stories, most notably that of a blood mage who had taken complete control of a C-list celebrity.

Sigil mages were usually pretty safe. Many worked closely with hunters, providing written sigils and imbued weapons. The worst of them were usually just grifters, not practitioners of dark magic. But Lazarus couldn’t help imagining her turning on them, igniting some sort of sinister sigil, overpowering them with magic. He mentally willed Zeke to stay on guard, but his cousin just slouched in his seat playing air guitar.

Pulling to the pump, Lazarus filled the tank while Zeke and the mage climbed out and disappeared into the store. While he waited, Laz pet Hades, who sat placidly as always, in the truck’s bed.

“What do you think?” Lazarus asked as he scratched the dog behind his pointed black ears. “Can we trust her?” Hades stared at him, red eyes giving nothing away. Sighing, Lazarus patted him. “How about you keep me posted?”

When he finished, Lazarus walked across the empty lot to the store. He passed through the doors into a wash of fluorescent lights and bright colors, spotting Zeke and the mage combing through an extensive collection of candy bars. With a couple of cans of some putrid-looking energy drink tucked under his arm, Zeke snagged a handful of chocolate bars off the shelf. Behind him, the mage carried a bottle of Coke and a box of cheap donuts. She nodded enthusiastically at Zeke’s choice.

“Perfect,” Lazarus muttered to himself as he walked away. “There’s two of them.”

He strode to the spinning rack of sunglasses that sat beside the window. After grabbing a few at random, Lazarus joined Zeke and the mage at the checkout.

Back in the truck, Lazarus removed the tags and then passed the sunglasses to the mage. “Do you know what to do with these?”

“Of course,” she said brightly, “but I’ll need my kit unless you want another lipstick sigil. Don’t leave without me, huh?” She hopped back out of the truck and climbed into the bed, dodging the excited dog whose tail wagged a mile a minute.

“Told you she’d be useful,” Zeke said, his mouth full of potato chips.

Lazarus frowned, watching the mage in the rearview mirror. “I told you that.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound right.” Zeke shrugged, wiping crumbs off his stubbly chin.

Once she was back in the truck, Lazarus got them on the road. The mage pulled her brown hair into a tail before propping a heart-shaped coin purse on the dash. She withdrew a small engraving tool and carefully etched a tiny sigil onto both lenses of the sunglasses in her hand. Then she placed a finger on each sigil. Lazarus saw the glasses flashing a bright purple out of the corner of his eye before fading back to normal.

“You use a sight sigil to see spirits, right?” the mage asked. “The sunglasses are a great idea, but it’d work just as well if you let me paint it on your eyelids.”

Zeke shuddered, knocking Lazarus on the shoulder. “No offense, but I don’t want anything near my eyelids.”

“The glasses are handy for trapping the spirit, anyway,” Lazarus told her. “Can’t do that with your eyes.”

“True,” she admitted, already working on another set. “Just try not to let them get scratched up. Marking the sigil will break the magic.”

Taking a freshly imbued pair of glasses, Zeke traced a finger on the glowing lenses and whistled. “These would’ve cost us a fortune, you know.”

Lazarus nodded. “Thank you,” he said, hoping he sounded genuine. Even with Ignatius’s deals, imbued glasses cost a pretty penny. So did just about everything mage-spelled. It was one of the prices one paid to become a hunter, why so many of them lived out of their cars and scrambled to keep day jobs.

“It’s the least I can do, right?” the mage said. “And it keeps me busy. Just let me know if there’s anything else you need.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

A few hours later, they pulled into a rest stop. Turning down the radio, Lazarus took out his phone. Zeke and the mage left the truck to stretch their legs, stopping to pet Hades and give him some water before searching for a restroom in the store. Lazarus dialed Ignatius’s number, stepping out of the truck and walking a few yards into the desert.

“Hey, Laz.” Ignatius’s gravelly voice came through the speaker. “I was just gonna call you.”

“What’s going on?” Lazarus asked, though he had a feeling he already knew. There weren’t many things that’d make Ignatius pick up a phone.

“You still in California? I’ve got a job for you.”

Looking back to where his companions stood talking, Lazarus bit his inner cheek. He knew this would happen. It was a good thing he’d already warned the mage. “Just about to hit Arizona. What’ve you got?”

“Probable spirit walking a church. Graveyard out back, you know the drill. Should be quick and easy.”

“Where?”

“Lonesome End.”

Scoffing, Lazarus turned to face the desert. With his free hand, he swept back his hair. “That a town or a band?”

“You’re funny,” Ignatius retorted. “Are you in or what?”

After some hesitation, Lazarus said, “Yeah, we’re in. So long as it’s not too far out of the way.”

“Great. I’ll send you the address. Now, what were you callin’ about?”

He shifted the phone to his other ear. “We’ll be coming in, sometime tomorrow most likely, to resupply. We’ve got a mage with us.”

The earpiece emitted a low whistle. “What are the Morgans doing traveling with a mage?”

“It’s just a job.”

“Yeah, that sounds like the Lazarus I know. Should I expect problems?”

“No, I don’t think so. She’s just a woman with a friend in trouble.”

“All right. Call when you get into town.”

“Yep.” He hung up the phone and sighed. A few seconds later, it buzzed as Ignatius’s message came in. He plugged the address into his Maps app and plotted a route. It looked like Lonesome End was an almost two-hour detour. That’d eat up most of the day if the job were quick. That was a big if. He really didn’t want to go back to the truck and explain to the mage that they were already making a diversion.

Still, there was nothing to be gained in dawdling, just more time lost. Begrudgingly, Lazarus trudged back to the others to break the news.

“You’re joking, right?” the mage asked once Laz had finished talking. She turned to Zeke. “Tell me he’s joking.”

Zeke watched with an earnest expression, his hands buried sheepishly in the pockets of his jeans. The look he sent Lazarus was one of reluctant approval, but Zeke was apparently not saying that out loud. Coward.

“I told you this could happen,” Lazarus reminded her. He crossed his arms over his chest and tried not to let himself get heated. Why should Lazarus feel bad? He said he’d help her, but that didn’t mean he’d ignore his responsibilities, especially to go chasing after a gut feeling.

The mage huffed. “Yeah, I just thought you meant there was a chance you’d find a job, not that you’d go looking for one.”

“Hey,” he cut in. “I did not go looking for a job. All I did was call Ignatius about getting supplies.”

She waved her hand, chipped nails flashing. “Right. Ghosts just fall into your laps. How many haunted houses does this country even have, anyway?”

“More than you want to know,” Lazarus replied, even though he knew the question was rhetorical. “Look, the more time we spend here arguing, the longer the detour will take. Ignatius said it should be quick, and I believe him. We’ll be in and out and back on the road by dinner.”

“Ooh, dinner,” Zeke piped in, possibly to break the tension but more likely out of actual excitement. “I could go for a burger right about now.”

With a lingering glare, the mage strode back to the truck.

Suppressing an irritated growl, Lazarus followed. She may have been pissed at him already, but he didn’t care.

If anything, the feeling was mutual.
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The truck came to a stop in front of an old church with a rickety man standing out front. Afternoon had settled over the town of Lonesome End. The place was a lot like Nowhere—all crisscrossed streets and charming storefronts—if a bit shabbier. It was less the picture-perfect polaroid of classic Americana than something more lived-in and comfortable, a place that left Eden feeling strangely nostalgic.

The church itself sat on the town’s outskirts, tucked down the end of a long dirt road. A large, multi-storied affair, the building had a peaked roof with missing shingles and a bell tower sprouting from the back. They pulled into a parking lot with cracked pavement and faded lines. It was empty. If not for the man out front, Eden would have wondered if the place was abandoned.

A shiver ran down her spine as she climbed out of the truck. The place was unnervingly quiet, the air completely still. A church wasn’t supposed to feel so cold and unwelcoming. Somehow, even she knew that.Lazarus strode toward the man who waited beside the door. The pastor. He was a thin man, slightly hunched. His claw-like fingers grasped onto the rail of the church’s front step as if he were anchoring himself to holy ground.

“Should I wait here?” Eden whispered as Zeke climbed out behind her.

He shook his head, black hair swinging. “Nah, you don’t want to miss this.”

When they approached, the pastor braved a smile. “You must be the hunters,” he said in a grandfatherly voice that was both warm and surprisingly robust. He clasped his wrinkled hands together, and Eden couldn’t help but notice their nervous fidgeting. “I’m Pastor Jackson.”

“I’m Lazarus Morgan. This is Zeke. We—”

Watery eyes lighting up, Pastor Jackson held out his arms. “Ah. God has helped, and God will strengthen.” He looked at Zeke, and then up at Lazarus, his expression cryptic. “A prophet and a man raised from the dead. Fitting names for men who hunt spirits.”

Lazarus grunted dismissively, shifting his weight between his feet. “Family names.”

Pastor Jackson nodded, turning to Eden. “And you?”

“Oh.” She frowned. “I’m Eden. Just Eden. I’m a . . .” she trailed off, unsure of what to say. Just because this man believed in ghosts didn’t mean he knew everything about the world. She realized she had no idea of a hunter’s protocol. Surely they didn’t go around introducing people to the existence of monsters and magic.

Looking over, she caught Lazarus’s eye. He gave a firm shake of his head. “A friend,” she finished, hoping the pastor wouldn’t press further.

“Can you tell us what you saw?” Lazarus pressed, motioning for the preacher to start talking.

It had been going on for months, Pastor Jackson told them, and it was getting worse. The first signs were cold spots. Things went missing and were found where they had no business being: a stack of hymn books moved to the attic, funeral flowers taken to the basement.

“These events were easy to write off as coincidence or some unintended prank,” the pastor said gravely, “but then there were footsteps when no one was there to make them. I’d heard them myself on many occasions, but I always thought—” He stopped and sighed before going on. “I always thought I just heard things. And then the boy saw it.”

“What, exactly, did he see?” Zeke asked, motioning for the pastor to go on.

Eden wondered if this was a routine aspect of every job. The initial talks about being sure it was actually a ghost and not some prank, as Pastor Jackson said. There must be a process to weed out the wild stories from the real hauntings, but were they ever wrong? It seemed wildly inefficient to investigate every supernatural claim to come their way. What if the ghost in Lonesome End’s church didn’t exist? What if they wasted all this time for nothing?

Pastor Jackson hesitated, as if describing the spirit might summon it before them. “He saw a figure. An incomplete figure made from a shimmering blue light. An apparition. I and the others did not believe the story, not at first. I had thought we found the culprit behind our pranks in this child. But then, late one night, I saw it with my own eyes.”

“The apparition?” Lazarus asked, leaning forward with interest.

“It was a woman. I can tell you that much. Like the child described, she seemed incomplete. She was walking up the stairs, fading in and out of existence. If not for the boy, I’d have thought myself hallucinating. At first, that was what I thought. Surely it couldn’t have been a spirit. It was my lack of sleep coupled with the boy’s frightening story. Surely. And if it was a spirit, then what was I supposed to do but pray?”

“So what happened?” Zeke prodded.

“The boy kept to his story, and the local paper shared it as a hoax. The very next day, I received a call.”

“Ignatius Luna,” Lazarus concluded.

Pastor Jackson smiled. “A kind young man. He said he could send a couple of specialists my way to clean this right up, and here you are. My prayers are answered, and my congregation will be none the wiser.”

“Yeah, it sounds like you’ve got yourself a ghost.” Zeke thoughtfully rubbed his chin before turning to Lazarus. “What do you think, an ordinary spirit that managed to find its way through the veil?”

“Someone with close ties to the church,” Lazarus mused. “Ignatius said there was a graveyard.”

“It’s around the back,” Pastor Jackson offered, looking over his shoulder.

Lazarus nodded enthusiastically. “That’s good. Chances are your spirit is buried somewhere in there. It’s not fully corporeal, either, which means this will be quick. All we’ll need to do is draw it out and release it into the Good Night.”

The hunters went back to the truck to get their supplies, which consisted of several firearms, spelled sunglasses, and a couple of channeling coins. Hades escaped from the bed when Lazarus lowered the tailgate, running off into the desert. Neither of the Morgans seemed worried.

Pastor Jackson led Lazarus and Zeke up the front steps and into the church. Eden followed, coming through the main door into an airy, high-ceilinged lobby with a staircase against the far wall. She looked around. To their left was the arched entrance into the sanctuary, and on the right, a long hallway.

“I’ll take upstairs,” Lazarus said as he surveyed the lobby. “Zeke, check out the sanctuary?”

“On it.” Zeke walked off, heavy boots thudding against the polished floorboards, shotgun slung over his shoulder, the pastor trailing behind.

Eden decided to join Lazarus as he made for the second floor.

The stairs led up to a long hallway. There were no signs of ghosts, at least not that Eden could see. She followed as Lazarus stepped to the side of the hall and withdrew something from his pocket.

“What’s the plan?” she whispered, leaning close.

“You can talk normally.” He turned over a set of mirrored aviators in his hands, the same pair Eden had imbued in the truck. “Lesser spirits don’t fully interact with our world until you force them to.”

“What does that mean?” Eden asked, her voice still low despite Lazarus’s reassurance.

“It means she—the spirit—is going about the tasks she would have done in life. Hearing us talking as we walk down the hallway shouldn’t draw her attention.” He put the aviators over his eyes. Eden appraised him. It wasn’t a bad look highlighting his sharp cheekbones and sloping nose.

“Why would she do that?”

They started walking down the corridor, stopping to peer within an open doorway. Lazarus stepped inside, looking around a makeshift library with leatherbound tomes on metal shelves. A desk with an old computer sat beneath the window, the monitor covered by a note saying to speak to Pastor Ford for access.

“Because she doesn’t know she’s dead,” Lazarus replied. He backed out of the room, and Eden followed. “What do you know about the Good Night?”

She bit her lip. Sometimes Mab talked about the Good Night, usually as a curse or a warning. It was in the realm of death and spirits, things Eden avoided. She couldn’t explain it, but the thought always made her uneasy, like a bad dream she couldn’t quite remember.

“It’s like Purgatory, right?”

They entered another room, this one with a series of low tables and miniature chairs. A blackboard read Jesus loves me in a child’s handwriting. Eden walked over and grabbed a piece of chalk, drawing a smiley face on the board.

“It is Purgatory,” Lazarus said. “Souls go there to pass through into the afterlife. But not all of them move on. Usually, the ones that stay have unfinished business or traumatic deaths. Greater spirits fester within the Good Night, growing stronger and more aware, clawing at the veil until they slip through. They tend to come through at places of significance.” He surveyed the board and grinned, then he turned back to face Eden. “Maybe it’s where they died or somewhere they had strong ties to in life. Most of them are lesser spirits, though. Completely harmless and unaware of their departed state. They just slip through the cracks.”

“That’s kind of sad,” Eden murmured as they returned to the quiet hallway. The sun found its way through the long windows, marking the passage of the waning day. Her thoughts drifted toward Mab, out there somewhere, in trouble. The sooner they found this ghost, the sooner they could get back on the road.

Lazarus stalked down the hallway, taking in every inch through the lenses of his spelled sunglasses.

“And you think that’s what happened with this one?” Eden stopped to look over a bulletin board attached to the wall. Her eyes skimmed over event fliers for high school dances, youth groups, study sessions, and baptismal announcements.

“It makes the most sense. Moving objects is pretty tame stuff, so far as spirits go. The spirit probably thinks she’s helping. If I had to guess, I’d say she’s some old lady who couldn’t let go of this place.”

Eden glanced at Lazarus, who had come to stand beside her in front of the board. He was entirely at ease, with none of the broody tension that seemed to follow him around. If Eden didn’t know better—which, she supposed, she didn’t—she’d think he was having a good time. Like he spent his entire life waiting for these moments.

“If she’s not causing any harm, why not let her be?” Eden wondered. “Do you always get rid of a spirit even if they’re not hurting anyone?”

“She has caused harm, though,” Lazarus pointed out. “Just look at how spooked the pastor is. People don’t mesh well with ghosts. And the longer a spirit remains in our world, the more aware it becomes. With awareness comes strength, and eventually, you get a poltergeist. So yeah, we send them all back.”

“How do you do it?”

Lazarus looked down at her and smirked. “You’ll see soon enough. C’mon.” Then he turned and kept moving down the hall.

At the end of the corridor, a narrow staircase was tucked into a small alcove. At the top, Eden and Lazarus found a large attic, low-ceilinged with bare rafters and boxes packed in from one end to the other. Eden didn’t see anything unusual, so she turned to leave, but Lazarus stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“Wait,” he said in a low voice. “She’s here.”

Goosebumps pricked Eden’s bare arms. Without realizing it, she shrank back against him. Her arm brushed against Lazarus, and she jumped. “Where?”

At the end of the aisle, something shuddered, coalescing into a flowing blue form. Eden could barely make out a figure, a human shape buzzing and rolling as if composed of static. It drifted serenely down the narrow spaces between the stacks, more a force of nature than the remnants of a human soul.

Eden’s breath hitched, and she wondered if she’d ever seen anything so sad. So strangely beautiful. It was like looking at an alien, a creature from another dimension. The spirit looped down the path, floating through boxes and crates until it reached the end of the hallway.

Then, without warning, the static blinked and disappeared.
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The mage jumped.

Her hand shot out to grip Lazarus’s bare forearm tightly. The contact sent shivers down his spine, throwing him off balance. He looked down to see her eyes wide, lips paling in the cold. If she thought this was bad, he hoped she never had the misfortune of encountering a poltergeist.

Lazarus grabbed her hand and removed it from his arm. Then he calmly reached into his pocket and took out a channeling coin. He held the disk loosely in his hand, not yet ready to activate a sigil. As Zeke said, they were running low on coins, and every shred of power was crucial. The last thing he needed was to burn through the coin’s reserves too early.

The spirit reappeared across the attic, resuming her lazy drifting. He knew the mage would see her as static, viewing the soul with the naked eye. From behind Lazarus’s spelled lenses, the ghost held the form of a middle-aged woman, heavyset with her long hair in a braid. But the structure was partial. As Pastor Jackson said, she was a spirit in fragments, entire pieces wisping away and then struggling to reform. Capturing her would be easy. She hadn’t even noticed them.

Checking that his glasses were secure, Lazarus stepped in front of the mage and broke the silence with a low whistle.

The spirit looked sharply in their direction and then disappeared. Simultaneously, every bulb in the attic went out with a pop, showering them with glass. The mage yelped as the room darkened, the only light coming from the spirit that rematerialized in their path. In stuttering motions that dipped in and out of view, the ghost moved on them, one hand weakly reaching out as she swept down the aisle.

Lazarus held up an arm to make sure the mage stayed safely behind him. There was no way in hell he was letting her get anywhere near a spirit, even a minor one.

He took the channeling coin and pressed it onto the tattooed palm of his right hand. As soon he made contact, the sigil flared to life. A light emitted from his palm, a feeling of power traveling up his arm and into his core. The spirit flashed and reappeared directly in front of him, her ghostly hand reaching for his cheek.

Flinching, Lazarus dipped to the side, herding the mage back toward the stairs. He wanted to tell her to go downstairs, find Zeke, go somewhere safe, but there was little time for words. The spirit made another grab, her half-formed face painted in confusion, mouth working like she was trying to speak. Lazarus took an instinctive step back. Extended contact with a spirit, even a weak one, could be deadly. That was unless a hunter took proper measures, like the empowered sigil blazing on his palm.

He reached out and grabbed the ghost by the shoulder. The contact curled through her like ripples in a pond. A measure of awareness came over her as she looked down at Lazarus’s hand. He brought it up to her cheek, guiding her eyes into his own.

The ghost’s eyes watered as she caught sight of herself in the mirrored sunglasses. Then they went wide, her form briefly solidifying, and Lazarus knew he had her. As he watched, the spirit broke apart into wisps of light that rose to dance against his glasses, soaking into the lenses like the mage’s spell.

And, just like that, it was over.

Quickly, Lazarus removed the aviators and tucked them back into his pocket. The spirit would remain trapped within them until he set her free. With any luck, that wouldn’t take long. He turned, seeing the mage hovering behind him with a faint smile on her face.

“That was . . .” She paused, apparently at a loss for words. “That was amazing. You made it look so easy.”

Shrugging, Lazarus tried to brush it off. But he remembered the feeling of awe when he first witnessed his mother trap a spirit. He was just a child then. Now, the act was more of a routine, something he did because it needed doing.

“C’mon.” He ushered the mage down the stairs. “Let’s find Zeke so we can go down to the cemetery and give this woman some rest.”

They were halfway down the hall when a gunshot sounded from somewhere deep within the church.
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The further into the basement Zeke went, the colder the air became. Pastor Jackson followed him as he traversed the labyrinth of shelving units and storage crates that separated them from the stairs leading to the surface. Walking past the numerous alcoves and utility closets, he felt like he was inside the depths of an ancient catacomb.

An ancient, haunted catacomb.

Something lurked down here. Zeke crept through the basement, eyes traveling sweeping arcs as he looked for signs of the spirit. The deeper he went, the more apparent those signs became. His stomach tightened as he turned a corner and found a row of broken crates, splintered wood blanketing the cement floor. With a sinking feeling, Zeke slipped on his spelled sunglasses. The sight sigil flared to life, revealing dark stains that dripped down the walls, the shadowy remains of ectoplasm.

Stopping in his tracks, Zeke palmed the channeling coin in his jacket pocket. The church was haunted, all right, but it was a situation far worse than some old lady moving flowers.

He was dealing with a goddamn poltergeist.

Zeke turned to warn Pastor Jackson. They needed to get out of here to find Lazarus and regroup. Come up with a plan before the walls came down around them. Only, when he turned to face him, Pastor Jackson was no longer there.

Stomach flopping, Zeke stepped back around the corner and looked into the gloom.

“Pastor Jackson?” He spoke barely over a whisper, but his voice still seemed to echo through the dim basement. “Sir?” Nervously, Zeke adjusted his grip on the shotgun and decided to make for the stairs.

He was halfway there when a flash of movement caught his eye. Whirling, Zeke came face-to-face with the pastor, who barreled down the path toward him with something feral glinting in his eyes.

“Aw, hell.” Zeke scrambled to raise his shotgun, but before his finger could squeeze the trigger, the pastor crashed into him. The spirit passed through his body and out the other side. Zeke staggered back, the air robbed from his lungs, heart hammering against his ribcage. With a gasp, he managed to whip around and fire a shot before dropping to his knees.

The spray of rock salt sent Pastor Jackson dissipating with a shriek. It was a momentary relief, but Zeke didn’t have long before the ghost rematerialized. A few minutes tops.

Backing against the cold concrete wall, Zeke steadied his breathing and tried to get his shit together. Absurdly, he wondered who it was that had spoken to Ignatius. As far as he knew, ghosts couldn’t operate telephones.

He had barely caught his breath when Pastor Jackson reappeared before him, much sooner than Zeke expected. “Goddamn,” he muttered with growing annoyance. “Just get this over with.”

The spirit moved on him, and Zeke held up his inked palm to intercept. But the tattoo wasn’t glowing. Shit. He’d forgotten the channeling coin. Scrambling, he fired off a shot. And missed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Zeke fumbled into his pocket for the coin.

Pastor Jackson lashed out as Zeke attempted to press the coin into his palm. Icy fingers latched onto his bare wrist, and pain inched up his forearm. His hand refused to move, as if the muscles and tendons within had frozen solid.

“Gah!” Zeke cried out as the spirit wrenched his arm, the coin falling from his paralyzed hand and tumbling into the shadows.

This was bad. Each second of connection between Zeke and the spirit was an eternity, the stinging pain spreading up his arm to his shoulder as he collapsed back to his knees. Head swimming, his throat closed up and his muscles tightened. His mind was a raging storm. His soul bubbled to the surface. Zeke’s vision blurred until the only thing he could see were those glowing blue eyes peering down at him.

And in those eyes, there was something else.

A crash sounded as someone tore down the stairs and into the basement. Pastor Jackson hissed, releasing his grip on Zeke’s arm and winking from existence. Feeling flooded back to his body. He collapsed to the floor, gasping as his vision cleared and his soul settled back into place.

From the cold basement floor, Zeke saw Lazarus come out of the shadows with Eden trailing behind. Voice croaking, he tried to warn them, raising a finger to point as Pastor Jackson flickered back into place behind Eden.

She cried out as the spirit grabbed her by the shoulders. Lazarus whirled, quickly taking stock of the situation and then moving, glowing hand snapping out to reach Pastor Jackson. The spirit disappeared with a violent flicker, and the mage dropped to the floor.

The room exploded with light. Zeke squinted as a brilliant blue chased away the shadows. An otherworldly glow bathed every surface as if someone had ignited an entire galaxy in the basement. Stars covered the ceiling, ripples of red pulsing through them like a heartbeat. Everywhere he looked, Zeke saw blue and gray slashed through with painful flashes of crimson.

Lazarus looked around, eyes wide. “What the hell . . .”

“Look out!” Zeke called, spotting the spirit sweeping through the cosmic light. He pushed to his feet as the ghost of Pastor Jackson appeared before him, crooked fingers reaching.

Lazarus crossed the room in a few long strides. He grabbed Pastor Jackson by the throat with his glowing palm, wrenching him around to face Zeke. The spirit tried to dematerialize, shrieking when the sigil bound it on Lazarus’s palm.

Gripping the struggling spirit, Lazarus gritted his teeth and forced the ghost toward Zeke, who scrambled to get his feet under him. From his pocket, he withdrew the spelled sunglasses Eden had given him, quickly putting them on. Zeke leaned in as Lazarus wrenched the spirit bare inches from his face. Pastor Jackson looked into his eyes, pulled by the mirror. He wasn’t going down without a fight.

The spirit flailed, breaking apart with an ear-piercing shriek. Then he shattered, and the jagged pieces turned to smoke that poured into Zeke’s glasses with enough force to send him staggering. With a final scream, the last of Pastor Jackson disappeared.

The cloud of light flared brightly and then went out, casting the basement once more into darkness, the mage still unconscious on the dusty floor.
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It happened slowly, like rising through dark water.

The feeling of pressure eased, the water losing its grasp. Up and up, the empty void took shape as awareness sharpened. Then it was sudden, and Mab Fielding crested the waves, emerging from the depths of nothing.

The first thing she became aware of was the cold. It was the wet of the ground beneath her back, the chill in the air that entered her frozen lungs. There was also a cold inside her, a winter night filling her chest and settling around her heart.

Mab did not wake with a start. There was no desperate gasp for air, no hammering as her heart began to beat once more in her winter chest. She opened her eyes, sipped in a sigh, and gazed past a canopy of gray leaves into a black sky with far too many stars.

And she lay there on the cold ground, feeling numb and confused but also ambivalent. She wore a leather jacket and ripped jeans, the wet seeping into them and pooling against her skin. Mab knew she was freezing, but she couldn’t be bothered to care. She had a feeling it didn’t matter.

What did it matter being cold when you were pretty sure you were dead?

And as peaceful as that thought was, Mab climbed to her feet. She never was one for sitting around. Death wasn’t going to change that. She searched her pockets and found a few old receipts marked with Eden’s sigils, relics of a time gone by. Near the bottom, her fingers brushed a stray piece of gum in a foil wrapper. “Nice,” Mab said, peeling off the wrapper and popping the gum into her mouth.

She started walking.

Eventually—Mab couldn’t tell one way or another how long it had been—she came across a cobbled path snaking through the gray forest. It was narrow and dark, lit only by the blanket of strange stars. Squinting in both directions, she saw the path disappear into the darkness on both ends. She turned right because, well, it seemed right.

“When in doubt, always go right,” she said to herself, even though she was pretty sure that wasn’t true. It was catchy, though, and it made sense to her dead brain.

Popping her gum, Mab dug her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket and started walking. She wasn’t sure where she was going or even what she was supposed to be doing. There was no instruction manual for being dead. Though she was almost 100 percent sure this wasn’t heaven, it felt a bit tame for hell. Hell would make sense, though, wouldn’t it? She hadn’t been a bad person—not that bad, anyway, she could have been worse—but she could still see herself in hell. Maybe she always thought she’d end up here. Mages liked to dance on the line between good and evil, and it didn’t take much to fall into the dark side.

Blood magic tipped the scales.

After a time, or maybe an eternity, Mab spotted something ahead. A light in the darkness slowly moving up the path.

“Hey!” she shouted, her voice echoing despite the close press of trees. “Can someone please tell me what’s going on? If this is hell, what the fuck am I supposed to be doing?”

The light kept moving, slow and steady, like whoever held it hadn’t heard her. Rolling her eyes, Mab broke into a jog. “This is bullshit,” she panted. She knew for sure this was hell; where else would she be made to run in motorcycle boots?

Approaching the light, Mab slowed to a walk. “Hey, I’m trying to talk to you, asshole.” As the light came into focus, she thought she’d see someone carrying a flashlight or a lantern. She didn’t expect to see a goddamned ghost.

The ghost kept moving, floating down the path with its immaterial toes skimming the cobbles. Blank eyes fixed straight ahead, the spirit was utterly unaware, unblinking, unbreathing. Nothing. Mab waved her hand through its chest, hoping to get the thing’s attention. She shouted in its face and stopped on the path ahead, intending to make it veer around her, but the damn ghost just moved right through like she wasn’t there.

Frustrated, she looked to the sky and all those stars. If this was supposed to be hell, it was doing a shitty job of it.

Then it all clicked into place. All those stars. The spirit.

Not hell.

This was somewhere else.
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Eden opened her eyes to see Lazarus and Zeke kneeling over her. A fog of confusion shrouded her mind, her eyelids heavy. The last thing she remembered was following Lazarus in a panicked flight down the basement stairs. Zeke was down there facing off against a second spirit. Vaguely, Eden recalled seeing him point before the pain gripped her, a cold vise around her shoulder as the world went black.

“What happened?” She sat up, groaning as something inside her skull clenched.

Lazarus put a hand on her shoulder. It felt warm to the touch like his heat was seeping into her. “Easy,” he said. “Take a minute.”

Closing her eyes, Eden let her head tilt forward. Shreds of memory slipped through her mind, flashes in the black. A dark forest. A path. Mab? It was like she had seen something when the spirit touched her: a dream or a premonition.

What happened to her?

Taking Lazarus’s hand, Eden let him haul her to her feet. She took an unsteady step back, leaning on his arm for support.

“That was weird,” she said. Already, the headache was fading, and the tightness around her eyes had vanished. Her limbs, which felt sore and achy a moment ago, seemed strong as ever. If it weren’t for the lingering images, she might have wondered if the episode happened. “Passing out is normal, right?”

“There’s nothing normal about being touched by a ghost,” Zeke said. “And there was nothing normal about what just happened. Like . . . light everywhere.” He mimicked an explosion in his hands. “Holy shit.”

“Seriously?” She looked to Lazarus for an answer. “What does that mean?”

“I have no idea.” His face was tight and concerned. “I wonder if it was a reaction to your magic.”

“Try not to let it touch you next time,” Zeke added.

“Next time?” Eden retorted.

“If there is a next time,” Lazarus amended. “Wouldn’t want all that to happen again. Like I said, touching spirits is bad news.”

“Seriously. I’m still tingly.” Zeke shivered. “Now let’s get this asshole to the graveyard, huh? I’ll go grab a shovel.”

 

——

 

The graveyard was a small plot, surrounded by a wrought-iron fence in dire need of repair. Patchy brown grass was broken by mismatched headstones, some ancient and crumbling while others were painfully fresh. A simple cross decorated the pastor’s tombstone, and, at the bottom, there was a verse.

“For we walk by faith, not by sight,” Eden read as they stood around the grave. She didn’t know why, but the words made her sad. “How did he get like that?”

Beside her, Lazarus sucked in a breath. “For him to come back so strong . . . his death must have been violent. When he reached the Good Night, he couldn’t move on. I think Pastor Jackson—or what was left of him—knew he was dead.”

“He seemed so real,” Eden whispered. Unlike the spirit in the attic, the pastor’s form was complete. There was no static, no jarring movements, just an old man in need of assistance. From the very moment they arrived, they were speaking to a ghost. And none of them, not even Lazarus or Zeke, had known.

“Real enough to fool me,” Zeke muttered. Bitterness tainted his words, his tone heavy with history.

Lazarus grimaced, looking down at his cousin with what Eden thought was regret. “All of us were fooled. I think he’d been around for a long time.” He looked off into the afternoon sun. “You ready to start digging?”

While the Morgans dug up the grave, Eden sat on the ground outside the cemetery’s fence. Hades wandered over, back from wherever he’d been while they were inside the church. He huffed and dropped to the ground beside her, his front legs draped across her lap. Sitting there with her head leaned against the fence, Eden thought of Mab.

She would have killed Eden for getting into the truck with two strange men, especially men who were hunters. Four years of being careful, of trusting no one but each other, thrown out the window. Of course, that all went out the window with the fight. All Mab ever wanted was to find her sister. Florence had been missing for years, and Mab and Eden had never stopped searching. Eventually, Mab’s methods became too much for Eden to handle.

Regret sliced through her as Eden remembered the words they’d exchanged before they each walked away. Eden thought that was the end of their story, that she’d remain adrift, alone and on the run, forever. She believed the belonging she’d found was nothing more than a facade. Now, Mab was in trouble, and Eden knew, belonging or not, that she’d do anything to get her back.

Lazarus and Zeke worked fast, spurred on by the lingering threat that someone would catch them in the act, but the day was quickly passing. Afternoon was nudging into evening by the time they unearthed the coffin.

Despite her apprehension, curiosity got the best of her. Eden moved Hades aside and stood, venturing into the graveyard to stand beside Lazarus as Zeke pried open the coffin. She didn’t look inside. Instead, she watched Lazarus as he solemnly took the glasses holding the pastor’s spirit and held them above the open grave.

She was expecting another awful shriek when the pastor emerged. To hear Lazarus tell it, a ghost freeing itself from the Good Night was a horrid, arduous affair. It only made sense that Pastor Jackson would fight going back. Instead, something reminded her of a long sigh, the relief that came after exhaling a heavy burden. The spirit seeped from the lenses, an entity that was liquid and air and light. Lazily, it drifted over the grave and slowly descended within. Then, with a last whisper of power, the light went out, the ghost extinguished.

Without ceremony, Lazarus and Zeke set to work filling the hole.

“What about the other one?” Eden asked as they finished. It was starting to get dark, the sun chased west by the black of night. Almost a whole day was spent. The warmth of her connection signal was ever-present, a constant reminder that Mab was out there somewhere, waiting. Eden’s mind sought the tendrils of what she saw when the spirit touched her. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the images were more than just a dream.

“Now that Pastor Jackson is gone, there’s no real way of knowing who she was,” Zeke replied. He wiped his brow and tossed the shovel aside, accepting the bottle of water that Eden passed over. After a long drink, he continued, “We’ll have to shatter the mirror.”

“Shatter the mirror?”

Zeke flopped to the ground, resting his elbows on his knees. “There are two ways to release a spirit.” He held up a finger. “If you know who they are, you can dig up their corpse and show it to them, like we just did with the pastor. This shows the spirit that they have indeed passed from this earth and somehow found their way back. It makes them realize they’re dead.”

“Or, in Pastor Jackson’s case, forces them to accept that fact,” Lazarus added.

“Right,” Zeke said. “This jars them into motion, sending them past Purgatory and into Heaven or Hell, whichever place they belong. For better or worse, Pastor Jackson is where he’s meant to be.” He held up another finger. “But if you can’t identify the spirit or find the body, you have to shatter the mirror. Hunters don’t like this because it doesn’t really fix the problem. It releases the spirit, all right, but it doesn’t do anything but send them back to the Good Night. They don’t move forward; they just start over. And, one day, they could be some other hunter’s problem.”

Eden nodded slowly. “Digging up a corpse is a lot more work, but it means finishing the job. What if there’s no corpse? What if they were cremated, or”—she winced—“decomposed. Are they stuck in the Good Night forever?”

“Nah, a spirit can move on by itself given enough time.” Zeke heaved himself up and grabbed his shovel. “Some of them are just particularly stubborn.”

Lazarus took out the second pair of glasses and placed them on the ground, crushing them beneath his boot. There was a flash of light and then darkness. It was nothing like Father Jackson, the air heavy with the sense of unfinished business.

“She was a mild spirit, at least,” Lazarus said. “She might’ve slipped through the cracks the pastor left behind, maybe even by accident. With him gone, she could figure out how to move on.”

They walked back to the truck. Hades ran ahead, leaping into the bed as they approached. When Zeke opened the passenger door, Eden stepped in front of him. Wordlessly, she climbed into the middle seat, hoping to give Zeke some room to stretch out. If Lazarus had any doubts about sitting beside a mage, he kept them to himself, and Zeke seemed grateful for the legroom. He stretched out and sighed, not even bothering to mess with the radio.

Shortly later, the truck pulled out of Lonesome End and onto the deserted road, its passengers silent beneath a blanket of stars.



[image: ]



They spent the next day on the road. With every mile marker the truck passed, the tension lifted. After a strained evening in a cheap motel, Zeke was glad to see it. They’d hit up a fast-food joint last night, sitting quietly in the tiny booth. He tried not to notice how Eden fidgeted through dinner, biting her lip while staring pensively out the window at the highway lights beyond.

Zeke could imagine what she was thinking. It had been almost a full day, and they had barely gotten anywhere. Lazarus ignored that fact completely, behaving like he always did, which was terse and, frankly, a little boorish. All three of them went to bed exhausted and peeved.

But they hit the road early—stopping for donuts scarfed down with black coffee—and slowly, the tension bled away.

As they snaked their way through Arizona, the light from Eden’s tattoo grew brighter. They were on the right track, she decided, the call still urging her east. They had no idea how far the mark would take them, where it would lead. Lazarus peppered the mage with questions, trying to get a feel for Mab and her habits. Would they find her in some vampire’s lair or hunter’s cabin? She could’ve been locked up in a jail cell somewhere, for all they knew.

That was the worst part, Zeke decided. Not knowing what to expect at the end of the line. He would fight just about anything to save a life, but it sure would be nice to know what they were fighting.

Tired of the quiet, Zeke grabbed his CD book and flipped through it, selecting a nineties punk mix he’d burned last time he was home. Sliding it into the player, he cranked up the volume. It was late afternoon in the New Mexico desert, and the road stretched as far as the sky. They’d been in the truck since lunch, and he was starting to feel jumpy, bopping his head to the beat, boot tapping against the floor. When he spotted the turnoff ahead, he breathed a sigh of relief.

Lazarus slowed and made the turn.

Eden glanced up from that weird mage book she carried. “Where are you going?”

“We’re stopping for the night,” Lazarus said without glancing over.

“But it’s still early!” She pointed to the clock set into the dashboard. “If you need a break, I’m sure Zeke could—”

“Supply stop, remember?” Zeke cut in, relieved there was a reason to pull over. She may have been fine driving around the clock, he could only sit in a car for so many hours. “You wanted to make some proper sigils, right? And we’re out of channeling coins.”

“Okay,” she conceded. “Where are we headed?”

At that, Zeke grinned. “You’ll see.”

She huffed and held up the grimoire, open to a page with a spiky-looking sigil. “If you try anything, I’m pretty sure this will knock you out in two seconds flat.”

“Only pretty sure?” Lazarus commented dryly.

The mage shrugged. “I’ll keep reading.”

A few miles down the road, the truck rolled past a sign reading Nowhere, New Mexico. Eden straightened, closing the book on her lap.

“That looks just like .  .  .” she trailed off, her brows furrowing.

Zeke coughed to suppress a giggle and buried his face in the elbow of his jacket. He caught Eden staring at him, so he shrugged nonchalantly. On the other side of the bench seat, Lazarus rolled his eyes.

A few minutes later, they entered the town. It was eerily familiar in a way that always put Zeke slightly on edge. The grid of well-kept streets, the rows of tidy shops with campy names, the people who strolled the sidewalks. The truck passed a diner nearly identical to the one where they’d met yesterday morning. Down the road was the mechanic’s garage with the Strange Weather Motel sitting neatly across the street. Eden leaned over Zeke to peer out the window, her face screwed up in confusion.

“What the hell is going on?” She turned down the music. Fixing her gaze on Zeke, Eden narrowed her eyes. “You know something. What is it?”

“It’s Nowhere,” Zeke said, feigning ignorance.

“Yeah, I saw the sign. But—”

“Nowhere. Capital N,” Zeke cut her off. “It’s a . . .” He racked his mind for the simplest explanation, one that wouldn’t have her staring at him like he was a dumbass. “Lazarus, you do it. You always describe it better.”

When they stopped at a red light, Lazarus turned to Eden. “Nowhere is an in-between place—an anomaly. For whatever reason, the veil here is thin. What you see around you is the result of the Good Night seeping through.”

“This is the Good Night?” Eden looked out the window with wide eyes, as if seeing the world anew.

“No, it’s what happens when the Good Night mixes with our plane of existence,” Lazarus explained. “It’s like a reflection. Or theater. Everything you see here feels real, and it is, but it’s not of this earth.”

“Pretty cool, right?” Zeke nudged her with his elbow.

Eden gave a slow nod, still staring out the window with childlike wonder. “Yeah.”

The light changed, and Lazarus accelerated, taking them deeper into town. They passed a park, a restaurant, a hole-in-the-wall bookstore—just about every sort of shop one might expect in a classic small town. Nowhere was busy this time of day, shoppers moving in and out of stores, cars driving slowly and methodically like they were on a rail. It had taken a long time for Zeke to really understand the truth of this place and longer still for him to be anything other than creeped out by it. Now, he considered it a sort of carnival ride, or like Laz said, something akin to a play.

“So, it’s the same as the place in California?” Eden asked. “If we go to the garage, will my car be there?”

Zeke shook his head. “No, they’re all different places. It’s just that they’re the same. Or almost the same. Nowhere, California, is almost identical to Nowhere, New Mexico, because the veil is running the same script.”

“How many of them are there?”

“We figure there’s one in almost every state, two in some of the bigger ones, but sometimes new ones crop up,” Zeke said. “I hear there’s a few in Canada too, so there may be a Nowhere pretty much everywhere.”

“And they all look like this?”

“They all follow this blueprint,” Lazarus said, “but there are locational variations. Nowhere, Alaska, will have snow, but Nowhere, Hawaii, has palm trees.”

“What about the people?” Eden nodded out the window. “Do they know they’re living in the in-between?”

“They’re not people,” Lazarus replied, almost cheerfully. He was the happiest Zeke had seen him all day, though he didn’t know if it was because of the pit stop or the fact that he got to explain something. It really could have been either. “Nowhere is a reflection, remember? It’s how the Good Night thinks our world looks. What better way to perfect the illusion than to populate it?”

“So they’re spirits? But they seem so real!”

“Because they’re still in the Good Night . . . kinda. And none of them know it. I don’t think they’re aware at all. Every person we’ve ever met in Nowhere seems like they’re reading lines.”

“And it’s the same in each one,” Zeke added. “Remember the waitress at the diner in California? Her name was Jan. She’ll look different here, but she’ll act the same and her nametag will read Pam or Sam.”

“This is so weird.” Eden sat back in her seat. “I can’t even wrap my head around it. How did you guys even find this place?”

Reaching out, Zeke turned the music back up, but not too loudly. He was enjoying the questions. “It’s become a safe haven for hunters and for, well, anyone who knows how to find it, I guess. I don’t think anyone knows who first figured it all out. The place is hard as hell to find unless you’ve been there before. You have to sort of stumble into it.”

“Like I did.”

“Pretty lucky, right?”

Zeke was enjoying Eden’s awe, remembering how he felt the first time he’d entered Nowhere. Lazarus had taken him shortly after the incident. They’d stayed there for almost six months, ingratiating themselves into the script until Zeke started feeling like a Nowhere person himself. It was unnerving to live in a place where the same day played out over and over. He’d only stayed because Laz refused to leave, and Zeke didn’t feel right going off without him. They might have still been there if not for Ignatius calling with a job that no one else wanted.

It was that call that pushed them into action and set them on the path they’d followed for almost six years. Hunting and driving and hunting some more with quick trips home until Lazarus grew restless and burdened and it all started over again.

A few minutes later, they emerged on the other side of town. The buildings became sparser, the streets less well groomed. The shops gave way to picturesque neighborhoods that eventually became a wide swath of land marred by a single house in the distance.

“I thought we were getting supplies,” Eden said as they turned down a long dirt road heading toward the house.

“We are,” Lazarus said as they passed by a chain-link fence covered in No Trespassing signs and ominous warnings, with a few sigils to boot. “Welcome to Ignatius’s place.”
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A rundown farmhouse sat at the end of the gravel drive.

Eden could see straight away the house didn’t belong in Nowhere. The rest of the town—or towns, she supposed—were generic in that white picket fence sort of way: colorful storefronts, bright signs, cloying Americana. Ignatius’s house was halfway derelict, faded gray paint, entire patches of shingles missing. A detached shop across the dirt yard boasted several rusty, broken-down vehicles with missing tires and dirty windows. She could see a classic Winnebago tucked around the back.

The truck pulled up to the house and shuddered to a halt. Both Eden and Zeke practically leaped out. Even Lazarus seemed relieved to be free of the vehicle, stopping to roll his shoulders and neck with a pop. Eden looked up to see a shadow hovering behind the front window. A moment later, the door swung open. A lean man stepped onto the porch, crossing his brown arms over a frayed T-shirt.

“You staying or just passin’ through?” Ignatius asked in a gravelly voice that made him sound older, even though he looked roughly the same age as Lazarus. He had close-cropped black hair and a stern expression, his dark eyes sweeping the yard as if searching for every detail.

“Staying,” Lazarus called as he circled to the rear of the truck. He pulled down the tailgate and dodged Hades as the dog bounded off across the yard. Lazarus climbed into the bed to sort through the bags, tossing a beat-up duffel at Zeke, who caught it with a huff. He passed Eden her backpack before retrieving his own and climbing back down.

Ignatius still stood on the porch with his arms crossed. “This the mage?” He nodded at Eden, who bit her tongue. Apparently, Lazarus had warned him. She tried not to feel offended. Mages and hunters sometimes worked together, but most still retained a healthy dose of suspicion.

“She’s a friend,” Lazarus said without hesitation. Eden glanced his way, flashing an appreciative smile that he played off with a shrug.

“All right.” Ignatius nodded, plainly satisfied. “I’ll put dinner on.” With that, he disappeared back into the house, leaving the others to follow.

Zeke sidled up alongside Eden and threw a friendly arm around her shoulder. “Don’t mind him. Living in a town with a bunch of spirits doesn’t do much for his social skills.”

“I’m starting to think that’s just a hunter thing.”

Laughing, Zeke glanced over his shoulder at Lazarus. “Yeah, you’re probably right on that one.”

The front door opened into a living room with dull floorboards and faded floral wallpaper. There was a hallway to the right and a staircase straight ahead. Against the stairs stood an old piano that would look right at home in an old west saloon, complete with a half-drained bottle of whiskey sitting on the keys. Lazarus walked in like he owned the place, dropping his bag at the bottom of the stairs before moving deeper into the house. Eden left her backpack and then followed Zeke down the short hall hung with paintings straight from a Bob Ross special.

They emerged into a cramped kitchen attached to a small dining room. The appliances were left over from the eighties, all blocky and faded yellow. The round table was covered in dings and scuffs like it had been taken out of a bar. As they came in, Ignatius placed four beer bottles on the table and motioned for them to sit.

The house was almost cozy, if a bit tattered at the edges. There was a comfortable clutter to the place, the way a grandmother might decorate. Teacups sat on a narrow shelf above the counter, lace curtains lay over the windows, and an extensive spoon collection hung in a display case above the table. She wondered if this was Ignatius’s choice of decor or if he’d simply moved into the house and left it. From the little she knew of the man, she honestly couldn’t say.

After a quick round of introductions the boys settled in to talk. Content to sip her beer and listen, Eden sat back as Lazarus went over what happened in the church yesterday. When he got to the part about their encounter with Pastor Jackson in the basement, Eden stiffened, idly picking at the label of her bottle as Lazarus and Zeke described the scene.

She still couldn’t shake the feeling that what she experienced was some sort of warning. It had to mean something; only Eden couldn’t figure out what. Now was as good a time as any to tell Lazarus and Zeke what happened and maybe get some answers. But what if it went wrong? They could refuse to move forward or become suspicious, asking questions about her magic that she didn’t have answers for. Maybe they would tell her it was just some fucked-up dream.

Maybe they would be right.

“That’s some shit, man,” Ignatius was saying. “Whoever I talked to, this pastor of yours wasn’t him. I don’t think he had any idea two spirits were haunting the joint either.”

Zeke took a swig of beer and then set the bottle down, tapping the glass with his fingertips. “Isn’t it illegal for pastors to lie?”

“Illegal?” Lazarus repeated with a hint of amusement in his tone. “No. Definitely not.”

Eden leaned forward conspiratorially. “I bet it doesn’t matter anyway, considering he was dead. Ghosts don’t have to follow the law, right?”

“Technically, their very existence breaks the laws of Purgatory,” Ignatius mused.

Zeke furrowed his brows. “Yeah, that’s a good point.”

Soon, talk moved on to the goings-on of the wider world. Ignatius retreated to the kitchen, forming burger patties and chopping vegetables as he spoke. Eden’s stomach growled at the thought of a home-cooked meal. It had been ages since she had anything that couldn’t be grabbed from a gas station or drive-thru.

As he worked, Ignatius told Lazarus about some hunters they knew and the jobs they’d done recently, including putting down a banshee that had been terrorizing a summer camp in Minnesota.

“There’s been some talk of omens up north.” Ignatius drained his beer, setting it down on the counter with a thud. He took the tray of patties and stepped outside, leaving the side door open while he prepped the grill. Returning a few moments later, he continued, “Dead cattle, mostly. Weird symbols. I think it’s just talk. Might be someone needs to go take care of a werewolf or shifter.”

Her eyes flicked to Lazarus, who sat thoughtlessly rubbing at the stubble that dusted his jaw. Eden was worried he’d volunteer. That seemed like the sort of thing he would do. And, in a general sense, she appreciated that. If monsters and spirits were such a problem, she was glad people like Lazarus could keep them in check. But right now, Mab was in trouble, and Eden knew for sure that she lay to the east, not the north. Another detour was not an option. She’d have no choice but to set out on her own.

As if hearing her thoughts, Lazarus looked up, his dark brow arching. Then he turned to Ignatius in the kitchen. “Call up Wiseman’s group. They’re capable.”

“And good against things with claws!” Zeke added. “They took down that pack of shifters last year, remember?”

Ignatius tossed his beer bottle in the trash. “I’ll give them a ring. Now, you said something about supplies? Why don’t we get that sorted? Zeke, watch the grill.”

Standing, Lazarus motioned for Eden to follow. They went out the back door and emerged into the yard. Through the darkness, she could see they were headed toward a long, blocky building a few dozen yards or so from the house.

They waited while Ignatius opened the padlock and completed the ward painted onto the door. It was an intricate warning sigil. If Eden had to guess, she’d say Ignatius had an accompanying sigil somewhere on his person, probably inked into his skin. It would work a lot like her connection mark, except his would flash a warning whenever this door was opened without the ward being correctly disarmed. Mab had a similar one tied to her motorcycle.

 Ignatius opened the heavy door and stepped back to let Lazarus and Eden pass into the trailer. They shuffled inside, and the door creaked closed, entombing them in the darkness.

Eden sucked in a shallow breath, moving to put space between herself and the hunters. It took everything she had not to power up every sigil inked into her body. What if this was all some elaborate trap? She was starting to trust Lazarus and Zeke, but what if she was wrong? Silently Eden sent power through the sleep sigil on her fingertip, ready to incapacitate both men so she could make a break for it and flee.

Then the lights flicked on.

Lazarus was staring at her, his eyes running from her face down to the lit-up tattoo on her finger. Quickly, she extinguished the sigil, though she was sure he had seen it. She looked back up, expecting to see his disapproval. Instead, something strange lay there, a sort of sadness behind his eyes, his mouth tight with resignation. He glanced away as Ignatius brushed past, completely unaware of what had happened.

Keeping some distance from the others, Eden paused to take in the room. The trailer had been remodeled into an open space, neat and orderly but full of a maddening array of objects. Glass cases lined one wall. Weapons sat inside, firearms mostly, and an assortment of spelled daggers with sigils carved into their blades. Eden walked the line, running her eyes over roughly bound tomes with yellowed pages, old grimoires written by all sorts of mages. She spotted quite a few on sigil magic but was unsurprised to see other types added to the mix. When her eyes fell on a dark book with the symbol of blood mages, she shuddered and moved away.

Against the opposite wall was a row of pre-fab shelving units. There were sunglasses like the ones Eden spelled along with hand mirrors and compacts and shards of reflective glass. More than a dozen glass jars filled to the brim with old coins sat above a sigil mage’s dream in the form of inkwells and etching tools.

It was an impressive collection, one that could not have been easy to come by. The whole place was like a hunter’s general store, a one-stop shop, and a roadhouse to boot.

“Not bad,” Eden commented as she leafed through a pocket-sized notebook with heavy paper.

Lazarus snorted. “Beats lipstick?”

“I mean, whatever works,” Ignatius said. “It’s why we hold magic in coins, right?” He turned to Lazarus, who’d come to a stop beside one of the glass cases. “The usual?”

“Plus some silver bullets and a spelled blade. Zeke lost the last one.” Lazarus jerked his head in Eden’s direction. “And whatever she needs.”

“Well, I’d best get shopping.”

Eden ignored the inkwells and quills and instead picked up a felt pen with refillable ink cartridges. A sigil could be written with anything on anything, a line in the dirt or eyeliner on a mirror. Still, smooth lines meant less chance the symbols would fail or deteriorate. On the other side of the trailer, Ignatius produced a box of bullets while Lazarus picked out a dagger.

“How many coins?” Ignatius asked, motioning to one of the jars filled with pennies and dimes.

“Hey, can you do channeling coins?” Lazarus asked over his shoulder.

Making coins was tedious work, but it was just the sort of thing to take Eden’s mind off Mab. Plus, she had promised to repay Lazarus any way she could. This would go a long way toward getting on his good side. She waved a hand. “Yeah, I’ll take care of it.”

“Give me a handful to keep us going until she can spell up some more.”

“Must be nice to have a mage aboard.” Ignatius huffed good-humoredly. “You’ll run me out of business.”

Eden didn’t know any other mages, but Mab claimed most charged a fortune for their services. Looking around at all the magical items in the room, she supposed Ignatius was extremely wealthy or good at getting a deal.

“I can spell a few things if you want,” Eden offered. “As long as I know the sigil, I don’t mind.”

Ignatius gave a lazy half-grin. “You know, I was hoping you’d say that.”

He brought over a shattered mirror, and Eden set to work imbuing the shards with a sight sigil. Taking a careful hold of each fragment, she etched the symbol before summoning a bead of power to activate the magic.

Lazarus stood off to the side while she worked, but Eden could feel him watching her. “It’s kind of funny how closely our people work.” At his confused look, she elaborated. “Mages and hunters. I never really realized.”

He shrugged, crossing the trailer to stand beside her. “I think we need you more than you need us.” Picking up a shard, Lazarus turned it over in his hands, looking into the glass. His expression was blank, completely unreadable, but a heaviness settled in his eyes.

“Yes, well, I suppose if hunters didn’t exorcise spirits, then mages would have to do it. So really, you’re saving us time.”

He laughed a hesitant chuckle. “Someone has to do the job.”

“Can’t leave those pesky ghosts out there with free rein to do whatever they want.” She set the shard aside and picked up another, carefully adding the sigil on one corner. “Not to mention vampires and werewolves and gorgons.”

“Or ghouls, demons, and vasolc.”

Eden knitted her brows. “Don’t think I’ve heard of that one.”

Across the room, Ignatius looked up from the crate he loaded with supplies. “Soul-suckers,” he called. “The only way to kill them is a spelled dagger to the brain.” He held up the dagger Lazarus had picked out before pointedly tucking it into the crate.

Before Eden could shoot him the glare building behind her eyes, Lazarus held up his hands in mock defense. “We’re not hunting one, but it never hurts to be safe.”

The sigils tattooed down Eden’s arms could attest to that. Over the past few years, she’d had many symbols inked into her skin, some she’d yet to use. She liked that they were there. It was comforting.

And maybe that was how they were the same, she and Lazarus. Eden was never the type to run headlong into danger, even when it was the right thing to do. If she had to make a stand, she preferred to do it with a measure of caution. She’d always been quick to light up her protective sigils, a fact that had Mab continually rolling her eyes.

“I’m sorry.” Lazarus’s deep voice broke through her thoughts. “For the church, I mean.” He paused, looking at the ground, his shell so clearly cracking. “I know if Zeke were in trouble, nothing would stop me from helping him.” He looked up, cautiously meeting her eyes. “I hope your friend is okay.”

Unconsciously, Eden’s hand reached up to rest against her chest. The tattoo pulsed beneath her fingers, and she could feel its warmth through her shirt. Every moment since Mab called, she could feel it there, buzzing over her heart. But she’d barely noticed it all afternoon. That worried her. If she could get used to this constant, horrible reminder, what if she got used to Mab being gone? What if she could move on without really meaning to?

“I hope so too.” She crossed her arms and thought of the vision. “Mab is alive. I just have to hold onto that.”

 

——

 

Ten minutes later, they left the trailer with a crate full of supplies. As Ignatius locked up behind them, Eden and Lazarus started walking through the dark back to the house.

Halfway there, a rustling noise drew Eden’s attention. Hades, she figured. He seemed to be fond of running off. She scanned the shadows for the big black dog, wondering what he’d been getting up to. When she heard a set of paws padding through the shrubs, she turned to greet him.

A wolf, jet black with red eyes, loped out of the darkness and into the light of the back porch. The thing was huge, bigger than any wolf had a right to be. Eden glanced nervously for Lazarus as the creature stalked closer. Was it a werewolf? A shifter? She knew Lazarus had a pistol in the shoulder holster beneath his flannel shirt, but he hadn’t drawn it, hadn’t done anything but cock his head to the side. Why wasn’t he doing anything?

Hot breath warmed her face, and the wolf stopped before her. Eden stood still as stone as it lowered its head and erupted into a cloud of black smoke. Surprised, she jumped back, thudding against Lazarus’s chest. He reached out with one hand to grab her arm. “You all right?”

The cloud swirled, roiling as it coalesced into a familiar shape. A moment later, a black German shepherd sat smiling before her.

“Hades?” She looked to Lazarus, hoping for some explanation. For some proof she wasn’t seeing things.

He frowned at her until realization dawned on his face. “Oh, the smoke? He’s a hellhound. I thought I mentioned that.”

“You didn’t!” Eden protested. How was that even possible? She’d known hellhounds existed in the same sense that she knew demons were real. But she’d never seen one, never even heard of one on this plane. Shouldn’t Hades be, well, in hell? “How did you get a hellhound?”

“We didn’t get a hellhound.” Lazarus put down the crate and bent to one knee, scratching behind the dog’s ears. “He just showed up one day and wouldn’t leave.”

“And you didn’t think that was weird? That a hellhound would just show up? Isn’t that like a bad omen or something? Most people would be a little disturbed, Lazarus.”

Behind them, Ignatius cut in, “Lazarus is around too much weird to tell the difference.” To Hades, he said, “Hey pal. You ready for the hunt?” The dog whined and followed Ignatius back into the house.

Lazarus leaned down and spoke in a low voice. “I guess I should probably tell you that Ig is a shifter. Coyote.”

Shaking her head, Eden said, “You know, I’m not all that surprised about that one. Anything else I should know about? Is 

Zeke secretly a vampire? Do you turn into a wolf under the full moon?”

Lazarus laughed. “No, I’m afraid we’re perfectly ordinary.”

“You and your cousin hunt ghosts for a living. Ordinary is not the word I’d use.”

Back inside, Zeke had finished dinner and set the table. He spewed out dumb jokes, and Lazarus and Ignatius swapped hunting stories that she was sure had been told a dozen times over. But they were new to her. She listened in fascination, drinking a beer and then another until her head buzzed like the tattoo she no longer noticed.

Eventually, she and Zeke moved into the parlor, sitting side by side on the piano bench, playing a duet that mostly consisted of smashing the keys at random. At the same time, Zeke belted out old country songs. Lazarus and Ignatius remained at the dining room table for a long while. The stories melted into words of a lowered tone. Eden stole glances down the hall, catching glimpses of Lazarus’s tight frown and tense shoulders. She wondered if he ever truly relaxed.

Later, after Zeke had passed out on the floor, Lazarus and Ignatius finally got up. Eden had been reclined on the couch, flipping her phone over in her hands and staring at the ceiling. She sat up as Lazarus entered and made a feeble attempt at suppressing a yawn.

Stepping over Zeke, Lazarus grabbed her backpack and led her up the stairs to the guest room. It was small but cozy, with a twin bed under the window and an attached bathroom. Honestly, it was an improvement over the motels she tended to frequent.

“Hey.” Lazarus passed Eden her bag and then nervously raked a hand through his dark hair. “I spoke to Ignatius. He’s . . .” He hesitated, shifting his weight between his feet. “He’s got something I need to check out.”

Her first thought was to protest. They had already lost a day on the last job, and now he wanted to do another? Eden was about to let out a snappy retort, but first she had a thought, an idea involving spirits and visions.

“Is it another ghost?”

“Yes.” Lazarus eyed her warily. “It’s along our route, barely out of the way. Someone’s dead, and more will follow if I don’t—”

“All right,” Eden replied. “If it’ll be quick.”

He stood there for a moment, looking down at her, unsure of what to say. She supposed he had been bracing himself for the snappy retort. “Okay,” he said, sounding somewhat relieved.

Eden wished him good night and retreated into her room. The truth was the thought of another delay was distressing. Time was of the essence, and she didn’t know how much Mab had left. But the vision still nagged at her. Eden had seen something when she touched that ghost, and she was willing to bet she could make it happen again.
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Lazarus fully expected to find the mage had slipped away in the night.

When he passed by her room the next morning, the door was ajar, and the bed was freshly made. Lazarus figured that she must have walked into town to hitch a ride or grab a car from one of the Nowhere people. Hell, he wouldn’t have been shocked to discover she’d stolen his truck, not after what he told her last night.

Instead, he found her sitting downstairs having coffee with Ignatius. In the parlor, Zeke still sprawled on the floor, fully dressed and drooling out the side of his mouth. Hades had curled up alongside him, his form changed to that of a fluffy black Pomeranian.

Lazarus would never say it out loud, and he could barely admit it to himself, but he was glad she stuck around. Relieved, even. Whatever she might think, he really did want to help. When Ignatius had pulled him aside after dinner to bring up this job a few towns over, he tried to ignore the call. Someone else could take care of the haunt—Ignatius even said he could try to track down another hunter—but all evening it nagged at him. He couldn’t leave it behind, not when they were so close.

After pouring himself a cup of coffee, Lazarus spoke briefly with Ignatius. The shifter had been out all night with Hades, hunting apparently, but he didn’t look tired. If anything, Ig seemed more energized than ever.

“Have you two eaten yet?” Lazarus finished his coffee and placed the mug in the sink. Both shook their heads. “Let’s go into town. I’m buying.”

It was his way of, hopefully, smoothing things over with the mage. He didn’t regret accepting the job, but he was sorry for derailing the trip. Again.

To his relief, she nodded. “Breakfast sounds good.”

Lips pulled into a grin, Lazarus yelled over his shoulder, “Zeke, wake up!”

A muffled groan answered and then a yelp as Hades launched himself up and into the kitchen, slipping back into his preferred form. Zeke followed, eyes red and black hair in knots, a smear of dried drool escaping from the corner of his mouth.

“Someone said breakfast?” He slumped at the table, his head cradled in his palms. “Just let me .  .  .” A soft snore followed.

With an amused smirk, Ignatius wandered back into the kitchen. “I’ll put more coffee on.”

 

——

 

Thirty minutes and a pot of coffee later, they managed to get Zeke on two feet and out the door. Lazarus parked the truck beside Ignatius’s Chevy Nova, both vehicles standing out like a pair of sore thumbs among Nowhere’s nondescript sedans.

Inside, the diner was mostly empty. It was early, and the Nowhere people were still waiting in the wings for their parts of the script to begin. The ones that were around sat quietly, drinking coffee and peering over crisp newspapers. It was only when he looked closely that Lazarus noticed they never turned the page.

Zeke led them to his favorite booth, and they all piled in.

The waitress, Pam, took their orders and soon filled the table with steaming dishes. Zeke had his usual stack of pancakes and sugary coffee while Lazarus settled on an egg and bacon sandwich. Ignatius dug through a mound of biscuits and gravy with fat sausage links on the side. After some deliberation, the mage joined Zeke on the pancake team, the both of them drizzling far too much maple syrup over their plates.

When they were finished, Lazarus paid with a fake card he used exclusively in Nowhere. Bought off Ignatius a few years back, the card was just a piece of plastic spelled by a mage. He didn’t feel right having it, but spirits didn’t know the difference, and he wasn’t about to throw away real money on what amounted to an illusion from the Good Night.

Back in the parking lot, they traded brief goodbyes. Nowhere was beginning to wake, and Lazarus itched to get moving. He knew the mage would feel similarly.

They were out of town by mid-morning. The silence was marred by the sound of the road alongside Zeke’s mix pouring from the radio. Guitar solos and whiny vocals blared louder than Lazarus would prefer, but he ignored it. Better to have the silence eaten up by music than it hanging over them, cloying and pervasive.

The day passed in a blur of road, and they stopped only to gas up the truck and hit the drive-thru of a fast-food joint. By afternoon they pulled into town. Passing through, Lazarus followed Ignatius’s directions back into the desert.

The haunting was an abandoned drive-in, tucked away in the middle of nowhere. Apparently, the place was a source of local legend, some tale involving an ax murderer and a bunch of teenagers, real horror movie stuff. For years, it was just a quirky myth, and according to Ignatius, teens would trek out to park in front of the old theater screen.

But a few weeks ago, the stories changed, local chatter speaking of the screen lighting up even after all these years, playing a scene from an old b-movie. It was pretty innocuous as far as spirits went, and Lazarus had a theory the culprit was one of the teenagers killed in the initial attack. He had Zeke researching on his phone on the drive over, finding the victims’ names and where they were buried. Luckily, all three were laid to rest in the town’s cemetery.

Lazarus pulled into the dirt parking lot. He released the wheel, then sighed and rolled his shoulders. Zeke was already cranking the door open to shamble out of the cab and into the desert. In the bed, Hades collapsed into a puff of smoke. He drifted into the air, riding the breeze.

“That’s so weird,” Eden said. She turned to gaze into the afternoon sky, small hand shielding her eyes against the sun.

“That’s Hades for you.” Lazarus closed the door behind him, pacing a few yards to stretch his legs. “He smokes off like that all the time, but somehow he always manages to find his way home.”

“Just something you deal with when your dog is a hellhound?”

“He’s like Lazarus,” Zeke piped in. “He does what he wants.”

Lazarus turned, brow raised. “Thanks.”

Unperturbed, Zeke surveyed the desert. “I’m gonna go check out the place, see if I can turn anything up.”

With a nod, Lazarus unlatched the tailgate and stepped up into the bed. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the mage linger, watching Zeke walk off toward the movie screen.

Lazarus picked his way over the backpacks and duffle bags and knelt before the toolbox that housed his ghost-hunting supplies.

The mage kicked her sneakers around in the dirt, then sighed, hopping up to sit on the open tailgate behind him. Lazarus ignored her, disarming the toolbox’s magical alarm before unlocking the padlock. Out of habit, he worked quickly, producing two shotguns and a handful of salt-loaded shells. Near the bottom of the toolbox, Lazarus found an old coffee tin half full of channeling coins. He took out a handful and stuffed them in the pocket of his jeans.

When he was finished, Lazarus turned to see the mage staring into the distance, idly swinging her feet as she sat on the tailgate. He stayed still, watching her watch the sky. Her hands loosely gripped the tailgate, fingers tapping out some unreadable rhythm.

Lazarus was no stranger to guilt. Usually, the hunt held it at bay, keeping his mind busy. If he could keep working, keep moving, and keep doing good in the world, maybe he’d be okay. It was when he stopped that the guilt came crashing in, always ready to remind Lazarus that he wasn’t supposed to be here. But he was here, on the hunt. His mind should be free, focused only on finding the spirit and bringing it to rest. The guilt was still there. Hell, it might’ve been stronger than ever.

“Are you thinking about your friend?” he asked, despite himself. Getting involved was the last thing Lazarus wanted to do, but maybe if he could explain himself, she’d understand.

The mage glanced over her shoulder. “I was watching Hades.” She indicated the wisp of black that streaked across the blue. “But yeah, Mab is never far from my mind.”

Lazarus grabbed a pair of sunglasses, then stood. The truck shifted beneath him as he climbed back to sit beside her on the tailgate. “We’ll be back on the road soon.”

“I know.” She brought her hand to the mark beneath her shirt. He’d seen her do it often, resting her fingers against her collarbone like it was the only thing that gave her comfort. It made something twinge inside him, a feeling he couldn’t pinpoint.

“She’s still alive. That’s got to be a good sign, right?” The mage turned to him, hazel eyes bright with hope. “If someone took her, why would they be keeping her alive for no reason? Isn’t that a thing in crime movies or something?”

Lazarus shrugged, their shoulders brushing. “I haven’t seen many crime movies.”

“Me neither,” Eden admitted. “But Mab is tough. Whoever’s got her, you can be sure she’s giving them hell.”

“She’s lucky to have you.” Lazarus toyed with the sunglasses in his hands. He realized he knew very little about the woman sitting beside him. She was a mage in need of help. That was all he needed to know. He wondered if she looked at him and mused over the things she didn’t know.

“It’s mostly the other way around,” the mage said. “Mab took care of me from the start, taught me about magic and everything else. I’d be nowhere without her.”

She stopped, subtly shaking her head. Lazarus had a feeling she wasn’t finished, so he sat quietly and waited.

“Mab always took care of everything, you know?” Eden sucked in a breath between her teeth, her eyes growing glassy. “One time, she spelled our way into a theater after hours, and we sat alone in front of the screen watching movie after movie until the sun came up, and we had to sneak out. And it was all because I told her I’d never been to one.” She laughed. “We must have spent a month doing stupid things like that. Bowling. A water park. A pet store. Sometimes I think it was the best time of my life. I wish it would have lasted forever, but then . . .” She hesitated, searching for the right words. “The past started catching up with us, I guess.”

“As it tends to do.” Lazarus leaned forward. “You were running from something?”

“Maybe.” Eden bit her lip. “Running from something but also running toward something. Mab’s sister. Her twin. Her name is Florence. We were looking for her for a long time. I never met her; she was missing before Mab ever found me.”

Lazarus swore inwardly. He turned the glasses over in his hands, peering down into the mirrored surface at his own reflection. “I’m guessing you never found her?”

“No,” Eden replied. “Mab would tell you “not yet.” But it’s been years. I don’t know if she’ll ever find her, but I know she’ll never stop looking. Maybe it’s all been worth it too. The night Mab was taken, she told me she’d found a lead. I never got a chance to ask her what it was. Maybe she was close.”

“Was Florence a mage too?”

Eden nodded. “A good one, too, according to Mab. Better than both of us.”

Lazarus blew out a breath. Overhead, Hades had ceased his circling and was now drifting lazily toward the ground. “Maybe it’s connected. Maybe when we find Mab, we’ll find Florence as well.”

She looked at him doubtfully. “Do you really think that?”

Did he? Lazarus stood from the tailgate, offering Eden his hand as she hopped down. He believed her friend was alive. The connection sigil was proof enough of that. The world of monsters and mages was only so big, and in Lazarus’s experience, few things could be chalked up to coincidence. “I think you’ll find Mab,” he told her. “And if she’s got a lead, you’ll at least know where to go from there.”

“Just as soon as we get back on the road,” Eden teased. Lazarus grinned and started to walk off, but the mage caught him by the arm. “Zeke’s lucky to have you, too, you know.”

Lazarus turned to watch his cousin approach from the ruins of the drive-in, hands in his pockets, lips contorted as a whistle trilled into the air. He thought of all the shit he’d put Zeke through, the close calls, and those months in Nowhere patching up Lazarus’s own pride. It was always clear that he needed Zeke far more than Zeke needed him.

“Honestly,” he told the mage with a wry smile, “it’s mostly the other way around.”



[image: ]



When Lazarus assured them that the job would be in and out, he failed to take one thing into account: you couldn’t count on a spirit to cooperate.

Three hours passed since they pulled up to the abandoned drive-in. After arriving, they gave the area a cursory patrol. From the ticket booth to the screen, the place was surprisingly intact. But, still, the desert pressed in, covering everything in a layer of dust and grime. The screen was in tatters, and the sign above the lot had toppled to the ground. Almost every surface was covered in graffiti—and not the good kind.

After wandering around in the hopes of baiting the ghost, the trio gradually separated. Eden sat on the ground against the concession stand, where she had been for the past hour or so. Only now, instead of sulking, she had her nose buried in that dusty old mage book she carried in her bag, pausing now and then to scrawl out a new sigil in the dirt.

Lazarus was out there somewhere—by the screen last Zeke saw him—searching for cold spots and ectoplasm. They’d been over the place at least a dozen times and hadn’t seen so much as a shred of evidence, no static figures, no strange power surges. Nothing. If there actually were a ghost here, Zeke would be shocked.

He was supposed to be helping Laz, but Zeke was starting to think that was futile. Instead, he paced the area in front of the concession stand, flipping his channeling coin over and over, catching it in his palm. Heads, he decided, meant he’d tell Lazarus to pack it up and call it a dud. Tails meant he’d keep his mouth shut and let Laz continue this fruitless search.

For the life of him, Zeke couldn’t get the coin to come up heads. It was tails every time.

“This is pointless,” Eden groaned from behind her book. “Is he seriously going to keep us here all night just in case there’s something here?”

“He might,” Zeke replied, only half joking. Lazarus had always been the stubborn sort, but it was worse in recent years, at least when it came to the supernatural. If Ignatius said there was a job, then there was a job. Zeke knew Laz too well to believe he would think otherwise. “We once spent three days camped in Yellowstone looking for a werewolf.”

Flipping the coin, Zeke checked his palm and sighed when it came up tails.

“I wanted to leave so bad,” he continued. “It was cold and miserable, and we were dodging park rangers the whole time. But Lazarus was right. Come evening on the third day, the wolf showed itself, and that was that.”

“So what happens if the morning comes, and there’s still nothing?” Eden asked. “I can’t wait on him forever.” The implications were not subtle. What she really meant was her friend couldn’t wait forever. She was right about that. Every second that Lazarus tarried could be a second stolen from Mab. And what if one of those seconds was the one that made a difference?

He slumped to the ground beside Eden. “If midnight comes and Laz won’t leave, then we’ll steal his truck and set off by ourselves. I’ll pick him up on the way back around.”

Grinning, the mage returned to her book. “Deal.”

As evening gathered in the sky, Lazarus stalked the other side of the dirt parking lot, shotgun slung over his shoulder and Hades prancing along his path. Honestly, Zeke hoped the spirit would show. He was only joking about leaving Laz behind, and he sure as hell didn’t want Eden to hold him to that. For too long, Zeke had fought to be here, out in the world hunting monsters, and despite his own reservations and Lazarus’s resistance, he had made it happen. No matter what, Zeke would never give up on—

A scream filled the air, fuzzy like it was filtered through static.

Zeke looked up in alarm, goosebumps spreading down his arms, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.

“I think it’s here.”

But Eden looked past him with wide eyes, slowly raising a finger to point. Turning, Zeke saw the movie screen was lit up, a black and white image of six college kids running down a forest path and, behind them, a man in a ski mask with a bloody ax in one hand.

“Laz!” Zeke called as he climbed to his feet. His gut twisted, the feeling that something wasn’t right. Though, he guessed that much was obvious. A second scream ripped through the air, this time pouring from the drive-in’s ancient speakers.

Beside him, Eden started to rise. “Stay down,” Zeke warned her.

On the screen, the picture flashed to another scene, this time in color. A woman cried out, stumbling through a hotel corridor as another ax-wielding fiend stomped toward her. Turning a corner, she tripped, screaming as the ax came down, and the screen flipped to another picture.

Finally, Lazarus trotted up with Hades behind him. “See it?”

“Not yet.” Zeke checked the shotgun in his hands, making sure he’d remembered to load it with salt rounds. From his jacket pocket, he grabbed a pair of sunglasses and put them on. There was no way he was fucking up this time.

Lazarus put on his own sunglasses. “I’m guessing you’ll be fine?” he asked Eden.

“I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.”

“Just don’t—”

“Don’t let it touch me. Got it.”

Nodding his approval, Lazarus turned to Hades. “Stay with her,” he ordered the hellhound. “Zeke, let’s see if we can draw this thing out.”

Looking past him, Zeke saw the scene had changed once more. On the screen, lightning flashed, exposing a lumbering silhouette behind.

“There,” he told Lazarus, who nodded curtly, fingers clenching around his shotgun.

Now that the hunt was afoot, Zeke felt the nerves melt into excitement. They had spent all day waiting for the spirit to show, and now it was time. He was more than ready to be the one to capture it in the mirror.

Lazarus backed into the shadows behind the concession stand, leaving Zeke to take the role as bait. He drew a breath and stepped forward, turning to make eye contact with Eden. He mimed zipping his lips.

Releasing his breath, Zeke shouldered his weapon and walked away from the concession stand. A few seconds later, he whistled. It was quiet at first, drowned out by the nasty squelches coming from the speaker as a gory scene played on the theater screen. But then the image changed, the picture going to a placid lake and the speakers falling silent.

Zeke’s whistle trilled into the shadowy desert.

The figure behind the screen vanished, reappearing off to his right. The spirit was a dingy-looking man with an ax in his hand, not one of the teenagers but the killer himself. Glancing between the ghost and the movie screen, Zeke chuckled. “Really? A little on the nose, isn’t it?”

Snarling, the spirit swung his ax. Zeke laughed as he ducked low. He pushed back up, finger dancing on the trigger. “Shit!” The ghost was gone. Zeke spun and frantically searched the grounds. On his periphery, he saw Eden climb unsteadily to her feet. The air went cold, and he turned in time to catch a wild blow with the butt of the ax. Pain erupted across Zeke’s jaw as he sprawled to the ground.

Someone shouted, but Zeke couldn’t make out the words. Head swimming with stars, he watched a small figure sweep in from the shadows. Eden. She approached the spirit, her hand stretched out as it turned on her.

In the moment of collision, the air erupted. Clouds of light spun off across the abandoned lot, blue and gray, with bloody slashes. A chill bit into Zeke’s skin, and he looked down to see the frost gathering on the ground. Waves of nausea assaulted him, but he shoved the feeling aside. Zeke climbed to his feet as the spirit hissed and scattered. The mage toppled, and Zeke surged forward to break her fall, both of them collapsing onto the dirt.

Above him, the ghost reappeared and raised his ax above his head. Zeke held up his arm to block the blow.

Before the blade could come down, Lazarus jumped in, the tattoo on his palm blazing beneath the clouds of light. He grabbed the handle and wrenched it away mid-blow, sending the ax thumping into the dirt.

Galaxies reflected in Lazarus’s sunglasses as he reached out to make contact. But the ghost was fast, flashing out of existence before Laz could get a hold. It reappeared behind him and lashed out to grab the wrist of his tattooed hand.

The ghost wrapped his other arm around Laz’s throat, eyes flashing with manic fury. Lazarus reached up to grab at the spirit with his free hand, but he was too strong. On his open palm, the sigil blazed uselessly, rapidly draining the coin at its center.

“Shit. Shit. Shit.” Zeke scrambled to his feet, ignoring the pounding in his head. He fumbled in his pocket for the coin. Finally, he closed his palm around the disk, then raised his hand, spreading his fingers wide as the sigil ignited.

Zeke propelled himself forward and grabbed the ghost by his long, greasy hair, wrenching him around to meet his gaze. The spirit came violently undone, howling as he seeped into Zeke’s glasses.

With a flash, the galaxies burned out, and the desert went dark.

Spent, the coin detached from Zeke’s palm and fell uselessly into the dirt. He ripped off the glasses and ran to where Lazarus and Eden lay side by side, unconscious on the ground.
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Mab remembered the things she had forgotten.

A dark house on a dead-end street with the cold room at its heart. She’d made that goddamned stupid deal, throwing away her soul for an answer that only led to more questions. So this was what happened after they dragged her down into the vault.

Past the shadowy canopy, the stars glittered in the spaces between the leaves.

The Good Night.

Jesus.

Mab didn’t know how the hell that bitch Laurent managed to toss her in Purgatory, but she would be damned if she wasn’t gonna find a way out.

Boots slapping on the cracked cobbles, Mab kept walking. She followed the spirit as it floated up the path. It was utterly incognizant, winding its way through the forest as if riding some kind of fucked-up carnival ride. Mab stuffed her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket and stomped after the ghost, all the while wondering just where the hell they were going.

Honestly, she didn’t know much about the Good Night. She knew it existed, of course, but it was in that same overbearing way that Hell was there. Or Heaven. Or God, for that matter. If Mab knew one thing, it was that shit like that was bigger than her and was best ignored.

Sometime later, she looked up and realized the spirit was no longer ahead. Mab swung her head around, peering into the trees. She stood in a different stretch of forest, the path curving off into the dark unknown. Mab turned to see the spirit she had been following was now far behind.

A chill wormed its way through her. How long had she been walking, and where had her mind gone? Time was slipping away like sand between her fingers.

She kept walking.

Moving through two spirits floating side by side, Mab concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, counting her steps so she would not lose them. Clinging to consciousness was an effort. She tried not to think about what would happen if she just gave in.

As she came around a bend, Mab stopped. Someone stood on the path ahead.

This time it was different. There was no glow, just a figure standing there looking into the forest. Mab didn’t think it was a spirit; it looked like . . . a man? A man in a suit, she realized, as absurd as that sounded. But it was something different, and no matter how she pressed them, the ghosts weren’t talking.

Mab steeled herself and forged on. As she approached, she gave the man a once-over. Shadows shrouded his profile, but she could pick out a pale face, black slicked-back hair, and a close beard. His suit was perfectly pressed, and his posture was relaxed. A lit cigarette dangled from between his fingers.

“Hey!” Mab said as she came up to him. “Think you can tell me what’s going—”

He cut her off, leaving her gasping as his hand lashed out in an impossibly fast motion, grabbing her by the throat. Mab was lifted off the ground, feet kicking wildly. The vise-like grip around her throat tightened as she looked into narrowed eyes that glowed like embers.
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Eden sucked in a ragged gasp.

She lay flat on her back, arms splayed at her sides, eyes lost in the growing night. Paralyzed. Disconnected—as if she were watching herself from somewhere far away. She didn’t know where she was or what happened.

But it had worked.

She had seen Mab.

Pins and needles. Sensation returning to her limbs. The confusion subsided. With some effort, Eden raised her head, the world around her swimming back into place.

“Wake up, goddammit.” Zeke’s voice was low and quiet, edging toward panic. “Fuck, not again.”

Eden reached out. Her hand scraped against the dirt. She wanted to tell Zeke not to worry. That she was okay. Her mind felt strong, her body catching up. In a few moments, she’d be good as new, and they could finally move on.

It was a risk, but it was worth it.

It was a risk, but it was her risk.

Her fingers brushed against something cold. Eden tilted her head to see her hand entwined with Lazarus’s. He was lying beside her in the dirt, dark hair matted over his sweat-sheened face, an angry red mark wrapped around his throat.

Eden struggled to sit up, the world flip-flopping around her. Zeke knelt over his cousin, hands flashing to the pulse point on his neck.

“What—”

Lazarus convulsed, chest heaving as he gasped at the air. He sputtered, ragged breaths breaking into throaty coughs. Zeke hovered over his cousin, helping him sit up.

“Jesus, Laz.” Zeke raked his fingers through his dark hair. “You scared the shit out of me.”

Before, Lazarus had seemed so poised. Purposeful. Now, he looked like he’d been through hell. His skin was sallow and waxy; when he opened his eyes, they were rimmed in red. His hands swept across the dirt as he weakly propped himself up.

“What the fuck was that?” Lazarus ground out, his deep voice hoarse and scratchy.

Zeke helped Lazarus to his feet, and Eden followed. “It got the drop on you,” Zeke explained. “You almost had him, but he was fast.”

“No.” Lazarus turned his narrowed eyes at Eden. They seemed darker than normal, angry voids that ripped into her. “You. You touched it.”

“I—” Eden flushed and looked away, unsure what to say, unable to meet the accusations. She wrapped her arms around herself, staring down at her battered pink high-tops.

This isn’t me, she wanted to tell him. Between her and Mab, Eden had been the careful one, always keeping one eye behind them and the other ahead, watching the world from all directions. She used to pride herself on considering all her options; she understood that an action could spiral into something that couldn’t be controlled. But she was so desperate to find Mab she never thought what consequences touching the spirit would have and how it would affect someone who wasn’t herself.

“You touched it on purpose. Why would you—You told me.” Lazarus clenched his jaw and pinched his temple between two trembling fingers. “You told me you’d stay safe, and then you ran up and touched it.”

Zeke shuffled between his feet, kicking at the ground. “And then the light show happened. Again.”

“I’m sorry.” Sucking in a breath, Eden held up her hands. Both Morgans stared at her, Zeke confused and Lazarus just plain angry. She barely knew them, yet still, she hated for them—for anyone—to look at her that way. “Please. I can explain.”

She told them what happened and, miraculously, they listened. She went back to the spirit in the church’s basement and her vision of Mab in the forest. “I thought if I could make it happen again, maybe I’d have some clue as to where she is. What happened to her.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Zeke asked. “We could have figured it out.”

Eden crossed her arms. “Seriously? If I came to you and said I was going to touch a spirit so I could see Mab, would you have been okay with it?”

Neither of them spoke. Lazarus muttered something under his breath, bending to grab his shotgun off the ground before walking back to the truck. Eden watched him go, wondering what would happen next.

“So what did you find out?” Zeke asked as they followed Lazarus back to the truck.

She had seen Mab, Eden was sure of that now, but she didn’t feel any closer to answers. A dark forest, a figure on the path, just flashes of images that made no sense. Mab could be anywhere, but at least she was alive. “I don’t know,” she told Zeke. “Not yet.”

 

——

 

By the time they pulled into town, it was too late to move on. Though Eden thought about protesting, she remained quiet. Lazarus hadn’t argued when Zeke took the driver’s seat, and that was a sure sign he needed rest.

The drive only lasted long enough for them to return to town and find a motel. The time was spent in tense silence, Lazarus leaning against the window with his arms crossed and the collar of his jacket pulled up like he was trying to disappear. Eden wished she could find the words to make things right. She wished she dared to say them.

They waited in the truck as Zeke ran into the main office. The silence was painful, and Eden thought they were both painfully aware of it. When Lazarus finally spoke, his words came out like gravel, his voice hoarse. “Do you know what happens when you’re touched by a spirit?”

“No.” She hesitated. “You said it was bad, but . . .”

With some effort, Lazarus turned in his seat. He didn’t meet her gaze, staring intently out the windshield instead. She studied him, eyes trailing down his long face along the pointed nose that was just a bit large and cheeks dusted with stubble. His jaw tightened as he clenched his teeth, and Eden couldn’t tell if he was fighting to get the words out or to keep them inside.

“What happens?”

He let out a bitter sigh, turning so his dark eyes locked onto her own. And she could see them, see the sadness that he kept locked away, see it exploding to the surface.

“Your soul.” Lazarus reached out to brush his fingers across the glowing tattoo on her collarbone. A shiver rolled down her spine, her breath hitching. “Touching a spirit is touching the Good Night, and the Good Night is selfish. It does not let go of souls. Every moment of contact flays a soul from the body, and once it’s gone, there’s no going back.”

“So you .  .  .”

He pulled his hand back, fingers flexing. “Had a close call.”

Eden looked away. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean for it to happen like that.”

Lazarus grabbed her hand, and Eden looked into his eyes, expecting anger or disappointment, but all she saw was regret. “Things never go the way we think,” he said. “Not for us.”

The truck door opened. Wordlessly, Lazarus dropped her hand before turning back to the window. Zeke climbed in, spouting out their room numbers, utterly ignorant to the tension that was becoming strangely familiar.

They left the main office, driving down the lot to park in front of a bank of rooms. Zeke grabbed the bags while Lazarus staggered up the stairs with their room key. Despite the sigil urging her forward, Eden was looking forward to the rest. These past few days had her feeling scattered. It seemed like everything was changing too quickly for her to understand. Twice she had been touched by a spirit. Twice she had seen Mab. Whatever was happening to her, it wasn’t normal. She wondered if it had something to do with her magic, if the power that resided within her was somehow amplified.

As they approached their rooms, Hades scampered ahead. He slid to a stop, his form going intangible until he erupted into a misty cloud of smoke.

“Is that normal?” Eden asked as the smoke seeped through the crack beneath the door.

“He’s a hellhound,” Zeke answered cheerfully. “There is no normal.”

They found Hades back in his shepherd form inside the room, already curled up on one of the twin beds. Zeke closed the door as Lazarus collapsed onto the bed, grunting as the dog sprawled across his chest. It was getting late, and they were all exhausted. Eden was about to retreat to her own room when Zeke announced he would run down to the pizza joint across the street. Starving, she settled on the other bed to wait for his return.

With Zeke gone, quiet descended upon the room. Lazarus leaned against the headboard, typing something on his phone. She wondered if he was checking in with Ignatius.

When the silence became unbearable, Eden reached for the remote. “Do you mind?”

He shook his head, so she flicked on the TV. It went straight to the local news, a man rattling off the weather report. She left the volume on low and sat back to watch the images dancing on the screen.

She wanted to figure out how to get back to the conversation in the truck. There was something more there, behind Lazarus’s eyes, and she wanted to know what it meant. He was so close to revealing himself. But every time Eden opened her mouth to speak, her lips turned to stone. She’d only known the man for a few days. What business did she have asking him to unpack his baggage for her to examine?

It was a relief when Zeke returned. He laid out a large, steaming pizza with everything on it. Passing out a stack of napkins in place of plates, they settled into an awkward rhythm. Lazarus and Hades stretched on one bed, Eden and Zeke sitting cross-legged on the other with the pizza box between them. Commandeering the remote, Zeke flipped the channel. He cranked up the volume, settling on a game show featuring cosplayers answering nerdy trivia questions.

Zeke made a game of answering along with the contestants. Darth Vader! Adamantium! Ms. PAC-MAN! He spat out the answers before the cosplayers could even tap their buzzers.

“You should go on this show, Zeke,” Eden said as the episode came to an end. “You could win the grand prize.” She read the screen. “Five thousand dollars? Really, that’s it?”

“He’d need a costume,” Lazarus pointed out.

Grinning, Eden reached for another slice of pizza. “But what would it be? A superhero?”

“Keebler elf,” Lazarus shot back. For the first time, he wore something close to a smile, the color returning to his face.

“You guys are the worst,” Zeke complained. “Look at me.” He tossed his wavy black hair, ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. At their blank looks, he sighed. “Aragorn. Obviously. Get a little culture, jeez.”

It was a pleasant evening, far more enjoyable than it had any right to be. Eden felt strangely at home with them, like Lazarus and Zeke operated on a wavelength she could ease into. It was something she was always looking for: that sense of belonging that she had only ever found with Mab. She realized how lucky she was to have found them.

Honestly, it felt a little like fate.
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Zeke whistled the opening bars of “The Imperial March” as he and Eden crossed the parking lot of the Divine Cosmos Motel, heading for the gas station on the other side. Dawn was cresting over the horizon, and everyone was raring to go. All they needed was to gas up the truck and, more importantly, make a snack run.

Zeke grinned as they passed through the automatic doors into the promised land. Grabbing a wire basket, he got to work filling it with powdered donuts, potato chips, beef jerky, and pretty much all manner of junk food he could think of.

After the day they’d had yesterday, he was gonna need it.

“How are you so chipper?” Eden asked as she browsed a basket of bruised fruit. She looked a little worse for wear, her hazel eyes heavy, brown hair thrown into a hasty bun. She left them a bit past midnight, presumably retiring to her own room to get some rest. She still looked tired as hell.

“I slept like a baby. You should try it sometime.”

She shrugged him off, opening a cooler to examine the label of a soda can.

Zeke assumed she was still thinking about last night. Hell, she looked like she’d been thinking about it all night. That was no good. Yeah, it was an asshole kind of move she pulled, and things almost went to shit after, but Zeke couldn’t say he blamed her. Far from it, in fact. He’d made his fair share of stupid mistakes, both of the clumsy and ignorant variety. In the end, everything turned out fine.

Eden would be fine, too, after she got some sleep.

As Lazarus was fond of telling Zeke, no amount of caffeine could do the same as a good rest.

But it’d do him some good. A lot of good, actually, considering he was about to kick Laz out of the driver’s seat. Zeke grabbed a couple cans of his favorite energy drink before moving to the self-serve coffee machine against the back wall.

“How is he?” Eden closed the cooler and followed him across the store.

Zeke shrugged. “I mean, it’s Laz. He’ll be fine. He doesn’t stay mad.”

“He doesn’t?”

“Nah.” Zeke grinned. “If he did, I’d be screwed.” When she didn’t respond, he continued, “Look, it was a shitty thing to do. I get trying to have another vision or whatever, but you don’t keep that shit to yourself. That’s like the first rule of hunting.” He paused. “And zombie movies.”

“Zombie movies?”

“Yeah! Someone always gets bitten and hides it. Then they turn and—” He rolled back his eyes and groaned.

Eden raised a brow. “I’ve never seen a zombie movie.”

“Okay, first”—Zeke held up two fingers—“that is tragic. What’s the matter with you? Second, Laz will be fine. You’ll be fine. We’re gonna get past this.” He turned his attention toward the coffee dispenser on the counter.

“Hunting is more than just a job for Lazarus, isn’t it?” Eden leaned against the counter as Zeke started filling a paper cup with burned coffee. He glanced over, then noticed the case of donuts on the counter. Coffee in one hand, he began filling a bag with maple bars.

“It’s more than just a job for all of us. It’s not like we get paid to do this shit. We only call it a job because calling it a case sounds pretentious as hell.”

“Yeah, but it’s different for him, isn’t it?” She furrowed her brows. “Something about it is personal. Whatever happened last night, he was shaken. Both of you were.”

Sighing, Zeke glanced out the window. Lazarus stood by the truck, waiting while the old beast sucked up its weight in gas. Eden was fishing for information that wasn’t his to give. But Lazarus made it so hard for people to get in. Hardly anyone knew him anymore. Half the time, even Zeke felt like a stranger.

Maybe a little context would help the road go more smoothly.

“His parents are both dead, you know.” It was a terrible place to start, but that was the crux of it. All of Lazarus’s problems stemmed from there. “His dad died before he was born. A hunt gone bad, they say. His mom was more recent. Almost five years now.”

“God,” Eden whispered. “That’s terrible.”

Zeke gave a bitter chuckle and wondered if she regretted pushing into Lazarus’s past. It wasn’t exactly pretty, but now the story was half-told, and he wasn’t about to leave it hanging. “You know what happens when you touch a spirit?”

“Lazarus told me,” she said. “It strips away your soul.”

“Did he tell you it’s happened to him?”

Her eyes went wide, her mouth agape. “Lazarus went into the Good Night?”

“Yeah. The job went bad, like last night. No matter how prepared you are, there’s always a chance things will go sour.”

“What was it like?”

“He doesn’t talk about it much, but things slip, ya know? He never talks about how it felt, but sometimes he mentions what he saw. Mountains. Darkness. Stars.”

“But how did he make it out?” Eden pressed.

Zeke knew he should stop. No one in the world, except Ignatius, knew what happened to Lazarus that night. Hell, Zeke was there, and he still didn’t know the full story. But he’d been holding onto it all for so long. Years. It felt even longer.

“The Good Night takes in souls. It doesn’t let them out,” he said. “But there’s a loophole. If you do it right, get a little help, you can trade one soul for another. Balance is maintained, and the forces of Purgatory are none the wiser.”

She chewed on this, realization slowly dawning in her eyes. “His mother.”

“Yeah. She and I, we found him lying there, nothing but a husk. His soul was just . . . gone. She worked out what happened pretty quick.”

“And she took his place.”

“Of course she did.” Zeke remembered that night in painful detail. The anguish on her face as she ordered him upstairs, the way she knelt over Lazarus with tears in her eyes. Later, Zeke learned she had summoned a reaper with a spell he’d never known existed. “And I’ll never forget the look on his face when he came back and she was gone. When he realized what she’d done.”

The door chimed as Lazarus walked in. Zeke turned to Eden and held his finger to his lips. She nodded frantically and turned to the coffee machine, dispensing her own steaming cup. Finishing with his donuts, Zeke turned as Lazarus found them. His cousin stared at the basket with an appraising eye.

“Do not judge my food, Laz.” Zeke dropped the bag of donuts in the basket and swept past. “This has been a crazy week.”

“Try some protein once in a while,” Lazarus suggested. He grabbed a chicken salad out of the fridge and one of those nasty veggie concoctions that masqueraded as juice. “Or something green.”

“Blech. Lettuce doesn’t even count. It’s just rabbit food.”

They grabbed an armful of water bottles and checked out, then went back outside.

When he noticed Lazarus walking toward the driver’s side, Zeke threw himself across the hood and tumbled off the other side. “No way, not on my watch. Back away from the wheel.”

“Seriously, Zeke?” Lazarus rolled his eyes, which were still looking a little bloodshot. “I’m fine.”

“You’re still recovering! You’ve barely slept. I can see the bags under your eyes from a million miles away!” Zeke climbed to his feet and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Just let him drive,” Eden chimed in. “I don’t want to die in a car crash because you fall asleep at the wheel.”

“I’m not going to—you know what? Fine.” Lazarus glared between them. “You’ve got four hours.”

“Like hell,” Zeke shot back.

Taking out his phone, Lazarus set an alarm. He actually set an alarm.

“God, you’re the worst.” Zeke groaned. “Go to bed.”

It took all of ten minutes on the road for Laz to pass out. He slept with his arms crossed over his chest, head tilted back on the seat. Another ten minutes, and Eden joined him, her head drifting to lightly rest against Laz’s shoulder. The two of them were as predictable as if Zeke had dosed them both with sleeping pills.

Satisfied, he smiled to himself, content to be on his own with the radio down low and a beautiful sunrise.
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The day’s end saw them somewhere in West Texas on a stretch of road that went on forever. Despite the fact that they’d driven over five hundred miles, it seemed they weren’t making much progress.

The miles were spent in comfortable silence, with only Zeke’s playlist whining out of the speakers. Occasionally, Lazarus would turn down the music and check in on Eden, ask her what she felt coming from the mark. Always, her answers were the same. Nothing yet.

It didn’t make much of a difference to him, though he winced whenever the fuel gauge made its way toward empty. But Lazarus couldn’t shake the liminal feeling, like he had become displaced in time, the world passing on around him as if he were a rock in a bubbling stream. The truth was, the feeling stuck to him like glue, had been a constant presence over the years. The only things that seemed to dislodge him were the jobs and the accomplishment of putting down a ghost.

If he wasn’t hunting, then who was he?

Beside him, Eden shifted. Lazarus was thankful his reverie was broken. He had ridden that train of thoughts frequently enough, and the destination was nowhere good.

On the other end of the bench, Zeke was passed out with his cheek pressed against the window, soft snores breaking the silence that clung in the air like a fog. Lazarus himself was feeling spent, had been since morning. Since last night. Since the spirit at the drive-in reached out and nearly dragged him back into the Good Night.

He rubbed at gritty eyes, a glance in the rearview showing they were still bloodshot and tired. At Zeke’s insistence, Laz had spent the first stretch of the morning sleeping, but it hadn’t done him much good. He imagined feeling himself fraying on the edges like his soul was busily trying to repair itself.

It probably would have been smart to pull over an hour ago when they passed that truck stop with a crappy little motel across the lot. But Lazarus was eager to get some ground covered, and the mage didn’t stop him as they rolled past the welcoming lights of the motel. Now, he was beginning to regret that decision.

Stifling a yawn, Lazarus tightened his grip on the wheel.

“I think Zeke’s got the right idea,” Eden commented. Lazarus spared a glance, rolling his eyes at the way his cousin was snoring with his face pressed against the window.

“He can sleep anywhere. And through anything. He’s always been that way.”

Eden covered a yawn of her own. “Yeah, well, maybe we should take his lead.”

“You want to stop here?” Sweeping fields lay on either side of the dark strip of road, a cloudless sky overhead. He and Zeke were no strangers to camping out in the truck and this was as good a place as any.

“Why not?” the mage replied. “It seems safer than having you fall asleep. And I don’t think you’re going to let me drive.”

Lazarus turned to her with what he hoped was a sarcastic glare. She laughed as he slowed and pulled the truck to a stop on the shoulder. Zeke remained fast asleep, not so much as stirring as his head slid along the window.

“Should I wake him up?” she wondered aloud.

“Better not.” Lazarus opened his door and climbed down, stepping back as she shimmied across the seat and slipped out behind him.

Eden stretched her arms toward the awakening stars. The night was quiet and still, with not even a wisp of a breeze to ruffle the warm air. Lazarus breathed easier on cloudy nights. Even now, five years later, the stars gave him pause. They always had him second-guessing his reality, making him wonder if he’d made it out of that place or if all this was just some twisted dream.

“Do you have a tent?” Eden wandered toward the back of the truck, stopping to pet the furry head that popped up from the bed. Panting, Hades exploded into smoke and reconstructed himself at her side.

Lazarus rolled his eyes at the hellhound. “We used to.” He walked away from the road, out into the shrubby field.

“Let me guess.” Eden trotted after him, Hades at her heels. “Shredded by a werewolf?”

“Zeke told you about Yellowstone?” Lazarus smirked. He wondered when they’d had time to get so chatty. During all those junk food runs, maybe. “I never got around to replacing it. Usually we just camp out in the bed.”

He came to a stop, reaching up to lace his fingers behind his sore neck. Lazarus sighed. “I can kick Zeke out of the cab if you want. It won’t be comfortable, but at least it’s got a roof.”

“I don’t mind sleeping in the back.” Eden came to a stop a few feet away, both of them looking into the night. “Honestly, I’m about to pass out right here.”

“Yeah,” Lazarus agreed, rubbing once more at his gritty eyes.

He turned to walk back to the truck, pausing when he realized the mage wasn’t following.

“I’m not sorry,” she said, her voice abrupt but uncertain.

Lazarus stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Thanks,” he said dryly before turning back around and continuing.

“Wait.” Eden came up behind him, grabbing at his arm to hold him back. “I’m being honest. I’m not sorry I touched the spirit. It was the right thing to do. But”—she released his arm, suddenly sheepish—“I should have told you. I am sorry for that.”

Lazarus didn’t respond, mostly because he had no idea what to say. He couldn’t condone her actions and was scared even to admit that he could relate. It was clear that Eden hadn’t understood what they were dealing with, not entirely. Purgatory was no place for a living soul, no place to brush against willingly. The fact that he had no idea how the visions happened was unnerving. He could only imagine that the contact somehow amplified her sigil, sending her power across the veil to wherever Mab was.

But it was possible that what Eden saw wasn’t a vision at all. It could be just another of Purgatory’s dreams, a manifestation of the soul’s desire. Hunters called it the Good Night for a reason.

Lazarus climbed into the bed of the truck. He offered a hand to Eden and helped her over the edge. She stood there as he busied himself digging into one of the waterproof duffels, pulling out an old quilt that had once belonged to his mother. Eden helped him move the bags aside as Lazarus spread it out.

She leaned against the pile of backpacks, burying her hands in the pocket of her oversized hoodie. “I just—I’d do anything for her, you know? She’s saved me in so many ways, and now that it’s my turn? I can’t fail her.”

Lazarus sat against the other side of the bed, absently stroking Hades’s thick black fur. “She’s your family.” He knew better than anyone what it was to give up everything for your family, how some debts could never be repaid—God, how he’d tried.

Eden swallowed. “My only family, honestly. We’ve been together since we were nineteen. More than four years now, but it feels like it’s been forever. Always getting into trouble or trying to get out of trouble.” She choked out a bitter laugh. “Somehow, we always managed to stay one step ahead.”

Lazarus chewed his lip. He knew they had been running from something, but what? Hunters seemed the logical choice. There weren’t many things in the world that could scare a mage.

“I’m guessing you moved around a lot?” Lazarus asked. “Spent some time on the road?” She nodded. “I know what that’s like . . . all too well. Zeke said you’ve been doing this a long time.”

“Yeah.” Lazarus looked toward the cab window and wondered just how much Zeke had been talking. “Like you said, it feels like forever.”

The mage lay down on the quilt, her wide eyes reflecting the stars. “Do you ever think about quitting? You could live a normal life.”

He lay down beside her, careful to keep his distance. Had he ever thought about it? Maybe once, before that night five years ago. Unlike Zeke, Lazarus never had anything like a childhood home. No backyards or barbecues, just an endless web of road and more monsters than he could count. When he was little, he’d wait in the truck while his mother went off tracking creatures or digging graves to put spirits to rest. Hunting was in his blood, as it had been for generations before him. Lazarus might have wondered about normal once upon a time. Now, he wasn’t sure what normal even looked like. Or how to get there.

“Nah,” he replied. Hades stood, climbing over to wedge himself between Lazarus and the mage. “This is what I do.”

It’s the only thing I know.

They were silent after that, stretched out in the quiet night. Before long, Eden’s breathing became rhythmic and slow. Lazarus tilted his head to see her curled up alongside Hades, long eyelashes fluttering against her cheeks. With a contented sigh, he looked up at the sky and the stars that seemed too close. Too familiar. He couldn’t shake the idea that there were a thousand eyes up there in the black night, a thousand gazes settled on him, watching as if they were on the outside looking in.

Lazarus took a channeling coin from his pocket and rolled up the sleeve of his flannel. Then he pressed the coin into the sleep sigil on his arm and closed his eyes.
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“Yeah. We’ll see you there.” Lazarus hung up the phone and set it on the dash alongside the stack of old books. Then he sat back in his seat with a sigh. He had just gotten off a call with Ignatius, and Eden had a feeling she wouldn’t like what he was about to say.

They were parked on the side of the road somewhere in the middle of Texas. It was late afternoon, the sun nudging across a cloudless sky. More than eight hours on the road, and it was starting to show. Zeke had been antsy for half the day, bouncing in his seat like a child, while Lazarus grew increasingly dour. She was pleased with the ground they covered, but Eden still found herself longing to pull into some roadside hotel. Stretching out on a bed, sharing pizza, and watching game shows with Zeke sounded like a particularly relaxing sort of heaven.

Then the phone rang.

When Lazarus hung up, a heavy silence fell over the cab, the calm before the storm. Eden turned her own phone over in her hands, the sigil beneath her skin thudding like a second heartbeat.

“What’d he want?” Zeke prodded. He sat with the door propped open and one leg dangling out, a can of soda balanced on his knee.

“Meyer,” Lazarus replied, mouth tight and eyes lost in thought.

Zeke scratched his head. “That shifty guy out of Kansas?”

“Is he a friend of yours?” Eden asked. Somehow, she couldn’t imagine Lazarus with many friends. There was Ignatius, of course, but he was just as quiet and bristly as Laz. It was no wonder they got along.

“He’s a hunter,” Zeke answered. “We’re all friends. Sort of.”

“Mm-hmm.” Lazarus continued, “Ignatius says he’s working a job a bit north of here. He was going to check in after but never did. Now Ig can’t get a hold of him.”

“Think it went bad?”

“Yeah, it’s not looking good,” Lazarus replied. “Ignatius was already on his way over, but I told him we could meet him at the site.” He leveled a glance at Eden. “Is that all right with you?”

Her first instinct was to be annoyed. This was another stop, after all, another delay that kept her that much further from Mab. Her friend may be alive, but Eden didn’t know how long that would last. And she still had no idea how much further they had to travel.

“Will there be a ghost?” she asked.

“That’s what he was after.” Lazarus eyed her down, brows furrowed in suspicion. “Tell me you’re not going to say what I think you are—”

“I need to touch it,” Eden cut in before he could finish.

On her other side, Zeke chortled. They ignored him. “That’s a terrible idea,” Lazarus objected. “You don’t know what happened to you last time. Or why. It doesn’t matter what you think, touching the Good Night is a bad idea.”

“But I saw her, Lazarus!” Eden protested. She shifted in her seat to face him. “If I could only do it again, I could focus better, and maybe I can see where she is. I swear, it was like I was looking through her eyes.” She looked up at him from beneath her lashes. “Please? Just give me a chance.”

He stared down at her, and neither broke the contact. Finally, he looked away, eyes weary as he ran a palm through his hair. “You’re going to do it either way, aren’t you?”

“Does it help that I’d rather have your blessing?” she asked sweetly.

With a muttered curse, Lazarus turned the key, and the truck started with a roar. Downing his soda, Zeke quickly tossed the can in the bed before climbing in and slamming the passenger door closed.

“No,” Lazarus groaned. “It really doesn’t.”
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The sun painted the sky orange as the group trekked across the plains.

According to Ignatius, a group of kids in the town a few miles away initially reported the site. Meyer had been gassing up his truck as a herd of preteens wandered past, talking about the haunted RV in the middle of the plains. After pressing the kids for details—dead grass, animal bones, and harrowing screams—Meyer made the call.

That was four days before they’d passed through Ignatius’s place. That fact annoyed Lazarus. If there was a hunter in trouble, he should have been told.

“Listen,” Ignatius said, “at the time, he’d only missed his first check-in. That’s not unusual. You and Zeke have done it more times than I can count.”

“I can’t imagine Lazarus breaking any rules.” Eden walked a few yards ahead, picking her way through the long grass with all the enthusiasm of a kid on a field trip. She passed a half-empty bottle of cola back to Zeke, who drained the contents then shoved the bottle into the duffel bag he wore slung around his shoulders.

“Believe it or not, he’s got his moments,” Ignatius said. “Not many of them, but they’re there.”

“You still could have said something,” Lazarus grumbled, ignoring the barbs.

Ignatius adjusted his grip on his shotgun. “I did.”

Earlier, while they waited for Ignatius to arrive, Eden spent some time bolstering their arsenal. Hunting ghosts didn’t require much, just a mirror and a sigil, really, but Lazarus wanted to be prepared for anything. He didn’t know Meyer well, but he always assumed the man was a capable hunter. If something had gotten the drop on him, it must have been nasty.

As such, they now had pockets full of channeling coins and sunglasses perched on their noses. Eden also made extra sigils to sharpen the senses and boost stamina. When she passed Lazarus a scrap of paper with a mark scrawled in lipstick, he actually cracked a smile. He folded the note carefully and tucked it into the breast pocket of his flannel shirt.

The most impressive part of their arsenal was the blades. A knife wouldn’t do anything to stop a spirit—though they could be disrupted by iron in a pinch—but Lazarus felt better knowing they were prepared. If a demon came spewing from a tear in the veil, he wanted to be ready for it. With Eden’s new marks, each blade would eat away at the strength of whomever’s blood it tasted. It was one of the only sinister spells in her repertoire. Lazarus had heard of powerful mages that could keep people enthralled, could kill with hidden symbols and cursed objects. With enough power, a mage could become nigh unstoppable. It was one of the things that made them so risky.

A few days ago, Eden’s spelled blades would have given him pause. Today, he was glad to have them. Despite her lack of self-preservation when it came to spirits, Lazarus was happy to have the mage at his side.

A mile or so from the highway, they found the campsite. It wasn’t much, just an old RV parked alongside a partially collapsed tent, an unhitched trailer sitting a few dozen yards away. They stopped when they were still far off from the camp, hunkering down in the grass to watch.

Lazarus crouched in the grass beside Eden and Zeke. Something was off about this place. The air carried a preternatural stillness, no breeze, no chirping birds, nothing rustling through the long grass that rolled as far as the eye could see. There was no sign of Meyer. He shook off the pervasive feeling that they should not be there and should turn and run as far as possible.

“I’ll go keep an eye out.” Ignatius stripped off his clothing, and not long after, a golden coyote went loping through the grass into the growing darkness.

Lazarus turned to the others. “You two go for the tent and the trailer. I’ll check out the RV.”

Receiving a couple of nods, Lazarus turned, satisfied, back to the camp. Channeling coin in hand, he crept away from his hiding place and into the campsite.

He came to a stop in front of the RV, pausing with his back against the siding. A short distance away, Zeke and Eden approached the tent. Even further, a coyote circled the area with a watchful eye.

Silently, or as silently as he could manage, Lazarus eased the screen door open.

Climbing inside with Hades close on his heels, he surveyed the RV’s interior. The place was a wreck, empty beer cans piled on the floor along with a mountain of laundry that was past ripe. Weak light filtered through the blinds, the last vestiges of the day illuminating a kitchenette stacked with pizza boxes and empty cigarette cartons. Whoever the owner was, they had no standards for cleanliness. Lazarus was hesitant to move further, not only for fear of making noise but also because the need for a tetanus shot was looking like a real eventuality.

He took a careful step forward, setting his boot between a broken bottle and a stain of dubious origin. He thought about sending Hades to draw out the spirit, but when he looked back, Lazarus saw the dog was now sitting in the driver’s seat, panting as he peered out the window. He was on his own.

Lazarus moved again, stepping over a tangle of clothing to stand beside the sink. At the back of the RV, he could now see a bed behind a half-opened beaded curtain. A form slumped, face-up on the bare mattress. It was a thin, scruffy-looking man wearing a sweaty T-shirt with a dark stain down the front. That definitely wasn’t Meyer. Lazarus couldn’t tell if the man was alive or dead. Was he the owner of the RV or one of the spirit’s victims?

Lazarus turned to the sink, seeking a clean spot to grab onto while he scaled the pizza boxes that had spilled across the path. He paused as something inside the dirty basin caught his eye. Six or seven IV bags rested carelessly in the sink, all of them emptied.

Blood bags.

There was never a spirit at all, Lazarus realized. Meyer had found himself a vampire.

He returned his gaze to the man on the bed. The same question still stood: vampire or victim? If the stain down the front of the man’s shirt was any indication, Lazarus would say he was the monster they were looking for. Leaning in, Laz spotted a messy ring of dried blood around the man’s slack mouth and chin.

Definitely a vampire, then. Either the original fang or something newly made, it made no difference. Vampires were notoriously difficult to kill, especially if they’d recently fed. They didn’t need blood to survive; it just gave them super-speed, super-healing, and basically turned them into super-bastards. He’d be crazy to make an attempt, crazy to do anything but back out of the trailer and get Zeke and Ignatius before the fang awoke.

Then again . . .

The vampire was asleep, and Lazarus was ten feet away, ready to end him with a knife to the heart. He took a step, drawing the spelled blade and gripping it tightly in his palm. One shot. He had one chance at making this the smoothest hunt of his life. Moving through the RV, Lazarus raised the blade high, keeping the sleeping vampire in his sights.

His foot caught on something jutting out from beneath the table. Glass shattered, magnified in the quiet darkness.

“Shit.” Lazarus looked up at the same moment the vamp opened his eyes. Their gazes met, the vampire staring with eyes like chips of coal. “Shit.”

The vampire tore himself from the bed, black claws sprouting from his nail beds, shredding the mattress as he propelled himself forward. Lazarus fought the urge to take a step back, to run out the door to Zeke and the others. It wouldn’t do him any good. He’d never make it in time. Instead, he widened his stance and raised his fists, the spelled blade reverse-gripped in his right hand.

The creature wasted no time. He charged, tearing through the beaded curtain. A rattling sound filled the RV as the beads went flying, a thousand glittering projectiles that threw Lazarus off-balance.

Raising his knife to slash at the vampire’s core, Lazarus felt a chill pass through him. A cloud of smoke gathered, red eyes blazing in the black. Enraged, the vampire paid no mind to the partially intangible hellhound that stood in his path. Hades snarled, lunging for the fang’s arm as a set of claws reached for Lazarus, brushing over the front of his shirt. He ducked back as the vampire growled, batting at the hellhound. Hades anticipated the move, erupting into smoke, and then rematerialized on the other side.

Grinning, Lazarus swiped the blade across the man’s chest, opening up a bloody slice and, hopefully, sapping at the fang’s strength. He ducked beneath a wild blow, the vampire growing desperate as Hades wrenched him to the ground. Putting all his weight behind the blade, Lazarus buried his knife in the vampire’s heart.

He missed, the blade sliding a fraction too high.

The vampire curled back, hissing in pain. His grip on the knife lost, Lazarus stumbled back as the fang broke free from Hades. Clutching his ruined arm, he collided with Lazarus, driving him to the floor. The detritus crushed beneath him, Lazarus managed to get his hand around the vamp’s throat, long white fangs snapping bare inches above his face.

With a muffled curse, he reached for his gun.
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Eden hovered close to Zeke as they walked away from the camp.

The tent was a bust. There was nothing there but a rumpled sleeping bag and an alarming number of animal bones. Zeke claimed it was due to the dark energies surrounding a poltergeist, but they both knew better. There was something desperately wrong about this place.

Next, they moved to the outskirts of the camp, where the trailer sat derelict. As the sun disappeared beneath the horizon and the shadows grew, a feeling of claustrophobia spread over the field, the miles shrinking down into this small clearing. The moon was rising, and in its light, Eden could see a coyote prowling a short distance away. Just the sight of Ignatius made her feel better.

When they reached the trailer, Zeke led the way around the back. The door was closed, latched tight and padlocked shut, and Eden couldn’t help but feel it should stay that way.

Footsteps sounded beside her. She looked over her shoulder in time to see Ignatius shift back into human form.

“What do you think, Ig?” Zeke slid the duffel off his shoulder and tossed it to Ignatius, who dug out a set of clothes and quickly dressed. “Should we open it?”

“Probably a good idea.”

“What about the spirit?” Eden pointed out, taking a step back.

“I’m not sure there even is a spirit.” Ignatius rolled his shoulders, grabbing the blade that Zeke thrust in his direction. “And if there is, it’s not in there.”

“Then what’s inside?” Eden thought back to all those animal bones piled in the tent. A bad feeling rose inside her chest, her throat burning.

“Only one way to find out,” Zeke chirped. He jiggled the padlock and sighed. “Do you mind?”

Eden stepped up to the door. She ignited the small sigil inked onto her knuckle. She touched the tattoo to the lock with just a wisp of power, jumping as it popped open with a click.

She moved aside while Zeke unlatched the door. He lowered it and stepped back, holding his knife ready. Sipping in a breath, Eden prepared for the worst, waiting for some sort of creature or spirit to come scrambling out.

Nothing happened.

The waning light of the day did little to illuminate the trailer. Eden could see only a few feet deep before shadows obscured the interior. There could have been anything inside. Or nothing.

“Hold on,” Zeke said, digging into the duffel. “I got a light somewhere.”

Pulling back the sleeve of her leather jacket, Eden empowered a sigil on her inner wrist. Illumination. The mark flared to life, bathing the trailer in light.

The floor was a mess of rusty stains and bloody footprints, smeared handprints running up the walls. Three figures lay prone on their backs, swathed in torn clothing, their chests rising and falling with weak breaths.

Eden started forward but faltered as someone grabbed her hard by the arm.

“Zeke.” She wrenched away. “These people need help.”

“It’s too late for them.” Ignatius came up behind them, lips curled in disgust.

Turning back to the trailer, Eden studied the figures: two men and a woman, frail and broken. Each of them appeared to be asleep. It was only when Eden looked closer that she noticed the blood running down their chins, wrists and necks covered in bloody punctures. Her stomach churned.

“Look.” Ignatius nodded at a thin man, skin mottled and waxy. “That’s Meyer. He’s been turned.”

Beside her, Zeke nodded. “Ig is right. It’s too late.” He looked at the shifter. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a vampire.”

“A vampire,” Ignatius added, “and a goddamn hive in the making.”

“What do we do?” Eden asked.

“We put them down.” Ignatius’s voice was stern. If he bore any regret over his friend being turned, he hid it well. “Then, we go find the bastard that turned them.”

A gunshot cried out in the dark. Eden jumped. Her heart pounded, adrenaline making her limbs feel hot and loose. She turned to Zeke, who stared into the distance with wide eyes.

“Laz. . . .”

An angry hiss sounded behind them. Eden whirled, shining her light to reveal the three newly born vampires had woken.
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Lazarus went slack as the vampire collapsed on top of him. Head thumping to the floor, he breathed in ragged spurts, staring at the ceiling with wide eyes. After he caught his breath, he heaved the vampire, dead from a bullet to the heart, to the side.

“We did it,” he said to Hades, who sat nearby, black muzzle wet with blood. Now that it was over, Lazarus could admit he was worried for a minute, convinced this was the end.

A sharp pain lanced across his chest as he pushed to his feet. Raising trembling fingers to his collarbone, Lazarus probed at three shallow slices where the vampire had caught him with his talons. His shirt was wet with blood, but he still considered himself lucky. If it’d been teeth, then he’d be done for. All it took was a bite for the change to begin.

The proximity to disaster scared him, but he tried not to dwell on it. Hades shifted toward him, licking at his fingers with a whine. Wounds aside, Lazarus realized he felt great, riding the hunter’s high, basking in victory. He’d taken out a vampire, and he’d done it, more or less, on his own. For the first time in weeks, he was sure of himself, like his existence brought something of value to the world.

Like he had been brought back for a reason.

Hades whined again, and Lazarus chuckled at the absurdity of it all. He bent down and pulled his blade from the vampire’s chest, wiping it on his blood-stained shirt. “Cheer up, Hades. We did it. Let’s go tell—”

The others.

Why hadn’t they come running at the sound of the gunshot?

Scrambling over the mounds of trash, Lazarus stumbled out of the RV into the cool night air. He could hear a scuffle somewhere in the darkness, labored grunts slashed through with animal shrieks.

Behind him, Hades erupted from the RV, smoking toward the trailer. Lazarus wasted no time following. He sprinted across the campsite. A vicious growl filled the air, and he hoped to god it was Ignatius and not something else.

Lazarus came around the corner to find Zeke and Ignatius tangled with a pair of vampires, a third lying on the ground with her throat ripped out. Eden was nowhere to be found. Quickly he scanned the area, afraid to see her bleeding out on the ground. But there was no sign. Struck with the awful idea that she may have been carried off by a fourth vampire, Lazarus almost took off running. But a few yards away, Zeke was holding back a fang that had pinned him against the trailer, furiously clawing despite the bloody slashes that marred his own body. Ignatius was darting around the other, nipping and growling and leading her away, barely staying out of reach of talons and fangs.

He had to make a choice, and he had to do it fast.

“Find her!” Lazarus shouted to Hades, who collapsed into a cloud that rapidly snaked away from the camp and into the night.

Lazarus charged. Zeke’s vamp had managed to disarm him, driving his back into the trailer’s side, his knife on the ground useless. The vampire was poised over Zeke’s throat when Lazarus sunk his blade into his heart.

He pulled the convulsing vamp aside, sending him toppling to the ground. Gasping, Zeke collapsed, breathing heavily, a smear of blood across his chest. But Lazarus couldn’t stop. Not yet. Turning, he watched the coyote wrestle the remaining vamp to the ground, a river of blood spurting from his open throat. He strode over, flipping the knife in his hand. Going from one to the other, Lazarus pierced the other fangs’ hearts, just in case they managed to heal ripped up throats and disembowelment.

While Ignatius shifted, Lazarus checked on Zeke, who leaned against the trailer, catching his breath. Giving him a quick appraisal, Lazarus nodded at the blood that drenched his shirt. “Is it yours?”

“Think it’s the other guy’s.”

Lazarus exhaled through his teeth. “What the hell happened?”

“It was a hive,” Ignatius replied. “They were newly turned. Locked up in the trailer.”

Zeke straightened. “Your shot woke them up. Did you . . .?”

“I took care of the one who turned them,” Lazarus answered quickly. “Where’s Eden?”

“I don’t know.” Zeke swept the hair from his eyes. “As soon as the fighting started, I turned to tell her to get back, and she was gone.”

An unsettled feeling crawled up Lazarus’s spine. A few days ago, he might’ve thought she’d decided to turn tail and run. It would’ve fit in with his idea of mages. But now he knew better. Something was wrong. He took a step, scanning the dark for some sort of sign. When Hades barked, Lazarus nearly jumped out of his skin.

He wasted no time, bolting away from the campsite and into the dark plains.

When he came around the side of the trailer, a light shone in the distance. Pushing his speed, Lazarus sprinted toward the all-too-familiar galaxy of gray and blue light. This time, it was nearly consumed by red lightning strikes, a bloody storm piercing through the night. When Hades came into view, the dog was in his shepherd form, the fur on the back of his neck puffed up as he barked frantically at something curled up on the ground.
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“What the hell, asshole?” Mab croaked. Her fingernails raked at the hand that gripped her neck. The connection sigil on her collarbone flared, pulsing with a ruby red light.

The man stared at her, eyes like hot coals. Mab’s legs kicked helplessly, her mind screaming as her air supply was mercilessly cut off. She kept waiting for the darkness to close on her vision’s edge, for consciousness to fade. But it never happened. She hung there, clawing her captor’s hand to a bloody pulp, actually growing bored with the situation.

Apparently, death had its perks.

“Listen,” Mab ground out, “are we gonna sit like this all day? Because eventually, I’m gonna claw my way through your fuckin’ hand, and then you’ll really be sorry.”

The man’s eyes swiveled toward the bloody mess before him, as if he’d only just noticed. Embers intensifying, he tilted his head to the side. And, just like that, the wound was completely healed.

“Oh, come on,” Mab groaned, dropping her arms to her sides. “Seriously? What are you?”

“You don’t belong here,” he said, his voice ancient and graveled and void of all emotion.

He released his grip. Mab landed squarely on her feet, apparently nimbler in death than in life. She took a few steps back—that seemed prudent—before crossing her arms over her chest. The connection sigil faded and went out.

“Seriously, though,” she told him. “What are you?”

The man stood straight, posture perfect, his hands now stiff at his sides. He wore a suit, which was a little weird, his black hair perfectly slicked back. The eyes, blazing red just a moment ago, faded into an ordinary brown.

“What are you?” he shot back, his voice becoming more human. Hoarse, almost jagged on the edges. “You don’t belong here.”

Mab popped her gum. “Yeah, I’m getting that feeling.” She looked around, noticing the spirits floating down the path now gave them a wide berth. “So, what are you, the grim reaper?”

“Sometimes,” he replied. “Not today. How did you get here?”

“Sometimes—seriously? You’re really a reaper?” Mab looked him over, taking in this strange man who was so without flaw he seemed otherworldly. “Where’s your pitchfork?”

“It’s a scythe,” he answered. “How did—”

“Where is it, then?”

The man held up his hand to show a black mark on his palm, a dark line stretching from his thumb to his pinky. “Now, will you please tell me how you got here?”

“Some bitch threw me in.”

“Some . . . bitch?” the reaper repeated, his brows tenting like he didn’t quite understand.

“Yep.”

“Could you . . . elaborate?”

Mab launched into her story with a dramatically heavy sigh, carefully avoiding unsavory words like blood magic. “Basically, I made a deal,” she explained. “It was a stupid, fucked-up deal, and I guess now I’m paying for it in the Good Night. It’s messed up, right?”

“You shouldn’t be here,” he repeated. Didn’t he have any better lines?

“Yeah, you keep saying that.” Mab snorted, wondering if this reaper had a screw loose.

“No, it’s—” He frowned, turning to look at the forest. “I came to this place because I sensed the balance was disturbed. Something had been thrust into Purgatory, something that didn’t belong.”

Mab scrunched up her face. “Well, I don’t know about the thrusting, but yeah, I guess that’s me.”

“All right.” The reaper turned to leave, taking a few long strides down the path.

Staring at his receding form, Mab threw her hands up in the air. Was this guy for real? “Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded, stomping off after him.

Slowly, he turned. “I sensed a disturbance in the balance. I have seen the cause.” He moved to leave again.

Mab lashed out, grabbing him by the arm. “Aren’t you going to do something about it?”

Sighing, like he was supremely annoyed by this whole situation, the reaper pulled his arm away. “By your admission, you’re here by your own hand.” He spoke slowly, giving the words time to sink in.

Balking, Mab was momentarily at a loss for words. “Yeah, but—but how was I supposed to know the price was my soul? That’s not fair. It’s bullshit!”

He shrugged. “You should have read the contract.”

“I did, asshole.” She crossed her arms. “There was nothing in it about my soul. How can a mage even do that, huh? Last I heard, veil magic wasn’t a thing.”

At this, he paused, finally seeming interested. “I had assumed you had dealings with another reaper. You are correct. No mortal can touch a soul, much less cast it through the veil.”

“Then how’d she do it?”

“She must have had help,” the reaper concluded. He kept walking.

“So”—Mab trotted after him—“am I dead, then?”

They walked side by side. She noticed the reaper had slowed his pace. He may have wanted to give the impression of being disinterested, but Mab could see the shell beginning to crack. He studied her out of the corner of his eye, a gesture that made him seem unnervingly human.

“You are not dead,” he stated. “You are in the rare position of being a living soul in Purgatory. It’s why you’re aware and not . . .” he trailed off, indicating a spirit that floated listlessly ahead.

“And my body?” Mab asked, annoyed at how small and frightened the words sounded.

Again, the reaper shrugged. “This is one of reality’s strange loopholes. Your soul is very much alive, and as a result, so is your body. So long as it is maintained.”

“Like a magical coma,” she realized. “And if it’s not maintained?”

“Then it will die, and you will become like them.”

“Fuck.” Mab searched her memories, trying to come up with some reason the mage would have wanted her soul.

But wait.

Her soul was here, in the Good Night. And, as far as Mab could tell, the mage hadn’t tampered with it. Maybe this wasn’t about her soul at all. But what would the mage want with Mab’s body?

As they walked, her thoughts drifted to Eden. This path had led her to this place. Only a year ago, they were inseparable, as they had been since they were both nineteen. Practically sisters. Family. Mab never thought they would sever until it actually happened. And it was over such a stupid thing, the one thing that caused them more problems than anything else.

The past.

Kicking at a stray stone, Mab sent it skittering down the cobbled road. “What am I supposed to do?”

“You wait,” the reaper said. “It’s called Purgatory for a reason.”

“And then?”

He looked at her, and Mab thought she almost saw a flash of sympathy. “You move on. Above or Below—everyone goes somewhere.”

“Well, that sounds like shit.”

This drew a throaty chuckle. “Humans call this place the Good Night because of its dream-like state. But Purgatory is always suffering . . . just not in the ways you might think.” He looked her over. “If it helps, you may walk with me while I patrol the Path.”

“Thanks,” Mab said blandly, though she supposed she really meant it. “You got a name?”

The reaper thought for a moment. “I am called Pyke.”

“Well, Pyke”—Mab fell into step beside him—“let’s patrol this shit.”
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Nebulae burned into Zeke’s retinas as the light went out, and the world was drenched in darkness. When his vision finally cleared, he could see Lazarus wordlessly scoop Eden into his arms. She was still unconscious, her head lolling against Laz’s shoulder, hair cascading over his arm.

“What the hell?”

Turning, Zeke saw Ignatius approach. The shifter was smeared with dirt and blood, his wiry frame slightly hunched and clearly exhausted. “Is she okay?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” Lazarus adjusted the mage in his arms. He whistled for Hades and started walking. “We need to go.”

Zeke rushed to follow, his hand pressed to a wound on his bicep, thin trails of blood escaping through his fingers. A scratch. It had happened as the vamp that was Meyer shoved him against the trailer, right before Lazarus buried his knife in his heart. Zeke had gotten lucky. Just a few inches closer, and the bastard’s teeth would’ve been on him. There was no coming back from that.

Jesus. Poor Meyer. Zeke tried not to wonder how it happened, tried not to picture how easily it could happen to him or Laz or anyone.

They walked through the empty night, witnessed only by the stars that clung to the black expanse. Behind them, the campsite shrunk to nothing, an ugly scar on the endless plains.

Ignatius veered away but caught up to them halfway back, fully clothed and a little ragged. Even Hades seemed somber, smoking up to drift through the sky instead of taking tangible form.

“What the hell was that?” Ignatius walked with his hands in his frayed jeans pockets, his leather jacket slung over his shoulder. “Never expected to find a goddamned hive out here. I mean, damn.”

“It was weird from the start,” Zeke agreed. “A bunch of animal bones in the tent, a whole trailer just sitting there. I’m starting to think we should’ve seen it coming.”

Ig nodded thoughtfully. “And Meyer. Jesus.”

“Better in the ground than living as a vamp,” Zeke pointed out. The slice in his bicep throbbed, and he squeezed tighter, trying to ignore the blood that dripped through his fingers to trail in the grass behind him. God, he hoped he wouldn’t need stitches.

Shaking his head, Ignatius said, “Being turned isn’t a death sentence. It’s what comes after that’s important.”

“Yeah, well, Meyer’s after was trying to rip my throat out.” Zeke grimaced. “Fuck.”

“Of course that’s not the weirdest thing that happened tonight.”

“No,” Zeke said, not bothering to hide his concern. “It’s not.”

Ahead, Lazarus was widening the gap between them, his long, hurried strides carrying him to the vehicle parked in the distance. Right now, the truck was a beacon of safety. If they could make it there, then everything would be okay.

“It’s something to do with that connection sigil we’ve been following,” Zeke said. “It’s happened twice, both times when she came into contact with a spirit.”

“There was no spirit here tonight.”

Zeke pushed back hair damp with sweat. “I know. This whole thing is a new level of weird. And it’s just getting weirder. Eden says when it happens, she can see flashes.”

“Flashes?”

“Images. Like she’s looking through Mab’s eyes. No idea how that’s even possible. At first, we thought touching the spirits was somehow strengthening her sigil, but like you said, no spirit.”

“Not on this side, at least.”

“What do you mean?”

Ignatius shrugged. “Eden didn’t touch a spirit. But the mark goes both ways, right?”

“It could’ve been on Mab’s end,” Zeke realized. “Shit. This whole thing just keeps getting weirder and weirder.”

After slipping into his jacket, Ignatius produced a cigarette and fished in his pocket for a lighter. “I’ll take a look in my books, maybe ask some mages I know. See what I can come up with.”

“Thanks, man.” The tension in Zeke’s shoulders slightly released. They had no idea what kind of trouble Mab was in. Saving her would be a lot less daunting if he could wrap his mind around what they were up against, especially now that it could be putting Eden in danger.

They had nearly reached the truck when Eden woke. Lazarus got her to the ground as she slowly became aware of her surroundings, her eyes focusing first on Zeke and then Lazarus. The latter knelt beside her in the grass.

“It happened again.” Eden’s voice was quiet and a little raspy.

“Yeah,” Zeke said. “You lit up the night sky. I would’ve taken a picture if I wasn’t scared out of my wits.”

To his relief, she laughed, tilting her head toward the sky. She seemed better off than the last episode, coming back to herself more quickly. If anything, she just looked confused.

“Is that . . .?”

Zeke followed Eden’s gaze upward, seeing the swirling cloud of smoke hovering six feet above their heads. With an echoing yip, the smoke curled down and materialized into Hades. He leaned over Eden, nuzzling her cheek.

“I’m fine!” she insisted, gently moving back. Taking Lazarus’s hand, she climbed unsteadily to her feet.

“Did you see anything?” Lazarus asked.

Eden nodded. “I saw the forest again. And a man in a suit. Mab was talking to him, but I couldn’t understand the words.” She narrowed her eyes. “Something about a pike.”

“A pike?” Zeke raised a brow. “What the hell does that mean?”

“Like a spear?” Ignatius cut in.

“I don’t know.” Eden frowned. “I just remember the word echoing through my mind. Like it was important or something.”

Lazarus mulled it over. “Does it mean anything to you?”

“No,” she admitted. “Not at all. But it’s got to be a lead, right? Maybe this is who took her.”

“It does seem likely,” Zeke agreed.

“It’s definitely the best lead we’ve got.” Lazarus jerked his thumb in the direction of the truck. “Let’s get back and patch up.”

A few minutes later, they were piled into the truck. Zeke and Eden scooted in beside Lazarus while Ignatius and Hades hopped in the bed. Through the back window, Zeke saw Ig lay down as Lazarus pulled away. He had a feeling he’d sleep the whole way back to the motel, and maybe then some.

As the truck trundled down the road, Lazarus finally spared a glance at Zeke’s arm. It stopped bleeding, leaving a messy trail down his arm.

“You all right?” Lazarus asked, his brown eyes serious.

“Oh, this?” Zeke glanced down. The wound burned like his skin was being opened up again and again by a red-hot scalpel. Blood was smeared down his arms, dried in rivulets like a frozen river. He imagined he could feel it vibrating on his skin.

He was definitely gonna need stitches.

Damn.

Turning back to Lazarus, Zeke forced a grin. They were alive. And not only were they alive, but they’d taken out four vampires, a whole hive in the making. Of course he was going to feel a little buzzed up and strange. “Yeah,” he assured Lazarus, “just a scratch.”
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Eden sat cross-legged on the motel bed with Hades curled up beside her. Zeke perched at the foot of the bed like a nervous bird, holding out his arm so Lazarus could wrap a bandage around the wound. It was a shallow cut, a line of skin torn open by one of the vampire’s talons. Lazarus had already cleaned and stitched it up, much to Zeke’s consternation.

She was relieved to no longer be the center of their concern. By the time Lazarus pulled the truck into the motel parking lot, she was feeling mostly better. More like her usual self. The only evidence that anything had happened at all was the strengthened glow of her tattoo.

This time, the vision was unprompted. Eden was in the clearing one moment, watching the vampires advance, then it was like a veil had been pulled over her eyes. The world became hazy and confusing, but she could see Mab, bright and shining like a lighthouse in the mist. And the man. There was also a man.

Ignatius was quick to offer his theories. Eden had prompted the previous two visions by coming into contact with a spirit. What was to say Mab couldn’t do the same? Maybe the man was a ghost. To Eden, this only opened a slew of new questions. If Mab was the one who started the vision, then why was Eden the one on the ground beneath the strange lights? Why did the premonitions seem to go only one way?

Once the bandage was tied off, Zeke pulled his arm away. He hopped to his feet. Sometime in the last hour, his cheeks had regained color, the spring in his step returned. He’d been quiet the entire ride back, worry coming off him in waves. Foot tapping relentlessly, fingernails clacking against every surface. Eden couldn’t tell if it was the incident with the mark or the vampires themselves making him jumpy.

Zeke circled the bed and flopped down beside Eden, head on the pillow, and chin tucked against his chest. He reached for the remote on the side table, then grinned as Lazarus grabbed it and tossed it over.

“Maybe go take care of yourself a bit, huh?” Zeke suggested.

He had a point. Lazarus tried to hide it beneath his jacket. Still, there was no ignoring his shirt’s state, practically shredded from his collarbone halfway down his chest. During the drive, he’d relayed what happened to him in the RV, how he’d fought the vampire that made the others. Like Zeke, Lazarus was lucky to come out with only a scratch.

It seemed they were all lucky tonight.

Ignoring his cousin, Lazarus walked past Ignatius, who stretched out on the other bed, to the bathroom.

“Need any help?” Eden offered, eager to put herself to use.

“Nope.” He removed his jacket and tossed it on the bed. Taking a second glance, Laz grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the side table. Then he stepped into the bathroom, letting the door swing shut. But it swung back, just a crack, enough for Eden to see him slip out of his blood-stained shirt.

She thought to avert her eyes, but curiosity got the better of her. She’d only known Lazarus a few days but, already, she knew he’d do everything he could to minimize his own injuries. It wouldn’t surprise her if he ended up struggling to stitch himself back together rather than ask for help.

Lazarus faced away from her, hands on the sink, staring into the mirror. Though her intention was to examine his wounds, Eden quickly found her eyes roaming his broad shoulders and the strong muscles of his back. When he straightened, she looked away, eyes jumping to the television where Zeke was laughing along to some show involving an obstacle course.

When she was brave enough to look back, Eden saw Lazarus leaning against the sink, bringing up the whiskey bottle to take a swig.

He lowered his arm, and her blood went cold. Four slices inched across his chest, disappearing down his side. The way he had been acting, she expected to see a few scratches like the one on Zeke’s arm, not these bloody gashes. Grimacing, Lazarus reached for the first aid kit.

Without realizing what she was doing, Eden stood and marched over. She brushed into the bathroom and closed the door firmly behind her.

“What the hell are you doing?” Lazarus asked, his brows furrowed. He shrank back, big hands gripping the edge of the counter.

“What the hell are you doing?” she shot back, pointing to his chest. “This is bad, Lazarus. You need stitches.” Eden looked him over, studying the awful rips in his flesh. She couldn’t imagine the scars. “Like, a lot of stitches.”

Reaching into the first aid box, he pulled out a sewing kit, holding it up with a sarcastic flourish. She tried to grab it from his hand, but he held it tight.

“Can I just?” She sighed, letting go of the kit and looking away, anything to avoid the penetrating gaze she could still feel dancing over her. “Even once you’re stitched up, you’ll be in no condition to drive. It’s no trouble to heal you. Just let me take care of it. Please.”

She fully expected him to decline. To open the door and usher her out so he could stitch himself up with nothing but a sewing kit and a bottle of whiskey. Eden summoned the courage to look him in the eye, holding his gaze as Lazarus’s deep brown eyes washed over her. For a moment, they seemed stuck there together, and she knew she should look away.

Only, this time she couldn’t.

“Fine.” Lazarus broke the spell, taking the sewing kit and tossing it on the counter.

Flustered, Eden said, “Right. Just—” She looked around—he was too tall to get a good position—and motioned for him to sit down on the edge of the tub.

Lazarus did as he was told, giving no complaint. He sat with his arms at his sides, lightly gripping the tub. When Eden glanced at his face, she saw him nervously chewing his lip, eyes following her hands. She wondered if he’d ever been worked on by a mage.

Eden stepped close, snatching the bottle of whiskey off the counter. Lazarus raised a brow, a smirk tugging at his lips.

“To write with.” She splashed some whiskey on her palm. He grabbed the bottle from her hands, holding her eyes as he took a long drink.

With whiskey-dampened fingers, Eden slowly drew out a sigil for health over Lazarus’s chest. Then, slowly, she pressed her palm against his chest. Brows furrowed, he stared at her hand and took a deep breath.

“Are you ready?”

Lazarus nodded.

“This won’t hurt,” Eden promised. Then she found her power, nestled in place around her heart. She set it free, allowing magic to seep through her hand into the mark on his skin.

Lazarus took a sharp breath, instinctually trying to pull away. Eden kept her palm flat against his collarbone, fingers splayed up his throat, leaning in as she poured power through the sigil and into his body. Beneath her fingers, she could feel the muscle respond to her touch, slowly beginning to knit back together. Lazarus looked down, watching his skin repair itself.

His chest was warm beneath her hand, his breath now coming in easy waves. Even as she worked, Eden could feel Lazarus’s pulse slow as he relaxed.

She had never done this before, not like this. Mab was always begging her to cure hangovers and patch up bruised and broken knuckles. This was different. Taxing, but also strangely exhilarating.

The slices shrunk, narrowing until they’d stitched back together, leaving a row of pink scars. As soon as the wounds closed, Lazarus grabbed her by the wrist, pulling her hand away. He inspected her palm, tilting his head to the side.

“I can take care of the scars,” Eden told him, his hand still around her wrist, her voice suddenly quiet. She moved to continue, but he held her back.

“Leave them.” He released her hand and brought his own to his chest, probing at the newly healed flesh.

Eden felt she should say something when he looked up at her, but she couldn’t think of the words. She realized she was still standing inches away, so close she could feel the warmth coming off him, could smell the scent of sweat and blood, wholly alien and yet painfully familiar. A memory that she couldn’t quite grasp.

“I should go,” she whispered, heart thundering so loudly she swore he would be able to hear it. She backed up to the door, fingers trembling over the knob, and eased it open, leaving Lazarus sitting on the edge of the tub with a bewildered look on his face.
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A light burned inside him, and it was fading.

Lazarus stared down at his boots against the yellowed tile of the bathroom floor. Taking a deep breath, he gripped the tub and leaned his head back. Below his skin, a warmth resided, pulsing with the beat of a heart that was not his own. Her heart. Absurdly, he felt he should hold onto that feeling. Somewhere in his mind, Lazarus knew this was an effect of her magic, a high brought on by the flood of power. It wasn’t real, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

He had never been healed by a mage.

Was it always like this?

He tried not to think of her warm hand pressed against his chest, her slender wrist in his grasp. Why had she rushed out of the room afterward, an almost stricken expression on her face? And why did he have this awful feeling that it was his fault?

Sighing, Lazarus stood. He cranked on the shower and undressed, stepping beneath the cold spray. For as long as he could bear, Lazarus stood in the frigid water, the light inside him slowly leaking away. When he stepped out, he felt heavier. Burdened.

In other words, normal.

He dried off and pulled his clothes back on. Then he braced himself for whatever lay on the other side of the door.

 

——

 

Zeke and Ignatius hadn’t moved, the latter snoring with his arm slung over his eyes. Looking from the TV, Zeke pushed to his elbows. “What’s going on? Eden left, said—” He eyeballed the new set of scars on Lazarus’s chest. “Whoa.”

“Yeah,” Lazarus replied, digging a clean shirt from his duffel bag. “It might’ve been worse than I let on.”

“Shit, from the look of those scars, I’d say you’re right.” He shook his head, if not in surprise then disappointment. “You have to stop doing that, Laz. You gotta let people help you.”

Gesturing at his chest, Lazarus said, “What do you think I just did?”

Zeke snorted. “Knowing you, you only let her do it so she’d leave you alone.” He turned back to the television, the remote cradled on his chest.

“Did she say where she was going?” Lazarus sat on the bed, pointedly ignoring Zeke’s unnervingly accurate remark.

“Said she was getting some air,” Zeke replied. “Guess healing takes a bit out of a mage.”

“I guess.” Lazarus wasn’t sure he bought that. The look on her face, the way she stared at him, that wasn’t exhaustion. That was something else. He stood. “She’ll be back sooner or later; why don’t you go share the bed with Ignatius and let her have this one?” To save cash, they’d only gotten the one room tonight.

Zeke grunted his assent and hauled himself up, grabbing his stuff and tossing it on the bed beside Ignatius, who rolled over with something close to a growl. “What about you?”

“I’ll sleep in the truck.” Lazarus was relieved when the idea came to him. A few hours of solitude would do him right, give him the chance to clear his head. God knew he needed it.

Zeke waved as Lazarus left the motel room. Outside, Laz looked for the mage, thinking he’d find her walking the exterior corridor or maybe holed up by the vending machines.

She was nowhere to be found, and Lazarus couldn’t decide if he should be worried. If his worry was justified. So what if she walked off? She was certainly free to do so; he couldn’t even blame her after all the running around and random jobs he’d put her through. It wouldn’t be a good idea, not with her sigil on the fritz, but Lazarus knew from experience that a good idea could be a lot harder to follow than a bad one.

Making a choice to ignore his concern, Lazarus took the stairs to the first floor. Emerging out to the parking lot, he made for the truck. As he opened the driver’s side door, he spotted her standing near the lot’s edge, facing away from him.

His first instinct was to duck into the truck and pretend he hadn’t seen her. Instead, he stood there, transfixed by the woman standing in the distance.

She didn’t look like she was running. Eden turned her face to gaze at the stars with her bare arms pulled tightly around her. Even from here, Lazarus could see the pinkish glow, a halo around her heart. She was otherworldly. Angelic.

Like something out of a dream.
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Eden pressed her hand to the bathroom mirror. The small room was like a sauna after her long, scorching shower. She breathed in, holding the warmth in her lungs, trying to replicate that feeling when she pushed her hand against Lazarus’s chest and poured her magic into him.

The moment was beautiful. Broken flesh mended beneath her touch, a life force rejuvenated by her hand. It was exhilarating. It made her want to sing, to dance, to twine her fingers through his hair and brush against the possibility.

But there was something else there, something hiding within the forgotten recesses of her mind. Standing there, in this very room, Eden was struck by the feeling that she’d done this before. A firm grip circling her wrist, her hand pressed against a heaving chest, power slipping out of her like sand from an hourglass.

Eden was out the door before she realized. She’d always been good at running.

She wiped the condensation from the glass, turning away from her own reflection. After drying off, she put on a pair of cut-off shorts and one of Mab’s old band tees. Hopefully, their next stop would have adequate laundry facilities.

When she stepped out, the room was still quiet. Zeke lay curled in a pile of blankets, but Ignatius was up, sitting on the edge of the bed sipping from a glass of water.

“Morning,” he said good-naturedly. “Early riser?”

Eden smiled as she slipped past. “Eager, mostly. And in desperate need of a long, hot shower.”

“I’ll second that.” Ignatius downed his water and disappeared into the bathroom. A moment later, the shower cranked on.

Sitting on the bed with her legs folded, Eden attacked her hair with a brush. She had just tamed the last snarl when she noticed a cloud of black smoke seeping in from under the door frame. The smoke curled up toward the ceiling, clinging there as the doorknob jiggled. Eden looked over as Lazarus clumsily opened the door, one huge hand precariously clinging to a pair of paper coffee cups.

“Sorry about Hades,” Lazarus said as the door swung closed behind him. He crossed the small room, boots tapping against the worn floorboards. “He has no manners.”

Eden felt her cheeks go pink, her body hot and clammy in a not entirely unpleasant way. She wondered if Lazarus had anything to say about last night. Had he danced with the same lingering thoughts?

When he offered her one of the coffee cups, Eden took it gratefully. Maybe it was a peace offering or just a kind gesture, but when her lips touched the rim, and she tasted the caramel-drenched sweetness, she knew Lazarus had at least thought of her.

“Thank you,” she said. Above, Hades floated toward her, the smoke folding over on itself until a black dog smiled happily on the bed’s end. “Good morning to you too.”

Grinning, Lazarus set down the other coffee cup and reached into the pocket of his jacket. “Wake-up call, Zeke.” He spoke loudly, nudging the bedframe with his boot. A whiny groan was all he got in response. Shrugging, Lazarus produced a shockingly colorful can from his pocket, one of those toxic energy drinks Zeke loved. He tossed it near Zeke, then went to sit beside Hades at the end of Eden’s bed.

She watched, weirdly fascinated, as one of Zeke’s tattooed hands emerged from the pile of blankets. “Oh, thank God,” he said as his fingers closed around the sweating can. He sat up, throwing back the sheets and cracking open the energy drink to take a long, painful-looking swig.

“Give him ten minutes,” Lazarus said. “He’ll be spilling out energy and quoting punk-rock lyrics.”

Eden laughed. “About time too. We need to get back on the road before a werewolf or something falls into your lap. What’s the plan?”

One of Lazarus’s dark brows arched. “I thought the plan was that there was no plan. We’re just following this”—he gestured at the sigil faintly glowing beneath her T-shirt’s collar—“until Mab shows up.”

“Admittedly, that might not have been the best idea.” Eden winced. “I think maybe we need a plan. A real one.”

“I like plans,” Zeke piped in. “What’s it gonna be, Laz? What’s the plan?”

Lazarus made a face. “Why am I the one making the plan?”

“Because you’re the grown-up.” Zeke rolled his eyes. “And”—he pointed at Eden—“her plan would just be to go out and touch another spirit, and we all know you won’t like that.”

“It’s true,” Eden told him. “That’s the only plan I’ve got.” She grabbed a hair tie off the nightstand and wove her wet hair into a sodden braid.

The bathroom door opened, and Ignatius came out. “Hey,” he said when he saw everyone was awake and gathered. “So what’s the plan?”

“I spent some time thinking it over,” Lazarus said. Everyone settled in to listen, passing around a handful of half-stale cereal bars Zeke found in the truck’s glovebox. “But Eden’s going to like it too much.”

Eden perked up. She sat beside Lazarus, her fingers wrapped around the warm coffee cup, mind itching to get back on the road. “Go on,” she urged.

He sighed, reaching up to sweep back his dark hair. Stalling. “We have no idea where your friend is except that you think it’s a forest. It’s dark. Cold. It’s not enough to go on. But . . .” Lazarus hesitated as if he couldn’t believe what he was about to say. “Maybe we could get you to have another vision.”

“Yes!” Eden leaned forward, lightly gripping Lazarus’s forearm. “I do like that idea. You’re brilliant. Let’s do it.”

He groaned. “See, I knew you’d be too excited.”

“How is another vision going to help?” Ignatius wondered. He took a cereal bar from Zeke and kicked back on the bed, pulling off pieces to share with Hades.

Lazarus frowned. “We don’t know if it will. But maybe if she maintains longer contact with the spirit, she’ll be able to see more. I didn’t like the idea before, but if these visions are going to start happening without rhyme or reason . . .”

“Might as well try to get a little info out of ’em,” Zeke finished.

“And”—Ignatius tapped his finger against his hollow cheek—“if you prompt it yourselves, at least it’ll be in a controlled situation.”

“I really don’t like it,” Lazarus repeated.

“But it’s worth a try!” Eden grinned. “It’s like you said: we can’t just keep going with nothing to go on. So what do we do?” She paced the narrow space between the beds, dodging Lazarus’s legs as she walked by. “We’ll have to go out and get a ghost, right?”

Lazarus rolled his eyes and slipped his phone out of the pocket of his jeans. “Yeah, let me call and order one like a pizza.”

“I’m sorry.” Eden crossed her arms. “You’ve found two since we left California. I was under the impression they practically grew on trees.”

Zeke swallowed a bite of his cereal bar and then passed the rest to Ignatius. “It sure feels like it.”

“Think it would work with a spirit trapped in a mirror?” Ignatius offered. “I’ve got one sitting in the trunk.”

Eden’s lips curled into a grimace. “In the trunk,” she repeated. “Is that . . . normal for hunters?”

“He’s buried in Oklahoma. Thought I’d head up that way after checking on Meyer.”

“It’s worth a try,” Lazarus said. “It’d save us some trouble, at least.”

Ignatius gave a curt nod, climbing to his feet. “One spirit coming up.”

He was halfway out the door when Lazarus called, “It’s not malevolent, right?”

“Not yet,” the coyote shifter called back.

 

——

 

Eden ushered them out the door and into the truck before Lazarus had a chance to change his mind. They drove away from the motel and the highway, finding a quiet stretch of road with no one around. Lazarus clutched the wheel like it was a lifeline, stealing furtive glances at Ignatius’s Nova in the rearview. Frankly, Eden wouldn’t be surprised if he hit the brakes and threw them around, turning back the way they came. She’d put up a hell of a fight, but she wouldn’t be surprised.

When he did stop, it was at the end of a long road. There was nothing around them but grassy fields beneath a cerulean sky marred by a lonely wisp of cloud. Zeke opened the door and hopped out, venturing back to talk to Ignatius, who was pulling in behind them.

“You sure about this?” Lazarus released the wheel and turned off the truck.

She could understand his concern, especially in light of what Zeke told her. Lazarus had experience with spirits in the worst way possible. But, somehow, it was different for her. Maybe it was the mark or the fact that she was a mage. It was like the touch amplified her magic, sending her sight to wherever Mab was. She wanted this. She needed it. But even if she didn’t, Eden knew she’d go through with it anyway. She had to for Mab.

“I’ve done it three times already, Lazarus.” She slid down the seat toward the open passenger door. “It’ll be fine.”

His face hardened, and he looked down at his hands before meeting her gaze. “Eden, I—”

“Are you guys coming, or what?” Zeke hollered from behind the truck. Beside him, Ignatius had a bag slung over his shoulder, and Hades was off wisping into the sky in a black cloud.

Eden shrugged and hopped out of the truck, shutting the door behind her. She ventured a few yards into the field, shading her eyes against the sun. “How far do we need to go?”

 

——

 

They settled on a stretch of land out of sight of the road. When Lazarus deemed they’d gone far enough, Ignatius hunched on the ground, unzipping and rooting through the bag he carried.

“Do you think we’ll have to release the spirit to make this work?” Zeke knelt beside Ignatius, grabbing a spelled dagger from the open bag. He poked at the tip with his finger.

If they needed to, they could disrupt the sigil holding the spirit in the glass. This should, in theory, set it loose without sending it back to the Good Night. “If that’s what we have to do, we’ll do it.”

“Absolutely not,” Lazarus cut in with a shake of his head, black waves falling over his face before he shoved them back with his hand. “We’re not freeing a ghost.”

Irritation simmered in her chest, and she closed her eyes, rubbing at her temples. “Lazarus,” Eden began, “if we’re not willing to do whatever it takes, then what’s the point?”

He crossed his tattooed arms. “That’s a terrible way of thinking. If you can’t go all in, you might as well not do it at all? Seriously?”

“What’s it gonna do, huh?” Eden threw up her hands. “Haunt a field? Maybe it’ll call an Uber and go someplace that actually has people.”

Brows knit, Lazarus opened his mouth to reply, but Ignatius cut him off. “Enough. Both of you. Jesus.” He straightened and turned toward Eden. Lazarus shot a withering glance at the back of his head and then crossed his arms again.

Ignatius gathered them in a loose circle, about three yards apart, with Eden in the middle. She held an old compact in her hands, a relic from some makeup brand she’d never heard of. There was a ghost inside this mirror, and Eden imagined she could feel it trembling in her hands, dark energy rising like a mist.

To either side, Zeke and Ignatius stood armed and ready. Zeke carried the same shotgun he used at the drive-in—loaded with rock salt shells—while Ignatius loosely clutched an iron blade. Just in case, she reminded herself. Only if the spirit overpowered her, flaying her soul from her flesh and ferrying it into the Good Night. Before her, Lazarus stood. He wore a pair of old aviators, a channeling coin already feeding power into the sigil on his palm. When Eden met his eyes, his hard expression softened into one of reassurance, his lips pulling into a hesitant half-smile as he nodded.

Looking down, Eden opened the compact. The glass inside was clouded and dirty, the sigil like a bullseye at its center. She closed her eyes and pressed the pad of her finger onto the mark.

The heat evaporated from the air, the skin of her bare arms prickling with goosebumps. Eden opened her eyes, exhaling a cloudy puff from her lips. Lazarus was no longer there.

The grassy field was replaced by a stand of gray trees. Turning, she saw the sky was black, the world around her lit by millions and millions of stars, more than she’d ever seen.

This time it was different. Before, she had seen only flashes. Feelings. Like a highlight reel of mundane clips. Mab waking up on the ground or walking down the path, speaking words that she didn’t understand. It was like Eden had been viewing someone else’s dream, but this time, it was real. She could feel the frost biting into her skin, could sense the preternatural stillness of this place. Was she still looking through Mab’s eyes? Was this what she saw? What she felt?

Eden raised her hand, turning it over in front of her face. It was her own, pale and trembling, the nails still painted electric blue. She didn’t understand. She couldn’t be here, not really. The sigil on her chest flared pink, connecting her to Mab, apparently allowing her to see what she saw, but it couldn’t bring her there. Not really.

Her ears pricked as a voice disturbed the stillness—a muttering off through the trees. Eden pushed forward, slipping between slender gray trunks and thickets of black leaves. On the other side was a narrow clearing, a worn path stretching in either direction.

“Eden?”

She turned, and there stood Mab with her arms loose at her sides, a leather jacket draped over her shoulder. Her brown eyes were wide, mouth agape as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. As if she’d seen a ghost.

“Mab!” Eden rushed forward, throwing her arms around her friend. To her relief, Mab hugged her back, cold arms wrapping around her shoulders. When they pulled away, Eden was dismayed to see her face had gone stern.

“Are you dead?” Mab asked, honey voice low and serious.

Eden shook her head. “What? No! I’m trying to find you!” She pulled back her shirt, exposing the tattoo that burned brighter than ever. “Look.”

Mab sucked on her teeth, looking off into the forest. Eden flinched as she stepped away, muttering a curse under her breath.

“I don’t understand,” Eden said. “You said you were in trouble. That you needed help.”

“I never said that.” Mab scowled. “All I wanted was to say goodbye.”

Eden crossed her arms. “I wasn’t about to leave you, Mab. Not when the mark said you were alive.”

“That’s exactly what you should have done!” Mab shook her head. “Damn it. I should’ve thought about the mark.”

This conversation was going off the rails, just like the one they had right before they split for good. But Eden wouldn’t let it end the same way. She wasn’t giving up this time.

“It’s too late for that,” Eden continued. “I came to find you, to bring you back from . . . wherever this is.” She looked at the dark trees “Which is . . . where are we?”

“Where do you think we are, Eden?” Mab snapped.

For the first time, Eden took a moment to look, really look, around her. Bone-white trees and leaves the color of rot. It was always night in the visions. Always.

“The stars,” Eden murmured. She could see them now, crusting the black sky with pricks of light. “Zeke said there were too many stars. We’re there, aren’t we? The Good Night.”

Mab shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans and kicked her motorcycle boot along the dirt. “Yup. The Good Night. Pretty, isn’t it?”

But Eden could barely hear her. The Good Night. All this time she thought the spirits were giving her the power to see through Mab’s eyes, but really, they were just windows into the veil.

“But how did you get here?” Eden was frozen, all warmth sapped away, her limbs slow and heavy. This couldn’t be real. “Are you dead?”

“To you I am,” Mab shot back. Then she sighed and stepped close, her cold fingers gripping Eden’s forearm. “Listen to me. You leave it alone. Trust me, you don’t want to tangle with Josephine Laurent. No matter what she says, it will never be in your favor. ”

“Josephine Laurent? Is that who you made a deal with? To find Florence?”

Mab swore. “Promise me, Eden. Don’t—”

A bright light flashed around them, and Eden closed her eyes on instinct. Her awareness shifted, like falling in a dream, and she realized she was lying on the ground. Lazarus knelt over her, one hand supporting her head while the other gripped her waist. When Eden opened her eyes, she saw relief reflecting in his own.

“Did it work?” Zeke appeared, leaning over them both, shotgun resting against his shoulder.

“Give her a minute,” Lazarus ordered. The hands around her loosened and changed position, and suddenly Eden was sitting beside him in the field.

“I’m okay,” she said, climbing to her feet with barely a waver. She was getting better at this.

Zeke leaned in. “What happened? Did you find Mab?”

What happened?

Eden hesitated. She had so much to tell them. That it had worked. That they’d found each other; Eden had held Mab in her arms and watched her with her own eyes. That they had spoken with actual words. That she was there.

Only, there was the Good Night.

Purgatory.

It was the place where Lazarus had found himself trapped, freed only by his mother’s sacrifice. And if the same had happened to Mab . . . he would never go through with it, Eden realized. This would be the end of the road for Lazarus and Zeke, and she would well and truly be alone. But there had to be a way, some trick they didn’t know, some chance to bring back someone who wasn’t dead. Mab hadn’t mentioned being taken by a spirit, but she had said a name.

“Josephine Laurent,” Eden whispered.

Zeke’s face screwed up in confusion. “What?”

“A name,” Eden replied, carefully avoiding Lazarus’s eyes. She wouldn’t keep this up forever, and she certainly wouldn’t get them into anything they couldn’t handle. But, finally, she had some sort of clue as to Mab’s disappearance. She couldn’t let the search stop now. “All I got was a name.”
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Lazarus clenched his hand around the wheel and resisted the urge to lay on the horn. Three cars ahead, an obnoxious SUV with grubby hands flailing out the windows cautiously moved, approaching the order terminal and flashing menu of Burger Village. Inching the truck forward, Lazarus stepped on the brake and sighed.

They’d parted ways with Ignatius almost an hour ago. The shifter headed north to Oklahoma to lay the spirit in the compact to rest. Lazarus was starting to think Ig was the lucky one, the idea prompted by Zeke’s insistence at grabbing lunch before they hit the road. The clock on the dash read barely eleven, yet somehow the drive-thru was packed with cars.

“Alright.” Zeke turned down the music and slipped his laptop from the bag resting at his feet. “Let’s see what we can find on Josephine Laurent.”

That was his excuse for the burger joint. Free Wi-Fi. When Lazarus pointed out that Zeke could just use the hot spot on his phone, Zeke had scoffed and started complaining about data packages and overage charges.

Eden leaned over Zeke as he connected to the restaurant’s network. He opened a search engine, and Lazarus watched out of the corner of his eye. At the same time, he wondered what was taking the obnoxious SUV so long to order.

“Ugh,” Zeke groaned as the webpage slowly loaded. “Hey, do you think there’s such a thing as a Wi-Fi sigil? This is taking forever.”

“It’s not like we’re going anywhere,” Lazarus grumbled. Finally, the SUV pulled forward, and Lazarus inched closer to the terminal. “You better know what you want before we get up there.”

“Double-bacon cheeseburger with extra bacon and no pickles,” Zeke rattled off. “And a mocha.”

“I’m not—”

“Oh, look!” Zeke cut him off. “Josephine Laurent.” He scratched at his stubbly chin. “Looks like there are only five of them in the country. Missouri, New York. Two in Ohio.”

“Five?” Eden balked. “How are we going to find the right one?”

“Just gimme a minute.”

Another car moved, and Lazarus pulled them forward. He couldn’t help but wonder how the threads of Eden’s visions tied together. First, it was flashes of Mab in a dark forest, and then it was something about a man in a suit. Now there was a name. Just a name. Lazarus was beginning to feel the threads were something more of a web. He could only imagine who was spinning it—Eden or Mab or this Laurent person. Since that evening in Ignatius’s yard, Lazarus believed that the mage was genuine. But seeing her come out of the vision, the bright lights sinking back into her tattoo, a look of confusion, and then determination, on her soft face. Something happened there, and the fact that she was pretending otherwise didn’t sit right with him.

“All right,” Zeke murmured. “Josephine Laurent. The one in New York is a real estate agent, and one of the Ohioans is in middle school. But Missouri, that looks promising.”

Eden leaned in, her excitement palpable. “What’s special about Missouri?”

Zeke shrugged. “It’s the closest.”

“Really? That’s it?” Eden frowned. “What if it’s not the right one and we’re just wasting time?”

“Then we’ll move on to the next one,” Zeke answered cheerfully.

Lazarus tapped the wheel. “Our Laurent is probably a mage, right?”

Shifting in her seat, Eden said, “It’s likely. Whoever she is, Mab made a deal with her to find her sister. On the phone, Mab said it was a bad deal and she had to pay the price. If Josephine Laurent was able to overpower Mab, then she must be powerful. And she probably has friends.”

“Great,” Lazarus muttered. “So how are we going to know we’ve got the right Laurent?”

“Look, we pull into,” Zeke read from the screen, “Booker and we look up Josephine Laurent. If Mab is close, the sigil will say so, right?”

“In theory,” Eden answered, her soft voice tinged with doubt.

“Well, if the sigil is wrong, then we’ll go on to Ohio, and New York, and so on.”

“Pretty flimsy,” Lazarus said.

Zeke rolled his eyes. “Our plan has been flimsy from day one. And I don’t see you coming up with a better one.”

The last car pulled forward, and Lazarus followed, approaching the order terminal. “Missouri it is, then,” he said as he unrolled the window.
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Zeke could almost believe Booker was a Nowhere town.

They pulled in late that night. Lazarus drove through a grid of well-groomed streets lit by old-fashioned lamp posts, the downtown area like something straight from a Norman Rockwell painting. Niche bookstores, shabby-chic cafes, and mom and pop stores sat alongside boutiques with campy names. Everywhere he looked, Zeke had to double-check that he wasn’t actually looking at a town full of spirits.

It was kind of a weird place for a mage. If it weren’t for Eden’s sigil lighting up like a Christmas tree, he would have thought they’d gotten the wrong Laurent. It seemed they had gotten lucky.

Their first stop was a grocery store that was about to close for the night. Leaving Lazarus and Eden in the truck, Zeke dashed inside to find a copy of the local paper. He grabbed an issue of the Booker Daily and went through the checkout, adding a few candy bars and an energy drink to the conveyor belt.

Back in the truck, he opened the newspaper as Lazarus drove them across town to a quiet motel. The paper was filled with the typical small-town fare: local plays and summer events and a profile on a big festival that had started the previous day. He couldn’t find anything on Josephine Laurent, though that didn’t mean much. A mage, especially one in the business of making deals, was bound to keep a low profile.

The next morning they woke early, driving back across town to a trendy coffee shop along Main Street. Grabbing his laptop bag, Zeke followed Lazarus and Eden inside. He set up at a booth in the back while Eden went through the line. While they waited, Lazarus carefully thumbed through the morning paper, probably looking for anything that resembled their kind of job.

After the vampire fiasco, Laz had been committed to reaching Booker without distraction. He turned off his phone, giving Ignatius orders to call Zeke only in case of an emergency. If there was anything unnatural between Texas and Missouri, they didn’t hear about it. And it was almost kind of weird. The past five years of Zeke’s life had been dictated by newspaper articles and internet conspiracy forums. Driving with one destination in mind was oddly freeing.

But Zeke could tell it bothered Lazarus. He kept reaching for his phone and staring at the black screen before tossing it aside only to repeat the process ten minutes later. It was as much a crutch as it was muscle memory. Laz didn’t know what to do with himself if he wasn’t continually taking on the mantle of Protector of the World. Hell, it wasn’t even like they were taking a vacation or anything; they were still on the job. It was just that one job was never enough for a man like Laz. He had to fix everything.

Zeke opened his laptop and got to work. By the time Eden returned with their coffees, he had discovered that Josephine Laurent lived at 1 Cadence Lane, the only residence on a dead-end street near the outskirts of town.

“Nothing on the mage,” Lazarus commented, pushing the newspaper to the middle of the table. Eden slid in beside Zeke, looking over his screen as she raised a cup of coffee to her lips.

Zeke rolled his eyes. “I could’ve told you that.” Turning to Eden, he grabbed his mocha and took a long, burning swig. He tilted his screen in her direction. “I got her address.”

“So what’s the plan?” She set down the cup and put her palms flat on the table, leaning forward conspiratorially. “Storm in under the cover of night and grab Mab before anyone notices? Or should we go a more direct route?”

“Whoa!” Zeke held up his hands. “Slow down, there. That might not be the most . . .”

“It’s a terrible plan,” Laz cut in with an amused smirk. “You’ll get yourself killed.”

“Okay, I was kidding. Obviously.” Eden waved a hand. “You two are the experts. What’re we going to do?”

Lazarus thought for a moment. “First, we’ll need to check it out and make sure this is even our Laurent. It makes absolutely no sense to run in half-cocked. Stop laughing, Zeke. Then we need to figure out how to get inside. This might be our biggest hurdle. A mage’s home is going to be warded.”

“So how do we do that?” Eden asked.

The table went quiet. Zeke idly tapped his finger against the spacebar, maintaining the illusion of thought but really hoping that Lazarus would take the lead. On the other side of the table, Laz cracked his fingers and inspected the tattoo on his palm, looking very much like he was hoping Zeke would be the one to speak first.

“Well?” Eden crossed her arms over her chest, looking annoyed.

Throwing a dirty glare at Lazarus, Zeke folded his hands together. “Can’t you just magic something up?”

Eden raised a brow while Lazarus thumped his face into his palm. “Yeah,” Eden said, pulling up her sleeve. “Let me just use my breaking-and-entering sigil.”

“I was just wondering.”

Eden went on, “Sure, we could find the wards and break them. That’s not really all that difficult if you know what you’re looking for, but it’s still a lot easier said than done. You’d need to get inside first to spot where the wards are even located.”

“And that just brings us back to square one,” Zeke mused. “If we can’t get in under her nose, then we’ll have to get in over it.” When he was met by blank looks, he said, “You know, we’ll have to be the opposite of sneaky. We could pretend to be exterminators or send Laz in with a pizza delivery.”

“I’m not doing that.”

Eden bit her lip. “We could just go in and make a deal of our own. Maybe we don’t need all this subterfuge. Maybe we can work something out.”

“No.” It was Lazarus’s turn to lean forward. “That is a terrible idea. You don’t make deals with mages.”

To her credit, Eden only looked mildly offended. “You made a deal with me.”

“I took a job, not a deal,” Lazarus corrected. “And you’re different. A deal with Laurent is how your friend got into trouble in the first place. It’s a bad idea.”

“How am I different?”

Lazarus balked. “You’re . . . you.”

“Eloquent.” Zeke smirked.

“Fine.” Eden rolled her eyes, her cheeks going a faint shade of pink. “You’re the boss, so what’s your plan?”

“The first thing we’re going to do is drive down to Cadence Lane and get the lay of the land,” Lazarus decided. “Then we can figure out how to proceed from there.”

 Tapping the table, Lazarus stood to leave. Eden grabbed her paper cup and followed. Chugging his mocha in one hand and picking up his laptop with the other, Zeke climbed out of the booth a few moments later. He trailed behind, coming to a stop beside the bulletin board near the coffee shop’s entrance. Event fliers and sales pitches covered the board, but one thing caught his eye.

Looking around to make sure no one was watching, Zeke tore down the flier and pushed through the door. He hopped into the truck beside Eden and passed her the paper. He watched her eyes dance down the page as Lazarus pulled out of the lot and onto the street.

“Booker’s own Summer Festival,” she read aloud. “Starts tomorrow. So?”

Lazarus started up the truck and pulled out of the lot. “We don’t have time for this.”

Zeke jammed his finger at the flier. “No, look closer.”

At the bottom of the page, there was a list of events, mostly the usual fare: food stands, vegetable weigh-ins, shows put on by the community theater. But at the bottom of the list there was something unusual.

“Fortunes told by Madame Laurent,” Eden read. She looked up to Zeke, eyes bright with excitement. “This could be our in!”

“Madame? Seriously?”

“If she’s making deals,” Zeke said, “maybe this is how she does it.”

“It’s as good a chance as any,” Lazarus agreed. “At least we can get a feel for Laurent and whether or not she knows Mab.”

 

——

 

Cadence Lane sat a few miles outside of town, nestled into a private, wooded area that Zeke suspected was property belonging to Josephine Laurent. The house itself was practically a castle, a behemoth of dark brick and peaked roofs with old windows and a wrought-iron fence circling a manicured lawn. Evening had fallen, and the house was quiet as Lazarus pulled unassumingly down the street. There were no cars in the driveway, and the exterior lights were off. Other than a few lit windows, the place could have been abandoned.

“I can feel the warding from here,” Eden said as Lazarus turned around in the cul-de-sac. “It’s . . . extensive. She’s definitely our Laurent.”

“Think you could break them if you needed to?” Zeke asked. The truck slid past the house once more, Zeke and Eden glued to the window.

When they turned back onto the main road, Eden sat back. “Breaking them isn’t the hard part. All you need to do is disrupt the symbol. The problem is finding them all. Not to mention getting in there in the first place.”

Lazarus tapped his hand thoughtfully against the wheel. “But is that something you can do?”

She sighed. “I want to say yes, but I don’t know. There’s a lot of magic here. I mean, a lot. Seeing her at the festival should give me a better idea. At the very least, we’ll need to figure out a way to get in and identify the wards before going after Mab.”

“Pizza delivery boy?” Zeke offered.

Lazarus rolled his eyes and glanced over. “If we ever go with that plan, you’ll be the one slinging pizzas. I can promise you that.”



[image: ]



The next morning, Lazarus followed the flier’s directions to a large field several miles outside town. As they pulled past, Eden marveled at the festival and how large it turned out. An entire field was dedicated to parking, complete with bored-looking ticket takers and flaggers shouting into walkie-talkies. Only an hour after opening and the lot already held hundreds of cars. It was only half full, too. Booker was tiny, but apparently, the event managed to draw in people from surrounding areas. It felt more like a state fair than a small-town festival.

As soon as he saw the busy parking lot, Lazarus started muttering behind the wheel. He merged into the river of vehicles, inching forward until they approached the parking attendant. Trading a five for a paper ticket, he followed the flaggers past rows of unevenly parked cars. When they pulled into their spot, he gave the flagger a polite wave. Then he turned to Eden and Zeke.

“I hate it here,” Lazarus groaned.

Eden playfully shoved him on the arm. “C’mon, Laz. It’ll be fun!” If she craned her neck, she could see the festival entrance far down the line. Further ahead, she could just make out the curve of a Ferris wheel.

“We’re not here to have fun,” he grumbled.

As if she could have forgotten. The connection sigil was brighter than ever, so bright the pink light had begun to seep through the thin fabric of her T-shirt. And she could feel it, beating as strongly as if she held Mab’s heart to her chest.

Being so close sent sparks of anxiety shooting through her. Not only would they need a way into the house, but they would also need to figure out how to get Mab out of the Good Night. It was possible. Regardless of what Lazarus claimed, Eden had to believe that. She could only hope he wouldn’t be too upset when he found out.

“Yeah.” Zeke threw open his door and climbed out. “But there’s no reason we can’t have fun while we investigate. Corn dogs, anyone?”

They made their way across the lot to the entrance. Paying the fare, they stepped through the turnstiles, emerging onto a wide, paved path crowded with people. Along both sides sat colorful booths and tents. A cinnamon coffee scent clung to the air, coming from a stand with a long line curving off to the side. Music blared from a tent with a miniature racetrack and a herd of raucous children brandishing remote controls. Snagging a map from the kiosk, Lazarus made his way to the grassy area between two booths.

He studied the map while Zeke tried to peek over his shoulder. “They have a petting zoo?” he exclaimed, making a grab for the map.

Lazarus shifted away, throwing him an admonishing look. “I don’t see anything about Laurent. I think we’ll have to get out there and actually look.”

“We could ask someone,” Eden suggested. Surely somebody around here could point out where Madame Laurent was lurking, and it had to be faster than wandering the festival and hoping they stumbled across something.

“We could,” Lazarus conceded, “but I’d prefer to lay low.”

While she had to appreciate his newfound dedication to her cause, Eden couldn’t help but chuckle. “Her name was on a flier, Lazarus. Asking about her won’t turn any heads.”

“But in the meantime,” Zeke piped in, “snacks?”

Lazarus folded the map and tucked it into his back pocket. “You ate breakfast an hour ago.”

“It’s almost lunch!” Zeke protested, voice going whiny. He looked around, spotting the nearby coffee stand’s waning line. “I’ve got a serious caffeine withdrawal too. I’ll be right back.”

“You chugged an entire mocha in the truck!” Lazarus said, but Zeke was already walking away. “This is going to be a long day.”

Ten minutes later, Eden and Lazarus waited as Zeke tossed the empty coffee cup in the trash and set his sights on a cotton candy vendor. He purchased a big bag of blue fluff and shoved it in his mouth as they walked past a carnival ride line.

“Want some?” Zeke held out the bag.

Eden shook her head—she felt too jittery for sweets—and Lazarus stared him down until Zeke shrugged and pulled the bag back in. Her stomach roiled at the thought of food; she couldn’t even eat breakfast that morning. After days of traveling across the country, hoping for news at every turn, clinging to any scrap of information she could find, Eden was almost there. She had set out into the unknown, endured the visions that plagued her, and found Josephine Laurent. Now, Mab was close, she just knew it, and she would not—could not—rest until she found her.

Walking through the festival was strange. All around Eden, happy people streamed through the walkways, crowding in front of food vendors and waiting in snaking lines. The air seemed injected with happiness. It made Eden wish they weren’t here under such dour circumstances. She could imagine herself screaming on the Tilt-A-Whirl with Zeke or dragging Lazarus for a spin around the carousel. She could picture him, large and gangly, sitting on one of the tiny horses with a defeated glare on his face.

Briefly, Eden wondered if they could come back here after everything was said and done. It was a wistful thought, the idea of walking the paths with Lazarus while Zeke and Mab joked around or played with Hades. She knew they’d get along famously. They were so much alike.

As much as the fantasy warmed her, she needed to be realistic. Chances were they would flee this town and never look back. And after . . . well, she didn’t want to think about after.

They found Madame Laurent’s tent between a souvenir shop and a booth selling all manner of kitschy arcane trinkets. Even from across the pathway, Eden could tell that everything was fake. The sigils were simplified, radiating not even a hint of power. Trinkets Eden sat alongside potions and tonics that she assumed were meant to evoke earth magic. All of it fake.

“I don’t know if the shop is run by Laurent,” Eden said in a low voice. They settled on a bench across the path, taking the opportunity to scope out the area. “But it’s all fake.”

“Fake?” Lazarus repeated as if he couldn’t quite believe it.

“Fake.” Eden shifted a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s all charms and chintzy crap. Exactly what you’d expect in a tourist trap like this.”

Lazarus leaned back on the bench. Beside him, Zeke hunched forward over his bag of cotton candy, digging into its depths for the last tufts of blue. Somewhere distant, a song filtered out of a scratchy speaker, punctuated by the delighted shrieks coming from the nearby bumper cars.

“Maybe she’s not the real deal,” Zeke offered.

Lazarus bit his lip. “Or she’s just really capitalizing on the mage thing. Why spell real objects when fakes will do just as well in a crowd like this?” He gestured at the people lined up outside Laurent’s tent.

“In any case, the warding on the house was real.” Eden stood, turning back to the bench. She paced the short length of it, tapping her shoes against the pavement. Lazarus shifted his long legs out of her way. “All the more reason to be careful. Zeke, why don’t you go in and see what you can find out.”

“Got it.”

“Wait,” Eden protested, stopping in front of Lazarus. “I’m going in there too.”

He shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a great idea. You could sense the warding in the house, and you could tell all the souvenirs were fake. If you can sense her, then I’m guessing she can sense you.”

“I’m not sure about that,” Eden replied. “I can sense her wards because they carry a large amount of power. The souvenirs hold nothing. And I highly doubt she can sense me back; I don’t have that much power to work with.”

“Plus,” Zeke added, “we’re like a dozen yards away. If she could sense Eden, she probably already knows she’s here.”

“Fine,” Lazarus conceded. “When you go in there, don’t give anything away. Be like everyone else, just someone here to enjoy the festival and have their fortune told.”

“How’re we supposed to find out about Mab, then?” Zeke asked.

“Drop in vague questions about a trade or something like that. Hints. All we need to do is get a sense for if she’s actually cutting deals.”

“We could also listen in on other people in line,” Eden realized. “Maybe some of them are here to make a deal.”

“Exactly,” Lazarus agreed. “See, you’ve got this.”

Eden and Zeke walked across the path to join the line. Lazarus refused to join them, citing a need for at least one of them to remain anonymous. Eden thought this was true, but she also suspected he had no desire to have his fortune told. She knew Laz had his secrets, and he would never give them up to a mage. He’d made that abundantly clear.

The line moved slowly, and she tried to take advantage. She pulled out her phone and kept her head down, but her ears were sharp, and her attention was everywhere. The people around her were mostly chattering about the festival. A group of students in university tees planned their evening—apparently, there was a wine bar on the other side of the grounds—and a pair of friends chatted about love advice. Eden realized that no one intent on making a deal would broadcast it aloud.

The line shuffled forward, and suddenly there was no one ahead. Eden jumped as the tent flap swung open, a dazed-looking man coming out, followed by a small woman with dark copper skin and an elfin face.

Without a word, the woman ushered Zeke into the tent. He turned to give Eden a reassuring grin and a dorky thumbs-up before disappearing inside. Eden caught a glimpse of a low table, and a swoop of shining blonde hair as the flap slipped closed.

Eden tapped her foot as she waited. She turned to see the line behind her had grown. If she craned her neck to see through the crowd, she could spot Lazarus back on the bench, looking at least as nervous as she felt. He leaned forward, bare forearms resting on his knees, phone clasped in his hands. As she watched, Eden realized his foot was tapping at the same pace as her own. Just seeing him, knowing he was there even with a wall of people separating them, made her feel better.

As if sensing her eyes on him, Lazarus looked up, immediately finding her gaze. The tension in his shoulders melted away as he straightened and nodded knowingly. Without thinking, Eden mimicked Zeke’s thumbs-up, her cheeks reddening as Lazarus laughed.

When Zeke finally emerged, his easy grin was replaced by a tight frown. Eden gave him a questioning look, but he just shook his head. “I’ll be close,” he said as he brushed past.

She turned to watch him disappear into the crowd as the elfin attendant beckoned her forward. Steeling herself, Eden took a breath and stepped into the tent.

Her intention was to observe everything she could within the tent’s interior, spotting any wards that might have been hidden within. But as she sat on a low chair before the small round table, the only thing Eden could see was Josephine Laurent. Try as she might, she could not tear her eyes away.

The woman was statuesque from her towering height and lithe limbs to her pale, wide face that was strong and beautiful, completely bare of cosmetics. Her white-blonde hair was artfully coiffed, a black dress buttoned up her long neck. She was like marble come to life, a figure hidden in cold stone.

“I was wondering when I’d see you,” Laurent spoke in a clear, lilting voice.

“W-what?” Eden stammered, her mouth suddenly dry.

The woman tilted her head to the side, lips curling into a predatory smile. “You’re a mage.”

“Yes,” Eden answered immediately, as if by command. 

Flushing, she looked away. Why did she do that? Frantically, she glanced around the room, looking for a ward of compulsion or truth. But the wards were either well hidden or not present.

“I could sense your power the moment you approached,” 

Laurent explained. “It’s quite lovely. I couldn’t wait to meet you.”

“Um, thanks?” Eden wasn’t sure how to respond. Compulsion or not, she quickly realized that Josephine Laurent was not likely someone to be fooled by a lie.

Folding her long-fingered hands on the table, the mage went on, “Your friend, on the other hand, is something else entirely.”

A hunter, Eden thought. Again, she knew better than to deny the fact. She met the other mage’s gaze, racking her mind for some way to gain a measure of control over the situation. It was ironic, she realized, that the air was filled with the smells of lavender and rosemary, scents to promote serenity and calm. She felt anything but calm, her heart hammering behind her ribs, palms clammy and hot.

Laurent smiled. “Don’t worry, I didn’t let on that I knew.” Tilting her head back, she gave a breathy chuckle. “He was so sneaky. Or, he tried to be. He came to me, asking questions, hinting at a deal. Sure, there’s an air of desperation about him, but it’s nothing I can help him with, so I sent him on his way. I was distracted, honestly, at the flicker of power that bobbed ever so nervously right outside my door.” Leaning forward, Josephine drummed her long, unpainted fingernails against the table. “Now tell me, mage to mage, what can I do for you?”

Eden hesitated. There was a dance to be performed, a repartee between mages. Josephine leaned forward, black-swathed arm draped across the table and a gleam in her pale blue eyes that made Eden shiver. If anyone was coming out on top, it was Josephine Laurent. They both knew that.

The only option she had in this game was to refuse to play.

Squaring her shoulders, Eden held her head high. “I’m looking for Mab Fielding.”

“Ah.” If there was even an inkling of surprise, Josephine masked it well. She clicked her pointed nails against the table and withdrew her hand. The corner of her lip twisted in amusement. “I must say, I am disappointed. But . . .” From below the table, she produced a crisp black card with a silver script. “Come by the house this evening, and we’ll talk about Mabel Fielding.”
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Zeke walked down the exterior corridor, passing a row of closed doors and curtained windows. Evening was falling over Booker, the sun dipping below the horizon. There was only an hour until their meeting at Josephine Laurent’s manor, but Zeke tried not to think about that.

He was on a mission.

It took a lot to get Lazarus on board with the plan. Even now, several hours after Eden had emerged from the tent with a stricken look in her eyes and a black card held loosely in her hand, he was still prickly. When Zeke had seen her walking across the crowded path, he’d assumed the worst. If you asked Laz, the worst was precisely what happened. After all, Eden had foregone all sense of subtlety, immediately spilling the fact that she was looking for Mab. That knowledge sent Lazarus fuming. He stomped back to the truck, and Eden stomped after him. It was only when she told him that she was going whether he liked it or not that he caved. When Zeke reminded him that he wasn’t technically the boss, Lazarus gave him a sour look and threw an uncharacteristically rude gesture in his direction.

He didn’t like it any more than Laz did. Laurent gave him the shivers and not in a good way. But there was no way in hell Zeke was letting Eden go in there alone. That might’ve been the only thing he and Lazarus actually agreed on.

The only good out of this situation was that the two were too busy bickering to ask how Zeke’s own conversation with the mage went. He was grateful for that. To say Laurent creeped him out was an understatement. Something about her was deeply unnerving, a sense that she stared at him and inside him, into his soul. When her pale blue eyes locked onto him, Zeke knew straight away that she knew things about him that he was ignorant of. And when she smiled, he knew she would tell him . . . for a price.

After ten minutes of circling the motel, he finally found an alcove with a vending machine humming within. He stepped up to it, bright blue light sliding over his face. Jamming in his card, Zeke scratched absently at his chin before jabbing at the buttons. With a hum and a clank, a tall can came barreling down the tube. He grabbed it, pressed it to his forehead, and sighed. Turning around, he cracked the can open and finished it before he got back to the room.

Shortly later, Zeke and Eden hopped in the truck, leaving Lazarus behind in the motel room with a six-pack and Hades for company. The beer was Zeke’s idea, meant as both a peace offering and a means for Laz to mellow out. He didn’t think it would accomplish either.

After a quiet drive across town, Zeke pulled into the driveway of 1 Cadence Lane. He turned off the truck and palmed the key, stopping to rub at his arm. The stitches were really starting to itch. It was driving him crazy.

 “Are you ready for this?”

Eden stared straight ahead at the house on the other side of the windshield. She seemed lost, in thought or maybe grief, hands clasped nervously as she picked at her cuticles. Zeke knew she had to be wondering if Mab was inside. If she was all right. With any luck, they were about to find out.

“I’m ready,” she answered, still staring out the window.

Reaching out, Zeke took her hand. “I mean really ready.” He looked to the house, all lost in shadow, the windows dimly glowing from a light deep within. When he turned back to Eden, she was staring at him. Sighing, he released her hand. “Look, we don’t know what we’re going to find in there. For all we know, it could be a trap. Hell, we might even end up having to fight our way out.”

“It won’t come to that.”

Zeke shook his head. “You don’t know how many times we’ve had to—”

“No,” Eden cut him off, her voice low and sad. “I mean it can’t come to that. Zeke, if this goes wrong, I don’t think fighting will be an option.”

This had to be a bad idea. A month ago, Zeke would have never believed he’d willingly step into a mage’s lair, certainly not without Lazarus. He wasn’t a coward—far from it, or so he liked to believe—but even he felt a moment’s hesitation. But then Zeke looked at Eden, nervously chewing her lip, one hand wrapped around the door handle, just as scared as he was.

Rolling his shoulders, Zeke turned to look at the house. He sucked in a breath and held it before letting it out in one quick whoosh. “Well, what’re we waiting for? Let’s get this party started.”

“Zeke?” She looked at him, eyes glinting in the darkness. A clouded expression passed over her, a look that he could not decipher. Then it was gone, her lips pulling into a grateful smile. “Thanks. For everything.”
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The manor’s front door was opened by an impeccably dressed man of indeterminate age. Eden looked up into strangely dim eyes, much like the elfin-faced girl back at the fair. Beside her, Zeke craned his neck to peek past the man and into the manor’s shadowy interior.

Taking a breath, Eden gave him her name. “We’re expected,” she explained, probably unnecessarily. She had a feeling not many people who came to this place were unexpected.

“Of course,” the man said with a smile that was a bit too wide. He took a sharp step back and to the side. “Madame Laurent will meet you in the parlor. If you’ll follow me?”

Eden hesitated, hovering before the threshold. Once they passed through, they would be at the mercy of Laurent. She didn’t like it, and she felt terrible putting Zeke in that position. Part of her considered telling him to wait outside, but she didn’t think he’d actually do it.

“Last chance to back out,” Eden murmured to Zeke. “I promise I won’t hold it against you.”

He scoffed. “I’m with you ’til the end. Besides, Lazarus would kill me if I let you go in here alone. You know that, right?”

Eden rolled her eyes. “Somehow, I highly doubt that.”

The pair followed the strange butler into a wide corridor with mahogany-paneled walls and brass sconces. The house was quiet but for the click of Zeke’s boots and the painful squeaking of Eden’s high-tops against the burnished wood floor. The butler guided them past closed doors and open archways that led into smaller passages. Through these archways, she caught peeks of dark figures moving in the same stiff manner, all of them with carefully blank expressions.

“They’re acolytes, I think,” Eden whispered. “This whole place feels like a cult.”

“Well, that’s disconcerting.”

At the end of the corridor, a wide staircase led to the second floor. The butler came to a stop at the base, gesturing to an open doorway on their right. He stood with his arm held out as Eden and Zeke entered the room.

The parlor was spacious, done up in an archaic style Eden assumed was meant to be fancy. A pair of gray high-backed sofas sat arranged around a polished coffee table holding a vase of lush wildflowers. Heavy curtains were drawn over the windows, the only light coming from the wrought-iron chandelier hanging overhead.

Eden expected to be ushered into the parlor to wait. She knew this was a power play, and it was one she was prepared for. What she did not expect was to find Laurent herself sitting at the center of one of the wide sofas, a small teacup grasped in her long, pale fingers. She looked up as they entered, giving a predatory smile that sent a shiver crawling up Eden’s spine.

Wordlessly, Laurent motioned for them to sit on the opposite sofa. She leaned forward, setting her cup on the coffee table with a gentle click. Eden settled onto the sofa beside Zeke, eyes roaming the room. The windows all had warding symbols etched into the walls above them, and the butler still stood outside the open doorway. That wasn’t to mention the mage herself smiling slyly from the other sofa, almost daring them to try making an escape. Eden had a bad feeling from the start; being here with the mage felt a lot like being a sheep cornered by a wolf.

“So you want to talk about Mab.” Laurent’s voice was low and thick, practically oozing power. She had them in the palm of her hand, and she wanted them to know it.

“Yes,” Eden replied simply. She didn’t elaborate or launch into questioning. This was going to be delicate, she could already tell, and she did not want Laurent nor Zeke to realize she knew where Mab was. Where her soul was. The Good Night.

“I’m afraid she’s indisposed.”

Eden leaned forward. “But she is alive.” Peeling back her shirt’s collar, she offered a quick glimpse of the tattoo glowing pink. If she could get Laurent to admit to what she did to Mab, then maybe Eden could also get her to let her out.

Studying the sigil, Josephine raised a blonde brow. “So that’s how you found her,” she mused. Blue eyes flashed up at them. “Sigil magic is just full of fun, little tricks, isn’t it?” She paused, looking Eden up and down in assessment. “You’re not a very experienced mage, are you?”

Eden felt Zeke bristle beside her, but she only shrugged. “I’m new.”

“You haven’t reached your potential.” Laurent nodded. “Neither had Mab. It’s common in sigil mages, it seems.” The mage retrieved her teacup, taking a shallow sip. Then, slowly, as if drawing out the moment, she replaced it on the table. “She came to me, I’ll have you know, wanting to make a deal. She wanted to find her sister. I’m sure you know all about that.”

“Florence,” Eden said. Florence had been off the grid for months before Mab got that final text: a set of coordinates off the beaten path in Nebraska. She’d driven up there in a panic, expecting to find her sister hurt or lost. Instead, she found Eden, and Florence hadn’t been heard from since. “Did she find her?”

Laurent idly inspected her sharpened nails. “She learned she’s alive. I’m afraid there wasn’t much time for anything else.”

“Because of the price?”

A deep chuckle slid from Josephine’s throat. She leaned back in her seat, crossing one of her long legs over the other. Long fingernails drummed a desultory beat against her velvet-clad knee. “You know quite a bit more than I expected. I assumed I would turn you away, confused, and eager to continue your search elsewhere.” She sighed. “Shall I just show you then?”

The mage stood, crossing the room in a few fluid strides. Eden was quick to follow with Zeke just behind. They passed the butler and returned to the main hall. Halfway down, Laurent stopped at a plain white archway. She beckoned for them to follow, eyes gleaming as she stepped into the darkness. Eden and Zeke peered through the arch, watching Laurent disappear down a staircase leading into the gloom.

“Are we really going down there?” Zeke groaned. “This feels like a trap, right?”

“I’m going.” Eden took a breath and wished her pounding heart would slow. She didn’t know precisely what they would find down there, but she had some idea. And she knew Zeke wasn’t going to like it. At this point, her path was set. This was where she needed to be, and if Lazarus and Zeke chose to travel a separate road, so be it.

“Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet, darlings,” Laurent called from somewhere below.

“All right.” Zeke rolled his neck and huffed out a breath. “Let’s do this.”

The bottom of the stairs opened into a cold, well-lit room that reminded her of a vault. Her sneakers scuffed against the cement floor, sending echoes bouncing across the bare space. The room was mostly empty, white plaster walls with plain fixtures. A series of wide plinths held glass cases, sitting neatly in two rows along the back.

“Oh my god.” Eden crossed the room. Within one of the cases, Mab lay on her back, eyes closed and hands folded over her unbreathing chest. She looked just like she did in the visions: a beat-up leather jacket, jeans with ripped knees, her skin pale, and her hair resting in vibrant red waves.

“What the hell did you do to her?” Zeke demanded. Eden looked back in time to see him turn on Laurent, the spelled dagger appearing in his hand.

The mage laughed. In a blur of motion, she produced a red vial and flicked off the stopper. Zeke lunged, the blade glinting in the sterile white light. Quickly, Eden sent power into her sigils: protection, strength, speed. She raced toward Zeke, arm stretched out to make a grab for the blade.

A waterfall of red swept into the air. Eden collided with Zeke, and they hit the floor, the knife clattering across the room. Above them, a ruby veil rippled and pulsed. Josephine Laurent grinned, and the cloud coalesced, the heavy liquid forming a pair of undulating spears.

“She’s a blood mage.” Eden gasped. She extinguished her sigils, already feeling her power reserves draining. Watching the spears with a careful eye, Eden climbed to her feet.

“Shit,” Zeke muttered as he scrambled to his feet. “That would’ve been good to know.” He eyed the blood spear that was trained on him. “Mind putting that away?”

Laurent smirked and waved a hand. The spears responded, flowing back into the vial. “One can never be too careful with hunters. They’re quite . . . predictable.” She turned to Eden. “Let that be a lesson to you.”

“Mab,” Eden ground out. “I want you to bring her back.”

“I can’t, darling. It’s too late.” The mage held up her hands. “We all know the rules of Purgatory.”

Eden flinched at the word. The Morgans had already told her as much. They knew the rules better than anyone. Lazarus’s own mother had sacrificed her life to free him from that place.

“The Good Night?” Zeke turned to Eden, his ordinarily bright smile pulled into a tight frown. He searched her eyes. “Why do I get the feeling you already knew?”

“I didn’t know,” she stammered. “Not until the last time. I should have said something but . . . I didn’t know how.”

Zeke ran a hand through his hair, pressing his eyes closed as he turned away. “She’s right”—he gestured at Laurent—“there’s nothing we can do. Goddamn it, Eden. We never would’ve come in here if we’d known!”

“Why do you think I didn’t say anything?” Eden shot back. She turned to the mage. “If you put her in there, then there has to be a way you can bring her back.”

Laurent laughed. “There’s only one way, darling, and I’d be more than happy to accommodate.”

“A trade,” Eden realized. Could she do that? Give up her own soul for Mab’s? It would be fair, wouldn’t it? After years of Mab looking after Eden, it was past time to return the favor. And if Florence was still alive . . .

“An even trade, what do you say?”

“Like hell,” Zeke said, stepping between Eden and Laurent.

“Zeke. . . .”

He shook his head. “No trade.”

“Then, I suppose we’re done here, aren’t we?” With the snap of her fingers, several blank-faced attendants appeared. As the attendants ushered them past, Laurent stopped to lay a hand on Eden’s shoulder. “We’ll call this an open arrangement, darling. If you ever change your mind, you know where to find me.”
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The moment Zeke pulled out of the lot and disappeared down the street, Lazarus began to pace. It would have been smart to go inside, conduct more research on Laurent, or get some sleep. Between the jobs and long hours on the road, the past few days had left him haggard and more than ready to find the nearest Nowhere and hole up for a while. But relaxation was impossible while Zeke and Eden were out there. Lazarus didn’t bother trying.

With Hades at his heels, he walked the corridors outside the room, looping down toward the vending machines and back. Eventually, the motel’s other patrons began to filter in from a long day at the festival. They slipped past him with sidelong glances, obviously concerned about the giant man with his giant dog wandering around the motel.

Lazarus took to pacing his room instead.

With Hades sprawled on the bed, he moved from the window to the bathroom mirror and back, pausing to flick on the news and then turn the television off, tossing the remote aside. He loathed the idea of Zeke and Eden going into the manor on Cadence Lane alone. Absolutely hated it. Even now, his mind sought and held onto reasons why he should be there with her instead of Zeke.

For one, Lazarus was a better hunter. That was just a fact. He’d been raised in it, after all, practically breathed the hunt for more than twenty-five years. Zeke, even after five years on the road, was still new.

And Zeke would’ve taken it better, anyway. If he were here, he’d be kicked back in a bubble bath or eating pizza in bed while watching the latest hit show. He wouldn’t be pacing from one side of this box to the other like a damned fool.

After a few hundred turns about the room, Lazarus saw a flash of light flicker through the window. Rushing over, he peeled back the curtains and peered into the darkness. Relief flooded him as he spotted a familiar pair of headlights pull into the parking lot below. He moved to the door and reached for the knob but thought the better of it. All evening, he’d been convinced that something was about to go terribly wrong. Yet here they were, presumably safe and sound. The last thing Lazarus needed was to give Zeke a reason to gloat.

As the truck doors slammed shut—he hated when Zeke did that—Lazarus rushed to the bed and hopped on. He arranged himself into a position he thought was casual, leaning against the headboard with his long legs stretched out. Grabbing the remote off the nightstand, he flicked on the TV and beckoned Hades over. The dog had just curled up beside him when the door opened.

He looked up as Eden entered. Or—he pretended to. A moment ago, Lazarus’s eyes had been glued to the door.

“Hey.” His voice sounded forced. “How’d it go?”

She seemed to float into the room, arms wrapped around her, her eyes red and glassy.

Something was wrong. Lazarus sat up, opening his mouth to speak as Zeke closed and bolted the door.

“Interesting choice in entertainment,” Zeke said, an approving look on his face. Lazarus looked to the television in time to see a weird ceremony involving a group of women and a pile of roses. “I mean, I get it,” he continued. “Thrill of the chase, who’ll get the final rose, and all that, but I gotta say, I never thought you were the type.”

“What?” Lazarus grabbed the remote and hit the off button. “None of that made sense.”

“Sure, it didn’t.” Zeke grinned. “Sure.”

Frowning, Eden climbed onto the bed, sitting cross-legged beside him. Lazarus ignored Zeke, who took up residence at the end of the bed. He was starting to get the feeling things hadn’t gone well at all.

“Well?” Lazarus asked, an attempt to get things moving along. He hated being the only person who didn’t know anything.

“It’s a big house,” Zeke said. He couldn’t tell if he was purposefully unhelpful or if it just came naturally. “There was a lot of . . . what’d you call them, Eden?”

“Acolytes,” she said, making no move to elaborate.

Zeke snapped his fingers. “Yeah, acolytes. Definitely a weird cult vibe there. Oh, and Laurent’s a blood mage, by the way.”

“Shit.” Lazarus sat back to process this information. He couldn’t believe he sent them in there alone, without himself or even Hades as back up. His mind blurred with all the things that could have gone wrong, all the ways he was lucky Zeke and Eden had returned. Part of him wanted to pull the plug right now. A blood mage. Jesus. That was one force he couldn’t reckon with, even with Eden at his side.

But there was more. Lazarus could tell that much from Eden’s blank expression, the sullen way Zeke picked at his fingernails.

“And Mab?” Lazarus looked between them. “Did you find out where she is?”

“She’s in the manor.” Zeke winced. “We saw her. Apparently, the deal she made involved giving up her most prized possession. Any guesses on what that was?” With a bitter shake of his head, he continued, “Her soul. Ain’t that fucked? Josephine fucking Laurent threw in a loophole and decided that was her most precious possession.”

“So, she’s dead?” Lazarus asked. Through the thin layer of her T-shirt, he could see Eden’s sigil still alight, stronger than ever. Maybe there was something wrong with it, or maybe whatever happened to Mab hadn’t yet taken effect, like the worst kind of lag spike. Perhaps, all this time, they were following some sort of magical error.

“No, you’re not getting it.” Zeke slipped out a sigh, his cheeks puffing up. He passed Eden a strange look, and she nodded. “She’s in the Good Night.”

Lazarus felt his body go rigid, his chest painfully tight. His mind took on a fuzzy feeling, swarming with questions he had no answers to. How the hell could a mage touch a soul, much less send it to Purgatory? Why? Like a dark cloud casting him in shadow, a feeling of dread seeped into him.

The Good Night. That place. He’d been there. He’d walked the path. More than anyone else, Lazarus knew what the Good Night meant, and that was the end.

“That’s it, then,” he heard himself say. “There’s nothing we can do.”

The words seemed to jar Eden back to reality. One moment she was sitting there, distraught, and the next, she had launched herself to her feet, turning to face him.

“What the hell do you mean there’s nothing we can do?”

Lazarus held up his hands, trying to placate her, to show her he meant no ill. He wasn’t trying to upset her, not trying to be upset, himself. It was just that . . . damn. This was Purgatory they were talking about. Everything about it was a fucking nightmare that fucked with everything.

“You can’t remove a soul from the Good Night,” he explained. “It takes them in, and it does not let them go.”

“But what about ghosts?”

“Yeah,” he conceded, “given enough time, Mab might sneak through the veil as a spirit. But it’s not the same as coming back. She probably wouldn’t even know who she was.”

Eden crossed her arms over her chest. “There’s got to be another way.”

“There’s not,” Lazarus retorted, a bit more sharply than he meant to. He knew he was rattled. More than anything, he wanted this conversation to be over. Why couldn’t she just accept what he was telling her?

“But you can’t know that for sure,” she protested, her voice rising. “There’s always a way.”

“I know because I’ve been there,” he snapped, pushing himself to his feet. His hair swung over his eyes, and he raked his fingers through it, sweeping it aside.

“And you got out!” Eden shot back. “Zeke told me what happened. It’s possible. If we can just figure out how to—”

Whirling, Lazarus glowered at his cousin, who still sat on the bed wearing a sheepish expression. “And did he tell you what it cost? Unless you want to find a reaper and trade your own soul, I’d say you’re shit out of luck.”

“Why can’t you just try?” she protested.

He felt his lips curl into a sneer. “Why would I try to do something that’s going to get you killed?”

She looked up at him, hazel eyes wide and wondering, and Lazarus couldn’t stand it. Couldn’t stand the idea that his shell was beginning to crack and everything, all the blood and viscera that he fought to tamp down were threatening to spill out. He took a shallow breath. “If you want to get yourself offed by a mage or stuck in fucking Purgatory, then be my guest. But you’re gonna have to do it alone.”

For a long moment, she stared at him, cheeks pink with anger but eyes holding something more akin to sorrow. Lazarus began to realize what he’d said, realized how stupid he’d been. He opened his mouth, but the voice that had just betrayed him refused to speak out.

Eden waited for a beat, then turned, storming across the room to grab her bags.

“Wait a minute.” Zeke pushed to his feet. “This isn’t what—” He reached out to stop her, but the mage evaded his grasp, stomping to the door with her bags in tow. She threw it open and stepped into the night, slamming the door shut behind her.

“Shit.” Zeke took a step back. “That was . . . shit.”

“Yeah. . . .” Lazarus stood there, his heart racing and breath coming in gulps, wondering what the hell had just happened. As if in slow motion, he stepped back and sat on the edge of the bed. Hades curled up to him with a sad whine. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Probably not.” They were both quiet for a long time, the silent moments bleeding into minutes. “But it was a bit of a shock. I don’t think any of us expected to find Mab there, of all fucking places.”

“You told her what happened to my—” Lazarus stopped. He couldn’t bring himself to say it, even after all these years. “What happened. She knows how the Good Night works. How pointless it is to—”

“If you were her, would you just give up without a fight? Without at least seeing it with your own eyes?”

“No,” Lazarus admitted. “I wouldn’t.”

“Well, there you go.” Zeke stood. “I’m gonna take a shower. I’ll call her after she’s had time to cool down.”

He stood, crossing the room to shut himself in the bathroom. A moment later, the water started running. Lazarus sat on the bed, gripping the blankets tightly in his fist. Fuck. Zeke was right. Eden was right. If he’d lost someone he loved, Lazarus would never stop searching. The only thing that was final was death. Everything else, even Purgatory, was a loophole.

With a curse, Lazarus pushed to his feet. He went for the door, hoping—praying—to throw it open and come face-to-face with that familiar pink light glowing in the night. It wasn’t too late. He could still fix this. He could find a way to bring her back.

Lazarus paused as his fingers brushed the doorknob. He took a breath, eased it open. Slowly. But there was no pink light, no Eden. The only thing to greet him was darkness.
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She was floating down the path with her eyes closed.

One foot in front of the other.

With Pyke at her side, Mab walked.

She opened her eyes. They were supposed to be patrolling. Whatever that meant. There was nothing here but spirits, souls tethered not to flesh but to this place—this dimension. Mab breathed in deeply, tilting her head to admire the mess of stars scattered across the black void.

She could sense Pyke’s eyes on her as they walked. “What?” She whirled, drawing up her hands to settle on her hips.

The reaper arched a black brow, lips quirking in amusement. His brown eyes turned back to the path as he said, “You’re becoming at home here.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She followed Pyke as he walked deeper into the forest.

He sighed. “It means your soul is learning to accept this place. You are finding peace.”

“Ew.” Mab rolled her eyes. “That sounds terrible. How do I stop it?”

“What makes you think you can?”

Groaning, Mab shoved her hands in her pockets. “I hate it here. I—”

A strange feeling welled up inside her, the tightness of anxiety squeezing her chest. Mab faltered, felt driven to ground, the rough cobbles biting into her knees. Clawing at her shirt’s collar, Mab pulled it back to reveal her connection sigil burned red.

“What’s happening?” she spoke through a clenched jaw, a sob breaking through her teeth as the dam broke and wave after wave crashed through her. Sorrow. Fear.

Betrayal.

Mab squeezed her eyes closed, ignoring the cold tears that leaked out from the corners of her eyes. Her arms were wrapped around her, and she rocked slowly, opening her eyes as she sensed Pyke kneel down before her. A warm hand pressed to her shoulder.

“What’s happening to me?”

His eyes flashed with a spark that quickly faded. The tightness in her chest loosened, the waves of sorrow puddling and then seeping from her like a sieve. A moment later, Mab felt like nothing had happened at all.

Grabbing the reaper’s proffered hand, Mab climbed to her feet. “What the hell was that? My sigil felt like it was on fire.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Your sigil isn’t here. It’s with your body. This”—he gestured at her—“is just a manifestation of your soul. There is no magic in Purgatory.” His lips quirked. “Not yours, anyway.”

“Okay, first of all, weird.” Mab shuddered. “And second, if I don’t have magic why’d the sigil go crazy?”

He shrugged, helping her to a patch of grass running alongside the path. Mab sat down, and Pyke sat beside her. “Because it wasn’t your magic?” he offered.

“Eden,” she realized. “Something’s happened, hasn’t it?” Mab hoped to God that she’d listened. Seeing her here, in the Good Night, had thrown Mab off her guard. She let Josephine’s name slip. What if Eden had gone after her? What if she’d fallen into the same trap?

“You can’t change it,” Pyke said as if reading her thoughts. “Not from here.”

 

——

 

“What’s your favorite thing about the real world?” Mab asked.

She and Pyke lay side by side, their backs on the cold grass. Through the canopy of gray trees, Mab watched the multitude of stars twinkle in the black night. There were so many of them forming constellations she couldn’t begin to decipher. Pointing, she’d trace a symbol with her fingers, and Pyke would tell her what it meant. Memory. Vitality. Time. The constellations here weren’t figures of myth but forces of reality. Of life.

Mab had never felt less alive. It was an oddly peaceful feeling, the complacency. She knew it was the Good Night tightening its grip on her, but the knowledge felt distant. What if she just stayed there and drifted into the dream? It couldn’t be worse than before.

“There is no real world,” Pyke replied. “It’s all real. Above. Below. They’re just different layers of reality.”

“You know what I meant, Pyke. What’s your favorite thing about the human world?”

Stretching his arms behind his head, he seemed to think about the question. For hours, he had shared with Mab stories of his exploits in her world. The souls he’d ferried, the ones he’d kept watch on. The ones he had lost. Unlike the other reapers, Pyke liked to linger, ingratiating himself with humanity like a celestial tourist.

“Coca-Cola,” Pyke answered. “And cigarettes.”

Mab cracked a smile. “Seriously?”

He went quiet. “What I like most is you. All of you. Humanity. Your time is so fleeting, just a single grain in the silver desert. And yet you fill it with so much.”

“Stop, I’m crying,” she said. “Why do I get the feeling you’re talking about someone specific? Someone . . . special?” Mab grinned. She tried to imagine Pyke in love. It was weird.

“Because you’re a very astute soul?” he replied. Then he sighed. “There was someone. For a time.”

“What happened to them?”

He turned to meet her gaze. “The same thing that happens to every human, Mab. She died.”

Time passed. How much time, Mab had no idea. It felt like moments, mere trickles of sand in the desert of the universe. At the same time, she felt heavy and sore, like she had spent eternity in this place and the ground beneath her was reaching beneath her skin and taking root.

“Not that I don’t appreciate having someone to talk to”—Mab rolled over onto her belly, idly picking at the gray grass—“but shouldn’t you be out there, I don’t know, reaping?”

Pyke shrugged, still lying on his back, eyes fixed on the sky. He’d been quiet since his revelation. Pensive. “I’m waiting for someone. My partner. In the meantime, your world offers much to be explored.”

“Like cigarettes and Coca-Cola?” Mab joked.

“Exactly.”

She rolled back over, beginning to feel restless. More anchored. “Won’t you get in trouble? For not doing your job, I mean.”

“I have nowhere to be,” Pyke replied. “Not unless I am called.”

“By who?”

He shrugged. “The one upstairs. The one downstairs. A human. Makes no difference.”

“A human can call on a reaper?”

Tilting his head to face her, Pyke raised a brow. “Why do you think I have a name? Speak it, and I will hear you. Whether I want to or not.”

“I’ll have to remember that.”

He went quiet. When Mab turned to face him, she saw Pyke looking at her sadly. “You won’t have to, Mab. There is nothing for you out there anymore. The only thing left is this.”
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Come morning, Lazarus was chomping at the bit to get out of town.

Zeke had been up most of the night waiting for Eden to return. Lazarus was the same way. The two of them spent the twilight hours sullen and quiet without even the television to break the silence. Zeke kept expecting to hear the door creep open. All they needed was a bit of distance to cool off, then they could all come back together like nothing happened. But it didn’t work out that way.

They were out the door before the sun had fully risen, Lazarus striding purposefully toward the truck with Zeke lagging reluctantly behind. Laz had clearly written Eden off; their agreement had come to an end, after all. She was no longer their client. No longer their responsibility. When Lazarus said she would have to move forward alone, he meant it.

Obviously, Zeke was hurt that Eden kept this from them. They both were. Mab was in the Good Night, and Eden knew it, if only for a little while. There was plenty of time to spill the beans. At least she hadn’t willingly led them into Laurent’s lair. The fact that she was a blood mage was news to them all.

Last night was a mess. He couldn’t stop playing it over in his mind, trying to assign the blame as if that would make him feel better. But there was no good way around it.

It was easy to blame Eden, but Zeke couldn’t ignore his own missteps. He should never have told her about Laz’s brush with the Good Night. About who got him out. Not only was it not his story to tell, but he had also, inadvertently, given Eden hope. False hope, that was. Because Laz was right, even if he had made a mess of the telling. The only way to get Mab out of Purgatory was to find a reaper and make a switch. But no one knew how to summon death, and they didn’t have a soul to trade. They were stuck.

They headed north. If there was a destination in mind, Lazarus wasn’t sharing it. Zeke got the feeling his cousin just needed to get away, to put some distance between himself and the threat of the Good Night.

An hour out of Booker, they stopped at a roadside cafe. They went inside, found a booth, and waited. For what, Zeke couldn’t say. It was obvious Eden wasn’t going to call, despite all the messages he’d left. Hell, she was at least half as stubborn as Lazarus, and that was saying something. Across the booth, Lazarus checked his phone diligently, peeking at his messages between searching the forums for jobs. If Zeke didn’t know any better, he’d think Laz was keen to hear from her as well.

Maybe if they were lucky, they’d see Eden again back in Nowhere, California. Then Lazarus could make good on his promise to fix her car.

They were still there, two hours later. Zeke drained the lukewarm dregs of his mocha and scratched at the wound on his arm. Across the booth, Lazarus’s eyes were glued to his phone as he combed through message boards and obscure news sites. Outside, heavy rain fell, and Hades sat, forlorn, in the truck’s cab.

“Can I get you anything else?” The waitress swept up, her pen poised hopefully over her notepad. This wasn’t Nowhere. Instead of a pleasantly blank expression, she regarded them with no small measure of annoyance, sighing audibly when Zeke shook his head.

“Actually,” he said as she turned to leave, “can I get another mocha?”

Sucking in a breath, the waitress started to roll her eyes but caught herself. “Coming right up.”

After she left, Zeke pulled his phone from his pocket and eagerly checked for notifications. Nothing. His fingers hovered over the keypad, but what was there to say? He’d already tried everything. Maybe Laz was right. Maybe they’d all be better off pretending the past week had never happened.

“We should head out.” Laz broke the silence that had followed them most of the morning. “I want to give Ignatius a call, see if he’s got any jobs around here.”

“Sounds good to me.” Staying busy made sense. So did staying nearby, just in case. “Be right back.” Zeke stood and walked to the other side of the diner.

He let himself into the single-stall restroom, relieving himself and then washing his hands. Lingering in front of the mirror, Zeke slipped out of his jacket. He pushed up the sleeve of his T-shirt and carefully unwrapped the bandage that wound around his bicep.

The slice was shallower than before, the angry red fading to the pink of new scar tissue. Carefully, Zeke pulled out the stitches. The wound was nearly healed. Apparently, he had gotten lucky in more ways than one.

Zeke tossed the bandage into the trash and slipped his coat back on. Back at the table, he was pleased to see a fresh mocha waited for him. He could really use the caffeine. For some reason, his head was killing him.
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Eden opened the door to her room and stepped inside.

It was late afternoon, and the sun was blazing. But the room was dark, the curtains still closed and the lights flicked off. She stepped past the bed, tossing her bag on top of the tangled sheets. Eden placed an energy drink on the tiny table that served as a dining area. It was the same type that Zeke always guzzled, an electric green can that was strangely textured, emblazoned with a vibrant logo. Arranging the can just so, she stepped back to sit on the edge of the bed.

She always knew it would end. They were each following a path, and while they might dance around each other and converge for a time, it couldn’t last. It never lasted. Not for her. Lazarus and Zeke. Mab. Whatever came before. Everything would be gone, and Eden would be alone. Always.

Last night she’d left the room knowing she was approaching an ending. She could feel the weight of it pressing on all sides, the choking inevitability that seemed nothing short of destiny. Maybe that was why she kept it from them—the Good Night. Eden knew the moment those words left her lips the ending would be upon them. And maybe, despite all her reservations, she didn’t want that to happen.

Maybe it didn’t matter what she wanted.

Her bag buzzed. Eden pulled it over and dug through the sigil-bearing receipts and lipstick tubes to find her phone. Flicking on the screen, she saw another text from Zeke. She hadn’t read them, though she figured there must be a dozen by now. At first, he’d tried calling, leaving voicemails that went unheard as Eden lay in bed staring at the screen. There was nothing from Lazarus. She didn’t understand if that made her sad or strangely relieved. A small part of her wanted to see his name light up her screen even if she couldn’t bring herself to answer. At least then she could imagine he cared.

But, in the end, she was glad he wasn’t here for this part.

She stood, walked to the small bathroom, and shut herself inside. Flicking on the lights, Eden climbed into the empty tub and lay down. From her pocket, she withdrew the old compact she’d filched from Ignatius. He hadn’t noticed when she replaced it with her own. How could he? Eden had carefully marked it with an illusion sigil. Ignatius wouldn’t realize until he sat there holding the mirror above an open grave, wondering why the spirit wasn’t coming out. Just another person she’d managed to screw over.

But it was too late for regrets, she told herself. Too late for anything but goodbye.

Eden opened the compact and pressed her fingertips against the clouded glass.

In a blink, she was there, surrounded by the pervasive darkness, the cold settling against her bare arms. The Good Night. Eden climbed to her feet and brushed dead leaves off her jeans. Spinning in a slow circle, she looked around.

Eden could sense the strangeness of this place. She felt lighter, somehow, untethered like if she wasn’t careful, she would float away. Looking around, she noticed the world seemed to waver, blurring at the edges before becoming painfully sharp. Details moving in and out of focus.

“None of this is real,” Eden murmured as she picked her way through the trees, fingers reaching to brush against color-drained trunks and blackened leaves. She knew her body still rested in the dingy motel bathtub. Only her soul passed through the veil to Mab’s version of Purgatory.

She wondered what was inside Mab that made the Good Night appear this way. Did it mean something to her, a place from her past, or some symbol come to life? What had Lazarus seen when he’d walked this realm?

As she broke through the trees and onto the path, Eden scanned the area for her friend. Last time, she had found Mab as soon as she had arrived, somehow appearing right where she needed to be. But now there was nothing but an empty road and a sky full of stars.

Eden walked, and fear gripped her tighter with each step. She realized now that she had no idea how to get out of this place. The first time, in the church’s basement, ended when Lazarus trapped the spirit in a mirror. The most recent vision seemed to finish on its own, and Eden didn’t know anything beyond waking up with Lazarus’s arms around her. What if he had done something to remove her from this state? Maybe he’d lifted her fingers from the compact or jarred her soul back into her body. What if, without someone out there, she was trapped here forever?

What if all of this was for nothing?

But then she saw her, laying in the sparse grass at the edge of the path. It was like looking in a funhouse mirror, the way Mab lay there with her hands folded over her chest, eyes pressed closed and head askew, just like she’d been in Josephine’s vault.

“Mab?” Eden crept closer, sinking to her knees beside the still form. “Mab?” Gingerly, she reached out and put a hand to her shoulder, just like she had done a thousand times before. All those late nights stumbling into motel rooms or just sleeping in the car before hitting the road at dawn. It was the two of them against the world. Against whatever it was that lay behind.

Eden jumped as Mab’s eyes flicked open. “Mab. Shit, you had me scared for a minute. What are you doing here?”

Mab just lay there, staring at the sky. A sinking feeling clenched in Eden’s stomach. She jumped as Mab stood, eyes blank, floating to her feet. With her arms loose at her sides, she turned and started shambling back toward the path.

“No, no, no. No way, Mab! Don’t do this to me.” Eden rushed after her. She waved her hand in front of Mab’s face. “Come on, Mab. I need you.” Tears welling in her eyes threatened to spill free. How could you cry in Purgatory? It wasn’t fair. None of this was fair.

She grabbed Mab’s hand, intertwining the cold fingers with her own. “I need you, Mab. Ever since you found me that night. I—you’re everything to me! I’ve never stopped needing you.” The hand broke free, and so did her tears. Eden’s fingers flicked up to cover her eyes. All she wanted to do was collapse on the ground. Lazarus and Zeke were gone. Mab was gone. What else was left for her now?

“Eden?”

She looked up. Mab had stopped walking and turned to face her, eyes bright, her blank expression replaced by one of confusion. She swept over, wrapping her arms around Eden. They stood there for a long time, cold bodies entwined in the Good Night, and Eden could almost pretend there was nothing else. That nothing had changed.

“What happened?” Mab pulled away, searching Eden’s face. “I was just . . .” she trailed off, looking toward the side of the path. Then the realization seemed to hit her. “It started, didn’t it?”

Eden wiped the wetness from her cheeks. “What started?”

“I was slipping,” Mab answered. She squared her shoulders and shoved her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket. “Becoming one of them.”

“A spirit.” Eden could hardly bring herself to say it, couldn’t believe it was real. She had crossed nearly the entire country for Mab, had crossed realms. This couldn’t be the end. Not yet.

“Yeah,” Mab said. “Pyke said it’d happen. That I’d grow ‘at home with this place’ and become like the others. It’s how I’ll move on to the next plane.”

Eden shook her head. “You’re not moving on from anything, Mab. I’m gonna get you out. I have a plan.”

Mab pushed away. “No. Fuck no, Eden.” She turned and walked a few paces up the path before cursing and circling back. “Goddamn it, I told you not to look for me. It was my deal. You can’t pay the price.”

“No one should pay the price,” Eden protested, voice cracking. “Especially not you. Not after all you’ve done.” She took a breath. “I already had my second chance, Mab. It’s your turn.”

“Like hell it is.”

“You can’t stop me.” Eden squared her shoulders and took a breath. She grabbed Mab’s hands in her own. “When you get out of here, go find Florence. Be happy. Promise me, Mab.”

“Eden.” Mab stared at her hard. Helpless. Eden pulled away, their fingers grazing as the forest slipped away.

Eden opened her eyes in time to see the galaxies fading across the yellowed shower tiles. Groaning, she pulled herself up to sit. She was exhausted, but she couldn’t tell if her body was tired or her soul. The world felt alien, like it was already casting her out. Like she no longer belonged.

Eden climbed out of the tub and stood in front of the mirror. She took the compact and held it open, smashing the mirror against the faucet. Glass exploded into the sink. The spirit emerged, dissipating into the air as it was sent back to the Good Night.

Heading outside, Eden stopped to grab the energy drink off the table and her phone from the bed, not bothering to check the notifications.
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Lazarus patrolled the aisles, shotgun in his hands, and a pair of aviators perched on the bridge of his nose. He walked past colorful cereal boxes and precarious stacks of canned goods, looping by the cold cases to make another pass.

They’d been about to leave the coffee shop when he overheard someone whispering about ghosts. His interest piqued, he eavesdropped as the old woman in the booth behind him confessed to her friend that she believed her late husband’s spirit still walked the earth. Typically, Lazarus would be wary about such claims. If he went chasing after every ghost story he heard, he’d never have a day’s rest. But something about the woman’s quiet urgency spoke to him, the way her friend chuckled nervously and dismissed her claims.

When Zeke returned from the bathroom, they packed up and left, following the old woman to the parking lot. There, they introduced themselves. The woman, Perl, thanked them profusely and led them across town to a little mom-and-pop grocery store with boarded windows.

Zeke was up front now, chatting with Perl by the cash registers and gulping down an energy drink in an iridescent can. He waved meekly as Lazarus passed by, trying to disengage himself from Perl’s stories about her “asshole husband who wouldn’t stop haunting her.”

“Better him than me,” Laz muttered to himself as he rounded the corner into another aisle.

The walking felt good, even if it was aimless. Especially because it was aimless. Lazarus couldn’t stop replaying last night in his head. Though he stood among the endless rows of shiny chip bags and colorful jars of salsa, he only saw himself in the motel room, the argument flaring around him. Lazarus turned it over in his mind, compulsively inspecting every facet, unearthing each mistake and all the ways he could have been better.

God, that would keep him busy for hours.

He completed another loop around the store, ignoring Zeke’s pleading gaze as Perl droned on about her husband’s affinity for cheap whiskey. Checking his watch, he realized he’d already been at it an hour. Though he itched to check his phone, Lazarus kept it safe in his pocket. What would he even say: Sorry for being an asshole? Wish we could save your friend? He dreamed up a thousand ways to reach out, but he couldn’t figure out how to make himself do it. How to fix things.

And if he couldn’t fix what was broken, what was the point of anything?

A sudden chill stirred him from his thoughts. He looked up, expecting to see Zeke raiding one of the cold cases that sat nearby. Instead, he came face-to-face with the wavering form of a spirit.

“I’ll be damned,” Lazarus muttered to himself. It seemed Perl was right. There really was a ghost.

Across the store, Perl shrieked. “Earl!” Zeke tried to stop her as she came stumbling down the aisle. “Get the hell out of here, Earl! You’re not welcome!”

Shit. Lazarus moved into Perl’s path, positioning himself between her and the ghost. Earl, for his part, looked over, the expression on his face blank. Just a minor spirit, Lazarus realized. He probably had strong ties to this place, ties that kept him from moving on. This should be a piece of cake.

A crash sounded behind him. Lazarus turned to see Perl had shattered a bottle and was now brandishing the broken end, intent on chasing Earl down. This was getting out of hand.

Lazarus reached into his pocket for a channeling coin and pressed it to his palm. Then he stepped forward, grabbed Earl by the face, and guided his blank eyes into the sunglasses sitting on his nose. The spirit dissolved with barely a whisper, sinking into the glass.

“Well, holy shit,” Perl murmured, dropping the broken bottle she still clutched in her hands. She spat. “Good riddance.”

“Right,” Lazarus said. “Is he buried in town? We can head over and lay Earl here to rest.”

Perl huffed. “Rest? Rest is all he did in this life. But if it’ll get him out of here for good . . .”

“It will,” Zeke promised eagerly.

“All right, boys.” Perl turned and hobbled back toward the front of the building. “Cemetery’s across town. Let’s go.”
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The driver let Eden out at the end of Cadence Lane.

She paid with a spelled card and hopped out. No sooner than she’d closed the door did the car zoom off, leaving her alone on the dead-end street.

Dead end, she thought.

She walked down the road, coming to a stop in front of the manor. Settling onto the sidewalk, Eden opened the energy drink, taking a sip before sitting back to watch the house.

It felt strange to be here, at the end. Strangely freeing. Eden knew precisely what she needed to do, and now there was no one to stop her.

Taking another sip, Eden cringed. She didn’t know how Zeke drank these things, much less in the quantity that he did. It felt like sucking down liquid sugar.

When she was ready, she stood, leaving the can on the sidewalk. Eden crossed the street and walked up the driveway to the front door. A breeze ruffled past, and she paused, closing her eyes, trying to take in the scents and sounds of everything that meant living, everything that grounded her here, in this place. Then, steeling herself, she stepped up to the door and gave it three sharp knocks.

A moment later, the door swung open, revealing the same elfin woman from the festival.

“Can I help you?”

Eden bit her lip. It wasn’t too late to turn around and take a different path. To find Lazarus and Zeke, to live a life. But she had seen Mab in the Good Night, drifting, helpless, her body ageless, forever waiting in the vault. And she couldn’t let that happen.

“I want to make a deal with Josephine Laurent.”

The acolyte tilted her head, her eyes going blank for a moment. Then they snapped back, settling onto Eden. “Come with me.”

Through the house they walked to the same parlor as the previous night. The acolyte ushered Eden inside, bidding her sit and wait. She obeyed, perching on the edge of the sofa, breath coming in slow waves. Laurent took her time, most likely a power play to make Eden nervous. But it didn’t matter. Eden felt steady as a river, resolute and thundering down her path.

When Josephine finally swept into the room, Eden stood, eager to get it over with. “I want to make a deal,” she said, ignoring the mage’s attempts at pointless pleasantry.

A blonde brow arched. “What sort of deal could you possibly wish to make?”

“You know exactly what I want,” Eden replied.

Laurent sighed as if the humor had been sucked from the room. “You wish to trade your soul for Mab’s. That’s quite noble.”

“But is it possible?” Part of her, a small part, hoped Laurent would say no, that whatever means she had used to extract Mab’s soul could not be repeated. Because Eden didn’t want to give up her soul. But, after everything, she owed it to Mab to try.

The mage gave a flippant shrug. “I don’t see why not. A soul is a soul, as far as the Good Night is concerned. It doesn’t keep track of the specifics.”

Eden chewed her lip. “Why did you do it, anyway? What could you possibly get out of taking people’s souls?”

“I didn’t take her soul.” Laurent crossed her lithe arms, pointed nails tapping against her pale flesh. “It’s on a higher plane, where it was bound to go after her natural death. I just quickened the process.”

“But why?”

Beckoning her to follow, the mage left the room and casually strolled into the foyer. “I have my reasons. I don’t suspect you would like them, but I’m in no position to care.” She looked down at Eden with an amused smirk. “And you’re in no position to argue.”

They went to the staircase that led down to the vault, passing a young man with his head bowed.

“I thought they were acolytes,” Eden said. “But now I wonder if they made some kind of deal. Did you take their souls too?”

“And their blood,” Josephine replied. “All in fair trade, I might add, just like your friend.”

“Their blood.” Eden went cold, understanding clicking into place. Each person inside this house was a soulless husk, their bodies empowered by blood magic, nothing more than puppets on strings. “They’re thralls.”

They came to a stop at the top of the stairs. Josephine gave a shrug. “I thought you knew, darling. How very awkward.”

The mage descended, and Eden followed. There was no point in hesitating, in pondering her decision. It’d already been made. The only thing left to do was follow it through.

The vault looked the same. Mab lay in stasis, waiting to be revived. Wordlessly, Josephine motioned to an empty platform. With shaking hands, Eden climbed up and settled herself onto her back.

“Will it hurt?” she asked, though she didn’t really trust Josephine to give her a straight answer.

The mage looked down on her sympathetically, long fingers reaching out to brush the hair from Eden’s face. “They call it the Good Night for a reason. It’s like a deep and dreamless sleep. Now, are you ready?”

Eden swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded.

Looking up, Josephine said, “Can you hear me, darling? I have another one for you. An exchange.” Eden was about to reply when someone else appeared over her.

There was a sharp intake of breath. “This one.” It was a strange voice, like the rushing of rivers or mountains cracking apart. “This one is familiar.”

Eden caught a glimpse of a black suit and fiery eyes, but then a cold hand pressed to her forehead, and her mind quieted, her soul breaking free and drifting into nothing.
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For the first time in what felt like eons, Mab took a breath.

She knew straight away something was wrong. The air felt warm on her skin, her limbs stiff and sore. When she opened her eyes, her sight was blurry, and she winced at a bright light above her. This wasn’t the Good Night, that was for damn sure.

“Hnngh.” With some effort, Mab managed to roll onto her side. She gripped the cool edges of the platform and willed her eyes to focus. What the hell happened to her?

A pair of hands latched onto her upper arms, and she was roughly dragged from the platform and set on the ground. Her feet hit hard, sending shocks traveling up her legs. Looking around with watery eyes, Mab recognized the vault. The thrall, a burly man with a face void of expression, released his grip, and backed away. Two more flanked the door. That meant . . .

She whirled, coming face-to-face with Josephine Laurent. The mage wore a satisfied smile, her hands clasped casually behind her back. Without thinking, Mab lunged.

“You bitch,” Mab hissed. She reached inward, seeking the familiar well of power that was her magic. It was empty.

Mab collapsed to her knees, and the blood mage’s smile deepened. “Are you rather finished?”

“What did you do to me?” Frantically, Mab prodded inward, her mind seeking that piece that was always there. It felt like someone had removed something vital, had reached inside and ripped her heart out of her chest.

Laurent brought up a hand to examine her nails. She glanced up, and Mab followed her gaze, spotting a large dampening sigil carved into the ceiling. That was new. “Don’t worry, darling, it’s only temporary. Call it a . . . failsafe.”

Unsteadily climbing to her feet, Mab weighed her chances against the mage in a straight-out brawl. If her own magic couldn’t work in this room, then neither could Laurent’s. Guess that explains all the thralls, she thought bitterly.

“Why did you bring me back?” she demanded. “And don’t tell me it was out of the goodness in your heart, ’cause I ain’t buying it.”

“Actually.” Laurent nodded past Mab’s shoulder. “I was offered a better arrangement.”

A sinking feeling filled her as she turned. Even before she lay eyes on the plinth, Mab knew what she would see. Eden lay there, her arms splayed at her sides, brown hair framing her sleeping face. Only, she wasn’t asleep. Of course she wasn’t. It was that fucking place.

Mab walked over and took Eden’s frozen hand in her own. Gently lowering her forehead to rest against Eden’s shoulder, she whispered, “I told you to leave it alone.”

Across the room, Laurent tapped her foot. “You’re free to go.”

“Fuck you,” Mab growled. She released Eden’s hand and turned. She didn’t care about magic, didn’t care about the thralls. All she wanted to do was grind Josephine Laurent’s face into the cold cement floor. She raised her fist, and the mage laughed, snapping her fingers.

The burly thrall stepped forward and grabbed hold of Mab’s forearms. She let loose a scream of frustration as the creature dragged her out of the vault and up the stairs. Before she could blink, Mab was on her ass on the side of the road.

“Goddamn it,” she shouted at the top of her lungs. This was fucked. So fucked. Yeah, getting herself thrown into the Good Night was a particularly shitty sort of ending, but at least it was her ending. Eden had no business sacrificing herself. There was no way in hell Mab could let that stand.

But how was she supposed to fix this? If Eden had to trade her soul to get Mab out, then the only way to get her back was to trade another soul. Josephine already stated that Eden was the better deal. Mab had a feeling she wouldn’t give it up easily.

“Pyke,” she realized, shooting to her feet. If anyone could go up against a mage, it had to be a reaper. And luckily for her, he had told her exactly how to call him.

 

——

 

The first thing Mab did was hitch a ride across town to the impound lot.

Through the gate, she could see it. Her motorcycle, a scrambler with a custom headlight and matte black tank, sat among a court of chromed-out garage queens. Mab rushed up to the fence, threading her fingers through the links.

“I’m so sorry, baby. I won’t ever leave you again.” She stepped back, eyes traveling across the yard to the office. Bingo.

Inside, the office was quiet but for the hum of the air conditioner and the click of a computer mouse. The clerk on duty sat behind an ancient computer screen, a solitaire game reflecting in his dirty glasses. He barely looked up as Mab entered.

“If you’re here to retrieve a vehicle, you gotta fill out form 4-E.” He nodded at the table tucked beside the door.

“Why, thank you.” Spinning on the heel of her boot, Mab stalked over and grabbed a form at random. She hunched over the table, making quick marks with a scratchy pen that’d probably been stolen from a bank. Turning it over, she read the name of a boutique that sounded a lot like a sex shop.

“Well, all right,” she muttered, tucking the pen into her pocket.

When she was finished, Mab sauntered to the counter. She held the form up and cleared her throat, feeling her magic come to life within. The clerk looked up and studied the form with narrowed eyes, taking in Mab’s favorite sigil.

Illusion.

“Go on back.” He waved a hand, returning to his thrilling game of solitaire.

Heading toward the rear door, Mab wrenched it open. “Thanks!” she called back as she disappeared into the lot.

Ten minutes later, she drove out the open gate.

She went to the little motel across town, getting herself a room using the spelled credit card she kept hidden in the bike’s saddlebag. Eden would never approve, not of the illusion sigil, the card, or even speeding across town like a bat out of hell. But Josephine didn’t see fit to send Mab off with spending money, so magic it was. As for the ride over, she’d just spent God knows how long stuck in the Good Night. Mab figured she deserved a little fun.

After a quick—–okay, not so quick—– shower, she changed clothes and climbed onto the bed.

“So,” she said aloud, eyes turning up toward heaven. Or the ceiling. Whatever. “I’m not sure how this works. I’ve never been the praying type. But you said if I called your name, you’d hear me, so here I am . . . calling your name. Pyke, I need a favor.”

She waited, feeling more than a little foolish. There was no reason for the reaper to lie, but Mab couldn’t help worrying he’d played her for a fool. What if he couldn’t hear her? And, more importantly, what would she do if he never showed?

A full minute after her call, she looked up to see a suited man looming over her on the bed.

“Jesus Christ!” she yelped, practically falling to the floor.

Pyke stood with his hands at his sides, his eyes like embers. “Why did you summon me onto a bed?”

“I mean.” Mab climbed to her feet. “I didn’t know you’d appear on the bed. I thought you’d have the decency to teleport across the room or on the other side of the door or whatever.”

He scanned the room, eyes fading to brown. “It is an imprecise art,” he said as he stepped to the floor. “I was wondering where you’d gone off to.”

“Yeah, about that . . .” She settled back onto the bed, crossing her legs beneath her. “Laurent brought me back.”

He gave a sharp shake of his head before sitting beside her. “That’s not possible, not for a mage.”

“It was Eden,” Mab said. “Somehow she found Josephine and convinced her to trade her soul for mine. Now she’s stuck in the Good Night, and I’m here.”

“Well, that was nice of her.”

“It was stupid.” She snorted. “And hold up, what do you mean ‘for a mage?’”

Pyke shrugged. “Mages cannot touch the veil, as I’ve said.”

“So she had help,” Mab realized. She thought maybe she remembered something as she was going under the first time. A dark figure resting a cold hand against her forehead. “Help from a reaper?”

Inclining his head, Pyke said, “A reaper could accomplish such a task if they were so inclined.”

A plan began to form in Mab’s mind, possibilities and problems presenting themselves. There’d be a lot to iron out, like the fact that the entire house was warded, including the vault, which currently negated magic. That wasn’t to mention the fact that the place was crawling with thralls. But Mab could figure all that out. The important thing was she had a reaper.

“I think maybe you’re inclined, Pyke.”

“Am I?”

Deepening her voice, she said, “The balance must be maintained. If a reaper is out there helping a mage steal souls, wouldn’t you want to know why?”

He bit his lip. “It is an intriguing mystery. I’m not sure who it could be, but I have some ideas. This doesn’t change the fact that a soul must be traded. Purgatory is—”

“Selfish, I know.” Mab thought about it, a wicked grin spreading over her face. “Hell, you want a soul? I’ll give you Laurent. The baddest one of all.”

“Fine,” Pyke replied. He climbed to his feet. “But I’m going to need my partner.”
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“The mirror didn’t work,” Ignatius said through the speaker of Zeke’s phone. “I got into town, waited ’til nightfall, and then dug up the grave. Held the mirror high and nothing. No spirit. No nothing. Just me standing over an open grave looking like a jackass.”

“Maybe using it for the vision sent it back?” Zeke offered. He was leaning forward on the bench seat, fingers tapping against his knee. Outside the window, Missouri was becoming Oklahoma as they headed to Ignatius. He had failed to release his spirit but had somehow found another job in town.

“I think Eden pulled a fast one on me,” Ignatius grumbled. “Mages.” Lazarus could practically see him shaking his head.

When he’d called, the first thing Zeke did was fill Ignatius in on what happened with Booker and Josephine Laurent, finishing with the fact that Eden was gone. Their little group had fractured. Ig hadn’t seemed all that surprised, and now, with this new information involving Eden possibly filching a ghost, Lazarus didn’t know what to think.

He’d been telling himself that what happened next was her choice. Lazarus couldn’t do anything to change that. Had no business trying. But it nagged at him, ate away at his every waking thought. There was no way to help her get what she wanted, he knew that, but what if he had tried?

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Zeke said sadly. “Nothing good’s gonna come from her having that mirror.”

“Nothing good is coming from any of this,” Lazarus replied. He spotted a turnoff ahead and considered pulling around, driving back to Booker to find Eden and stop whatever she was planning. But what if it was too late?

He wrenched his phone from his pocket. He dialed Eden’s number and pressed the phone to his ear with one hand on the wheel. It went straight to voicemail, and he cursed, tossing the phone on the dash.

“I’m turning around,” Lazarus told Zeke, who sat up a little straighter. “Ig, we’re gonna be a little late.”

“Hey, you do what you gotta do, man.” He paused. “You know what, I’ll just head your way.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Listen,” Ignatius said, “I’m not letting you deal with a blood mage alone.”

Zeke shuddered. “Hopefully it doesn’t come to that.”

“But if it does,” Lazarus added, “we’ll be glad to have you on our side. Thank you.”

“See you soon.”

Lazarus turned onto the exit. Through the rearview, he noticed Hades perk up in the bed. He seemed to taste the wind, tilting his head to the side as if picking up a signal. The hellhound collapsed into smoke.

“The hell?” Lazarus slammed on the brakes, sending Zeke’s phone sliding down the dash.

The black cloud grew, swirling like a storm to envelop the truck until the only thing they could see was darkness. Zeke pressed his face to the window, eyes wide, as Lazarus focused on getting them off the road. Somewhere in the background, he could hear Ignatius demanding to know what was happening.

Then the smoke cleared, reforming into Hades, who stood on the truck’s hood, red eyes gleaming. He jumped down.

Lazarus looked around. This wasn’t possible.

“Holy shit,” Zeke whispered. “I’ve never seen him do that.”

The truck now sat in the parking lot of Booker’s motel in front of the same bank of rooms they’d left a few days before. Across the lot, Hades bolted for the stairs, stopping to see if Lazarus and Zeke were following.

“Ignatius?” Lazarus fumbled around for the phone. “I’m gonna have to call you back.”

 

——

 

Lazarus climbed out of the truck, hitting the pavement on shaky legs. Once Hades was sure the Morgans followed, he turned and ran up the stairs to the second-floor walkway.

Dread tightened in Lazarus’s chest. He tried to tell himself that if Eden was here, it couldn’t be that bad. Maybe she’d just spent the past few days fuming. Maybe he’d find her pissed off but safe and whole. But, if that was the case, then why was Hades in such a rush to get here? And why hadn’t she answered her phone?

It was Lazarus’s fault. He knew that. He had known from the moment she slammed the door and took off into the night. He believed what he said about the Good Night being the end, but he could have tried to do more. Or, at the very least, he could have been there for her. Instead, Lazarus had thrown his opinion around like it was gospel, giving her no chance to protest. To make her case.

To mourn.

If he found her—when he found her—he swore he would make it right.

At the top of the stairs, Hades lurched left, heading down the corridor. The hound ran past the bank of rooms and skidded to a stop near the row’s end. Sniffing the air, he whined and began to collapse into smoke.

“Hades, wait—” Lazarus reached out, but the black cloud slowly sunk to the ground, disappearing beneath the door and into the room.

Zeke caught up, coming to a stop beside Lazarus. “Did he just?”

“Yeah.” He cringed as a voice within bellowed in surprise, a voice that was most decidedly not Eden.

The door flung open, and a woman leaned out. She was small with milky skin and long red hair. She looked out the open door with dark doe eyes that narrowed as they fell upon Lazarus and Zeke. Planting her hands on her hips, the woman widened her stance.

“Is that your dog?”

“Yeah,” Lazarus stammered, trying to come up with a plausible way Hades could have gotten into her room.

“Holy shit.” Zeke stepped forward. He looked like he had seen a ghost. “Mab?”

She gave him a strange look. “I know you?”

“Wait.” Lazarus frowned. “Mab? As in . . .”

“As in the woman I last saw unconscious in the vault? Yeah.”

The woman—Mab—crossed her arms. “You’re not with that bitch, are you?”

“Laurent?” Lazarus asked. “No! We’re with . . .”

“We’re with Eden!” Zeke finished.

She bristled. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Zeke echoed.

“And, if you’re here,” Lazarus began, “that means she . . .”

Looking them over, Mab sucked in a breath. She let it out with a long hiss and jerked her head back toward the room. “You guys better come inside.”

She parked them side by side on the end of the bed with Hades lounging behind them. Pacing the room, Mab listened as Lazarus relayed how they’d come across Eden back west and agreed to help her find her wayward friend. Zeke described going to Laurent’s manor, finding Mab in the vault and discovering she’d been sent to the Good Night. As they spoke, Mab seemed increasingly annoyed. Once Lazarus had finished, she blew out a breath and sunk onto the other bed.

“Eden,” Lazarus said. He didn’t want to believe it, but somehow he’d already known. The moment she walked out that door—no, the moment he’d failed to follow—it had been too late. “She went back and got Laurent to trade her soul.”

“Damn.” Zeke bit his lip, taking a slow breath. “I can’t believe she actually did it.”

“Never underestimate what someone will do out of love,” Lazarus murmured.

Mab came to a stop in front of them. “Exactly. Love. That’s why I’m gonna get her back.”

He let loose a bitter chuckle. “And whose soul will it be this time? We can’t just play carousel, going around and around trading souls forever. Trust me. I’ve been there. I know the rules. There’s no way around it.”

Scowling, Mab crossed her arms. “We’re not trading shit. We’re going in there, and we’re gonna bring her out.”

“Impossible,” Lazarus shot back. “Not even a mage can touch the veil. I don’t know how, but Laurent must have a reaper on her payroll.”

“She does,” Mab replied, matter-of-factly. “Luckily, I’ve got some tricks of my own.” Brown eyes turning to the ceiling, she called out, “Pyke? You mind putting in an appearance?”

On the bed, Hades perked up as a man in a pristine black suit seemed to appear out of thin air. The hellhound went immaterial, launching himself off the bed to cloud around the man.

“Hey.” The man in the suit knelt down as Hades materialized, ruffling the ghostly hound’s ears. “I was starting to think you didn’t get my call.”

“Is that a—?” Zeke said, his eyes going wide.

Mab grinned. “My very own reaper? Yeah. Meet Pyke. And it seems you’ve had his hellhound. How’s that for fate?”

The reaper untangled himself from Hades, who hopped back on the bed. “This is a favor, not fate.” He turned to Lazarus and Zeke, a strange expression passing over his dark eyes. It vanished quickly.

“You’re the one Eden saw in her visions,” Lazarus realized.

Mab pulled a face. “Visions?”

“A few times,” Zeke offered. “She passed out, and all this weird light came out of her connection sigil. When she woke up, she said she could see glimpses. You in the Good Night”—he jerked a thumb at the reaper—“this guy with glowing red eyes.”

“Maintaining a connection through the veil is not a good idea,” Pyke said. “It’s far too easy for things to slip through.”

“Yeah,” Mab replied. “She came to see me. Twice. Didn’t know she saw the other shit.”

Pulling back the collar of her shirt, Mab revealed a heart-shaped tattoo, glowing red in time to what Lazarus presumed was Eden’s heart. His eyes felt stuck to the mark, watching the beat flicker on and off. It meant she was out there somewhere. Alive.

“All the more reason to retrieve this soul as soon as possible,” Pyke stated.

Zeke perked up. “And you can do that, right? We’ve got a chance?”

“Taking the soul is easy,” Pyke said. “The body is another matter. If I have nowhere to place her soul, she will become like a spirit, and that will be the end.”

Lazarus pushed to his feet, walking to the door and back. “Will Laurent keep her body like she kept yours?”

“I think the body is what she wants,” Mab revealed. “It makes sense, right? The souls go into Purgatory where they belong, but she keeps the bodies in the vault.”

“So, what?” Lazarus chewed his lip. “The souls are just a byproduct?”

Pyke shook his head. “Balance must always be maintained. For a reaper to take them, they must also set one free.”

“So,” Zeke drew out the word, “the reaper helping Josephine might be letting spirits loose on purpose.”

“Or they are placing them somewhere other than Purgatory,” the reaper finished. “Both of these possibilities are unsettling.”

“Look,” Mab spoke up. “I don’t give a shit about this mystery reaper or their motives. I just want to get Eden back.”

Lazarus glanced at Mab, trying to place her in his memory of Eden’s stories. He could picture them laughing together in an empty theater, eating popcorn, and watching old movies. He thought he understood it now, the urgency and the lengths Eden was willing to go to be reunited with Mab. Now it was his job, and Lazarus would see it to the end.

“So what do we do?” Zeke asked. “Storm the manor?”

Lazarus nodded at Pyke. “Can’t you get us in?”

The reaper shook his head. “I have tried. There is warding there that even a reaper cannot break. The knowledge was likely given by whoever is taking these souls.”

“They don’t want the other reapers to stumble across the place,” Lazarus realized.

“Indeed.”

“So”—Lazarus held up a finger—“all we’ve got to do is break into the manor, avoid the acolytes—”

“Thralls,” Mab said. “She’s a blood mage, remember? Their souls are gone, but the corpses are walking around like puppets while Laurent watches through their eyes.”

“Great.” Lazarus sucked in a breath. It was a good thing they had a reaper on their side. “So we definitely avoid the thralls, and then we take down the wards in the vault. That all?”

“We’re still gonna need a soul to trade,” Mab said, shrugging apologetically. “And I’m thinking it’s gotta be Laurent’s.”
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Eden opened her eyes.

She lay on her back beneath a black expanse that overflowed with glittering stars. Her breath slipped out in a cold cloud, eyes brimming with icy tears.

So this was it.

It was colder than she imagined, the air frozen and sharp. She could feel frost pricking her skin like a thousand tiny needles, but she didn’t feel cold. Mostly, she felt nothing.

Sitting up, Eden pulled back the collar of her shirt. For the first time in days, the connection sigil was dormant, nothing more than a heart-shaped tattoo inking into her pale flesh. “It worked,” she whispered. Mab was no longer in danger. She was free.

And now this.

The Good Night.

Eden scanned her surroundings. She expected to find herself in the same gray forest she had witnessed in her visions of Mab. But this place was different. There was no dark canopy, no twisting path or starlit clearings.

All she saw was sand.

Endless sand glittered silver in the light of a million stars. Like waves in a vast sea, the dunes rolled toward the horizon, meeting the dark sky in every direction.

Eden brushed the grit from her jeans and spun in a slow circle. Before, it had comforted her knowing where she would end up and that she might walk the same path as Mab. Now, she was unsure. She remembered Zeke saying this place appeared differently for everyone. That what a person saw was a reflection of her soul. What did it say about her that all she could see was nothing?

Lazarus told her a soul remained in Purgatory until it moved on. When she walked into Josephine Laurent’s manor to give up her soul, Eden had a plan. Staying here or, worse, becoming a ghost, held no appeal. She knew she belonged somewhere. She’d always known. Now she just needed to figure out how to get there.

She took a step.

The sand beneath her feet lit up a brilliant gold, reverberating away from her. Eden watched ripples of light shoot into the distance, over and over, disappearing beneath the stars.

Then she heard them.

Strange whispers cut through the unnerving quiet, shadowy and dark. She strained to hear the growing sound, turning to find where it came from. Then she realized. Looking down, Eden saw the sand glowing beneath her feet, pulsing in time to the hushed voices.

She stumbled back, sending the waves of light crashing anew. She couldn’t decipher the shadowy language that seemed to call to her, pulling her in. The sound grew, slowly coming into focus, a chorus of laughter and screaming. Sobs and sorrow. Fragments of memory flooded her mind’s eye.

A boy lay on a dirt path, his legs crushed beneath the wheel of a wagon, his screams echoing down the street. Bystanders tried to help. They pulled his tiny body out from beneath the wheels, but there was so much blood, and he was too broken to—

A woman blushed, standing in a darkened stoop on a quiet street. City lights blazed cheerily in the distance. Before her was the woman she’d been waiting for. Her best friend, her soulmate, on one knee with a ring in her hand. The woman grinned and said the word, pulling her lover up to meet her waiting lips—

Faster and faster, the images played. A weary family gazed up at the Statue of Liberty. A woman sat at a desk and wrote famous words. A man stepped onto the surface of the moon. Memories, thousands of memories blurring through her mind, fast enough to make her head spin. The chorus became a cacophony, pressing in on all sides—a boy hiding in the trenches, a woman gasping as her firstborn slid from her body—and it wouldn’t stop. Eden collapsed to her knees, hands scrabbling up to her ears, eyes pressed closed. But she still heard the cries, still saw the memories flashing in front of her eyes.

A child playing the starring role in the school musical. Another waiting sadly in the wings. A plane crashing into the ocean. A person screaming in the mountains, broken and alone.

A lush garden filled with prostrating figures and, standing among them, a man in heart-shaped sunglasses and a loving smile.

“Stop,” Eden whispered. Jaw clenched, her hands clamped tightly over her ears, she tried to block the unending, penetrating noise that only grew louder until it was emanating from within. The visions slid in front of her eyes, barely finishing before the next began. Over and over and over. An eternity spent watching the lives of other people. Her bones vibrated, her mind splitting wide open as her heart thundered behind her ribs. She opened her mouth to gasp for breath, but all she could do was scream.

Stop!

Quiet descended over the desert, the memories freezing and then fading into nothing. Through watery eyes, Eden saw the golden light had ceased. She removed her hands, lifting her head.

A figure stood in the distance, a man in a black suit with glowing red eyes. He was watching her. Waiting, but for what?

Letting out a ragged breath, Eden climbed to her feet. “Hello?”

She shivered as the man walked toward her, a pair of smoke-shrouded figures slinking at his side. He was sharp and angular, his gray hair swooped back, ember eyes fading to green. He seemed familiar. So familiar. Eden imagined she could still feel his cold hand pressed against her forehead. This was him, she realized—the reaper who had taken her soul.

“I have been searching for you,” he said, his hoarse voice tinged with amusement.

Eden looked around. Already, the effects of memories had lifted. Her heart was sluggish in her chest, her body numb and slow, like it wasn’t entirely her own. “This isn’t the Good Night,” she managed to say.

“No.” Gray eyes glittered. “This is not Purgatory. This is someplace else. Someplace more private.”

“Care to enlighten me?” Eden asked, drawing herself up. “What the hell was that? What is this place?”

“This place”—the reaper came to a stop a few feet away, gesturing widely with his arm—“well, we like to call it the Memoriam. It is a collection or, perhaps more accurately, a dumping ground. The memories of every human soul that has ever passed through Purgatory resides within these sands.”

“But . . .” Eden’s throat tightened, and she struggled to swallow. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. She should have been safe in the Good Night, sleeping the long sleep while waiting to move on. How had she ended up here? “What happened to me?”

The reaper gave a dismissive shrug, reaching out to run his fingers through the smoky forms of the hellhounds that swirled around him. “You disturbed the sand.”

“But why am I here?” she protested, voice rising. “I was supposed to be in the Good Night. Where Mab was.”

“The other was an accident. You are right where I meant for you to be.” He beckoned her forward. “Come.”

“Where are we going?” She didn’t want to follow, didn’t trust this reaper or the way he seemed to talk circles around her questions. The Memoriam? What kind of place was this for a soul?

But she took a step forward and then another, her body out of sync with her mind. Like an obedient dog, she followed the reaper through the piles of memory. “Why can’t I stop?”

“Because your soul belongs to me now. Don’t worry. We’re almost finished,” he said finally as they crested a dune. “Look.”

Below, a great valley, countless miles of sand, stretched as far as she could see. Within, there were people, so many they seemed to disappear into the distance. Squinting, Eden could make out figures in modern clothing standing beside those dressed from eras past. Nineties grunge, eighties hair, poodle skirts, and victory rolls alongside top hats and bustles. All of them stood, arms slack at their sides and eyes glowing the same gold as the memories in the sand.

“Who are they?”

“They are a gift,” the reaper replied. “A tribute.”

“From Josephine,” Eden realized. He said Mab being in the Good Night was an accident. Could it be that she was meant to end up here? But that meant all these people had fallen victim to one of the blood mage’s deals. There were thousands of them. How was that possible? “But why?”

“Fuel. For what is to come.”

He walked down into the valley, and Eden followed. She tried to stop herself, her mind frantically shooting signals that her body refused to acknowledge. Instead, she asked questions. “What’s happening to them?”

“Visions,” the reaper said. “They’re plugged into the Memoriam, watching memory upon memory. They are pacified. It’s no different from Purgatory, in the end. At least for them, there’s a show. Normally I let them watch their own memories, let them relive their own lives. They find it peaceful, I think.”

He stopped, turning to face her. Curiosity slipped into his expression. “I would have given you the same,” he said, “but it seems your memories are missing. ”

“No,” Eden whispered. Her blood went cold, chest tightening. How could he know that? How could he know she didn’t remember anything before that night five years ago? The night Mab found her unconscious on the side of a highway, the word Eden scrawled on her palm.

“Don’t worry. I have something special in mind.” With a loose wave, he sent her stumbling into the crowd.

Eden watched as her body settled beside a uniformed man and a pioneer woman. The reaper turned to walk back up the dune as her eyes clouded over, and a scene clicked into place.

In a blink, the desert vanished, the dunes becoming a dingy basement. The walls were unfinished, bare sheet rock and rafters overhead—a concrete floor, water dripping from the ceiling, the air bitter cold and quiet as death.

Eden had no memory of this place, but that didn’t mean anything. Was this one of the pieces, some part of her she couldn’t remember?

Somewhere unseen, a door flung open. Hurried footsteps pounded down the stairs. A woman came into view, tall and wiry with sharp cheekbones and eyes the color of a cloudy day. At the bottom, she looked around wildly, her gaze settling on something behind Eden. The woman stood there in disbelief, breathing heavily, hand clutching what looked like a coin.

Another person emerged, a young man fresh-faced and scared as hell.

Zeke.

But that meant . . .

Eden turned, and she saw him. Lazarus, lying on the dusty floor with his arms splayed at his sides. His lips were slightly parted, black hair haloing his face, eyes open but unseeing, as if his soul had left his body.

As if he were dead.
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Lazarus stepped out of the car and circled around to the passenger’s side. He opened the door and stooped to grab the insulated pizza bag off the seat. Then, adjusting the dorky hat Zeke made him wear, he walked up the driveway to the manor’s front door.

Night had fallen, and the plan was coming together. Ignatius showed in time to see it put into action, lending Laz his car along with—to Zeke’s elation—a full pizza delivery getup he picked up en route. Lazarus didn’t want to know where Ig got the uniform, but it smelled greasy enough to be the real thing.

Movement flashed at the corner of his eye, and Laz looked in time to see a lanky coyote lope across the street. He watched as Ignatius disappeared behind the house. Mab and Zeke were back there, watching from the woods as the manor quieted for the night. Somewhere, Pyke was circling, waiting for them to get to Eden in the vault, to break the seals that kept him out. And, for now, all of that depended on Lazarus.

No pressure or anything.

Approaching the door, Lazarus rolled his shoulders and gave it a lazy knock. It was late in the evening, and he expected to be in for a long wait, but the door opened almost immediately.

A tall woman emerged, holding onto the door like she was prepared to shut it in his face. She looked Lazarus up and down, flashing a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Can I help you?” she asked, her voice stiff and a little forced.

“Yeah.” Lazarus pointedly looked down at the insulated bag in his hands. He unzipped the bag and slipped out a greasy box. “Got your pizza here.” He tried to hand it over, but the woman—the thrall—just blinked.

“We didn’t order that.”

She stared at him with blank eyes, and Lazarus wondered how thralls worked. Mab said she controlled them like puppets, that their souls were stripped away. Were they like a Nowhere person following a script, or did Laurent herself look out through their eyes?

The worst of it was knowing that Eden was in there, trapped somewhere beneath the house. It took Lazarus everything he had not to storm inside, push past the thrall, and fight his way into the vault. It wouldn’t end well, but the impulse was strong. He took a measured breath.

“Look ma’am.” Lazarus held up a spelled receipt. “I’ve got the address right here.” He stepped forward, using his height to herd her back, and entered the house. Turning, he spotted a side table to the right of the doorway, just like Mab said. With an exaggerated motion, he set the pizza down and turned to face the thrall. “That’ll be twenty-three dollars. Plus tip.”

The thrall blinked. Either he’d screwed with her programming, or she was unsure of what to do. She opened her mouth and closed it, staring straight ahead.

“Can’t leave until you pay me, lady.” Lazarus shrugged. He leaned against the wall, discreetly slipping an open pocketknife from his sleeve into his palm.

As he watched her, the thrall’s expression changed. Her brows furrowed, teeth bared in a snarl. “Fine. Yes,” she snapped. Then she went still, face softening as the placid expression returned.

That must have been the blood mage, Lazarus realized. Laurent was speaking through her thrall. A chill crawled up his spine, and he was glad he hadn’t insisted on sending Zeke in his place. Even if the thrall didn’t recognize him, Laurent surely would.

Lazarus took a look around as the thrall went to the side table and slid open a drawer. The moment her back was turned, he spun, keeping one eye on the thrall as he quickly scratched a line through the ward etched into the back of the door.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” he said, spinning back to face her. Lazarus shoved his hands, and the knife, into the pockets of his jeans.

“Surely you’ve heard of Madame Josephine Laurent?” The thrall slipped a few bills from a money clip and closed the drawer. She walked back to the door, her back turned on the pizza box that still sat on the side table.

Lazarus tried not to look as the box shuddered, a dark cloud slipping free to skulk into the shadows near the staircase, disappearing into the manor.

“Yeah, sure,” he said, reaching up to adjust his cap. “I wanted to see her down at the festival but the line, y’know? Guess everyone wants their fortunes told.”

She passed him the bills, a twenty and a five.

He raised a brow. “You’d think Madame Laurent could afford a better tip.” The thrall opened the door, overlooking the broken ward. “I mean, two bucks? Seriously?” She wordlessly ushered him out the opening and shut the door in his face.

Sighing, Lazarus hauled the empty pizza bag back to where Ignatius’s car waited. He tossed it in the back and hopped in. Then he pulled out of the driveway, heading down the street while dialing Mab’s phone number.

“Yeah?” her brusque voice answered after the first ring.

“The ward on the front door is broken. Hades is inside.” He noticed a coyote break free from the trees and head up onto the road. Pulling to a stop, Lazarus waited as Ignatius shifted before climbing into the back seat.

“I saw Hades,” Ignatius said as he pulled on the change of clothes he’d stashed under the seat. “He’s taking care of the wards in the basement. They’re good to go.”

Lazarus nodded. “You hear that, Mab? Basement wards are down. Let’s get this party started.”
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“Well?” Zeke pressed as Mab hung up her phone and stuffed it into the pocket of her leather jacket. He shifted his weight between feet in an attempt to dispel some of the anxious energy. They were hunkered down in the woods that ran along the property’s rear, the manor barely visible through a dozen yards of brush and trees. Lazarus would be in the car around the front, heading for an abandoned lot a few streets away.

“Hades broke the basement ward,” Mab replied. “We’re good to go as soon as the place shuts down for the night.”

Through the trees, Zeke could see lights still on in the windows. “That could take forever,” he complained. Already, he was getting antsy, tired of crouching down in the dirt with nothing to do but to wait.

“Yeah, well, you do not want to go in there with all the thralls awake. Trust me.”

For the next hour, they sat in the woods, and Zeke was halfway crazy by the time the last light went dim. Mab sent a message to Laz and Ignatius. They waited some more, staying in position until she was satisfied the coast was clear.

Then, finally, they moved.

After picking their way through the brush, Zeke and Mab emerged beside the basement window on the house’s west side. Mab knelt along the wall and pressed her hands against the glass. She gave the window a push, just wide enough for them to squeeze through.

Across the grounds, Zeke knew Lazarus and Ignatius would be doing the same thing, creeping into the house through a bathroom window. Each group would make their way through the manor, breaking every ward they saw as they converged on the vault. Hopefully this would create a hole large enough for Pyke to wriggle through.

“In you go,” Mab told him, giving a little shove as Zeke slithered through the window.

He emerged into darkness. Mab followed, pushing ahead as she flicked on her phone’s flashlight. She swept it in wide arcs, casting light in a circle around them. The basement was huge, filled with unlabeled boxes and shelves of meticulously organized glass jars. Activating his own light, he shined it on a row of mason jars filled to the brim with dark liquid. He leaned in, watching the way the blood went a brilliant ruby as his light passed over, glimmering like a precious jewel in liquid form.

“Blood magic is disgusting.” Mab scowled.

“Yeah. . . .” he murmured. That was one word for it.

He straightened, shaking his head to rid himself of the mesmerizing feeling. Wiping his brow, Zeke asked, “Does it feel hot in here?”

“No, it’s a basement,” Mab replied dryly, and Zeke could imagine her rolling her eyes in the darkness. “You’re probably just anxious.”

She led him deeper into the basement, searching for the door on the back wall. They threaded their way through the shelves. Zeke found himself staring with a sickening sort of curiosity. He wondered where all this blood had come from, what kind of people had given it up. Blood magic was said to be a rare art, and he knew precious little about it. He imagined Laurent sitting in the parlor, her small teacup filled to the brim with red.

They were near to the door when a pair of crimson beads flashed in the darkness. Mab jumped back with a curse, and Zeke grabbed her elbow to keep her steady. He swept his light around, revealing Hades, who panted happily at the foot of the stairs.

“Hey.” Zeke reached out as the hellhound nuzzled his hand. “You did great. You ready for the next part?”

Wagging his tail, Hades turned and bounded away.

The stairs opened into a pantry as big as Ignatius’s kitchen. Mab made for the door, but Zeke spun in a circle, awestruck by the assortment of snacks that sat alongside more typical staples. He nearly collapsed from joy when he spotted a case of energy drinks on a lower shelf. Quickly, he snagged one and cracked it open before Mab could protest.

“Seriously? What is wrong with you?”

She flashed him an angry glare, but Zeke just chugged it down. Ever since leaving the motel, he’d been feeling edgy, more so than usual. His brain felt like it was buzzing in his skull, his mind wandering. It’d only been a few hours since he’d shot-gunned a coffee in Lazarus’s truck, but already the need for caffeine was creeping up on him. When he finished the can, he slipped it back into the case with a happy sigh.

“You ready?” Mab asked, hands planted on her hips.

“Yup,” Zeke replied, feeling only marginally better. “Head in the game. Let’s do it.”
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Mab and Zeke followed Hades out of the kitchen and into the manor’s foyer. The hellhound slipped into a cloud of smoke that floated along the room’s edges, peeking into open doorways and corridors. Around them, the house was silent as a grave. Mab imagined the thralls somewhere upstairs, shut down for the night, and tucked dormitory-style into a long row of beds. Or maybe they were all hung up in a closet. That would make sense considering Laurent liked to wear them like masks.

Moving across the foyer, Mab couldn’t help holding her breath. The first time she had come here, she’d been hopeful. Scared, yes, but positively brimming with hope. Laurent had promised the one thing Mab always wanted. Always needed. The power to find Florence. She didn’t regret that desire. Ever since she’d found Eden lost and broken with no memory and way too much magic, Mab had known she needed to prepare.

To be ready.

She let her breath hiss out only when she and Zeke were tucked inside the stairwell leading down to the vault. Peering into the gloom sent a shiver down her spine. Mab remembered the rough hands on her, tightly gripping her arms as she kicked and screamed. All the while, she knew Laurent could have taken her blood and made her do what she wanted. But she didn’t, and that fact scared Mab more than anything else. And when she saw the vault, she had known she would never leave.

“C’mon,” Mab muttered. She was finished being ruled by bad memories, and she sure as hell wasn’t about to let them get in the way of saving her only friend. “Let’s get Pyke in here so we can grab Eden and get the hell out.”

She descended slowly, eyes sweeping the walls and ceiling for hidden wards. The fact that she didn’t spot any was making her anxious. She couldn’t remember seeing them before, though she hadn’t exactly been looking. Now, it seemed crazy the stairwell was largely unprotected. With every step, Mab waited for some kind of alarm to blow up in her face.

At the bottom of the stairs was a heavy door with a ward she did remember. Taking her knife, Mab carefully carved a line through the symbol. She admired her work and turned to Zeke. “Ready? 

Whoa . . . you okay?”

He had stopped to lean against the wall, face slick with sweat, breathing quick and shallow. “I’m fine.” Zeke reached up to rub his arm. “Let’s go.”

“All right.” Mab shrugged, chalking it up to the fact he’d just chugged an energy drink. Moron. “Give me a hand?”

With Zeke’s help, she pushed the door in and propped it open. Mab stepped into the vault. She went straight for the plinth where Eden’s body lay, sleeping the eternal sleep. God, she looked so peaceful. Like she was lost in a dream.

For years, Mab had made it her purpose to protect her. From the world, from herself, from the past that neither of them could decipher. There was a reason someone had dumped Eden there, on the side of a forgotten road. There was a reason Mab had gotten that message from Florence, nothing but a set of coordinates and a date.

What came after was what they built. And they were beholden to no one but themselves. They’d had their highs and lows—God knew the lows seemed to last a lifetime—but they were together now. Soon everything would be all right.

Mab took her hand, cold as the Good Night, and gave it a squeeze. “I’m here now,” she whispered. “Always.”

As soon as the ceiling ward was broken, she called for Pyke.

The reaper appeared on the other side of the plinth. He leaned over Eden, tilting his head as he inspected her. With a quiet yip, Hades bounded across the room to sit at Pyke’s side.

“Well,” Mab demanded, “can you do it?”

“It will take time,” Pyke said, eyes still focused on Eden’s sleeping form. “It is strange. Her soul is not where I found yours. I will have to search for her.”

“Not where you found mine?” Dread curled in Mab’s gut. They didn’t have time for this. In and out before anyone noticed what was going on. That was the plan. “What the hell does that mean?”

“It means exactly what I said,” Pyke replied. “Wait here.”

And he was gone.
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Ignatius stood with his ear pressed against the bathroom door. Behind him, Lazarus backed into the sink, spelled blade at the ready, breath held in his lungs as the footsteps outside faded around the corner.

A few minutes passed before Ignatius said, “I think it’s clear.”

The house was supposed to be dormant. Mab had been here a few times before her deal with Laurent, had even stayed the night once when her bike broke down out front. She described the place as eerily quiet, like everyone inside just dropped off the face of the Earth. Either one of the thralls had gotten up for a midnight snack, or they were in trouble.

“Think they’ve been discovered?” Lazarus wondered aloud, his voice carefully low.

“Nah.” Ignatius rubbed his chin. “Too slow. I think it’s a patrol. That sounds like something this blood mage would do.”

Lazarus thought of the thrall who answered the door, how her eyes went from tranquil emptiness to flashing anger, almost as if someone else had taken control. Josephine knew Mab was out there. If he was her, he’d have the thralls walking circles around this place. “Yeah, that sounds about right. We gotta get down there. Fast.”

Slipping into the hall, Lazarus and Ignatius moved quickly. They walked past darkened rooms and closed doors, breaking every ward they came across. They were near the foyer when the footsteps returned. Ducking into an open doorway, they pressed side by side against the wall. Lazarus flexed his palm around his blade as the thrall walked by.

Once the patrol passed, Lazarus moved. They were in a sitting room, a white sofa against the far wall beside a sideboard filled with dark liquor in crystal decanters. Above the couch, a series of photographs caught his eye. Framed in gold, they seemed to travel through time, from a stiffly posed Victorian to vintage black and white to something approximating a modern snapshot. The subjects were women, all of them young with the same wicked gleam in their eyes. Below each was a note.

“Josephine Laurent,” Lazarus read. He surveyed the pictures, counting twelve in all. “Do you think they’re all . . .?” he trailed off, feeling too foolish to finish.

Ignatius grunted. “The same person? Shit. There’s gotta be a reason she’s in this soul business, right? A reason she was keeping Mab’s body. Maybe this is it.”

A body emptied of its soul, a vessel waiting to be filled.

An opportunity to cheat death.

It was one fucked up loophole. Lazarus recoiled at the thought. “All the more reason to get our asses to the vault.” With any luck, Zeke and Mab had already made it down there and let Pyke in. Maybe Eden was already awake. He could picture her sitting up and rubbing her eyes, hugging Mab and Zeke, stopping to pet Hades like she always did. This could already be over. The day could be won.

He had to keep moving.

At the end of the corridor, they emerged into the foyer. Lazarus could see the front door with its broken sigil across the large room. Their primary escape route. Unless it all went to shit, they’d be creeping out the door just a few minutes from now. He pushed, moving quickly through the open room, eager to get downstairs.

They were near the stairs leading down to the vault when a thrall came out of the room ahead. He was a tall man with an angular face, dressed in a black suit. For a long moment, they stared at each other. Lazarus didn’t know what he wanted to do. Mab said the thralls were ordinary people under Laurent’s control. He didn’t want to have to kill one, but Zeke and Eden and the others were down there, and Lazarus wasn’t about to let anything keep him from reaching them.

He reached for his spelled blade as the thrall moved, wrenching up his sleeve to press a coin to the sigil tattooed on his forearm. But the thrall opened his mouth and screamed.

The shrill sound filled the air, and Lazarus jumped, spitting out a curse. He threw up an arm to stop Ignatius from shifting. “It’s too late,” he said over the banshee shriek. “Just go.”

Backing away, they moved toward the entrance of the vault and raced down the stairs. Down in the chamber, Zeke and Mab waited with Hades.

“It’s about damn time.” Mab scowled and planted her hands on her hips. “Pyke is off—”

He knew she was still speaking, but Lazarus couldn’t make sense of the words. His eyes had fallen to the platform near the center of the room. The mage lay with her delicate hands folded over her stomach, the connection sigil that once glowed beneath her shirt gone dark. Long lashes brushed against her flushed cheeks, pink lips slightly parted. She looked like something out of a fairy-tale, a princess waiting for—

Behind him the door slammed shut. A scraping sound followed as Ignatius moved one of the platforms to give them cover. Lazarus realized Mab was staring at him and remembered that she had been trying to tell him something about the reaper.

“What?” he replied dumbly.

She sighed. “Pyke left. Disappeared. He said Eden’s not where he found me, and he has to look for her.”

Lazarus felt himself go cold, a knot forming in the back of his throat. “What does that mean?”

Mab blew out a breath through clenched teeth. “I have no fuckin’ idea.”

Across the room, Ignatius checked his shotgun. “It means we’ve got to settle in.” He motioned toward the door. If Lazarus strained, he could hear movement in the house above. “They’re coming.”
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Zeke jumped as something slammed against the door.

He sat with his back against one of the platforms, hands gripping Ig’s shotgun so tight he thought it might crack beneath his palms. Beside him, Lazarus sat with a look of grim determination, pistol in one hand and Eden’s spelled blade in the other. Mab and Ignatius were with Hades behind the other platform. Ig had already shifted, leaving the mage flanked by coyote and hellhound. Together, their chances had to be good, right? Two hunters, a shifter, a hellhound, and a mage. Plus a reaper if he ever managed to show the hell up.

Another slam, the sound of fists pounding against the door. It was holding for now.

Zeke closed his eyes. His head was killing him, his brain shriveled inside his skull. The lights in the vault were bright and invasive. Even when he closed his eyes, the light wormed its way behind his lids and sent shooting pain through his head.

“You all right?”

Opening his eyes, he spared Lazarus a glance. The concern on his face scared Zeke, made him worry that all this wasn’t just something in his head. He knew he was breathing hard, that adrenaline was shooting into his veins, making him hot and jumpy. At first, he was scared. Of the thralls, of being trapped here with a blood mage on the other side of the door. Of failing. Now, he just wanted to get it over with. His body yearned to push up, clench his finger over the trigger, and be the hero. Somewhere, a voice reminded him that the thralls were once people. Their souls had been stripped away, their bodies commanded by blood magic. It made him wish he could rip Josephine Laurent’s throat out.

“I’m fine,” he said, willing himself to believe it.

The door cracked under the thralls’ assault, and Zeke pushed up to his knees, turning to face the door. A breath in. A breath out. Slow. Steady. Purposeful.

The door broke open.

Thralls flooded the room, climbing over each other to get into the space. There were so many of them. A dozen. More. All of them bore unnervingly blank faces as they scrabbled over the splintered door like a horde of polite zombies.

Zeke pushed up, firing a warning shot at the ceiling. Debris showered down on the thralls, but they didn’t slow. Puppets or not, a blood mage stood on the other side of those empty eyes, and Zeke wasn’t about to let her win. Adjusting his aim, he fired at the nearest thrall, sending him jerking back to fall on the floor. The others paused, but only for a moment, as Laurent fed them orders from somewhere inside the house.

He bit his tongue and grinned. In unison, the thralls surged forward, and Zeke laughed. He fired another shot, vaguely aware of Lazarus shouting something beside him. His head was swimming, the gunshots and words blurring into the background until all he could hear was his own breath and the beating of more than a dozen hearts.

Mab fired her own gun, teeth bared around a battle cry. Hades and Ignatius leaped over the barricade to enter the fray. The thralls took shots to their shoulders, their chests. Blood seeped from the holes, but still, they kept coming. They would keep coming until every last one of them was on the ground, and the room was painted in red.

The idea of it wafted through Zeke’s mind, and he grinned. He wanted it. God, how he wanted it. Beautiful, beautiful red. This room was a blank slate, a canvas, and now he would make it his masterpiece.

In the back of his mind, he knew something was happening to him. These weren’t his thoughts. This wasn’t who he was. Something inside of him was wrong.

Red. Red. Red.

So much red, closing in his vision, seeping into his eyes until it was all he could see.

This wasn’t him.

This was something different.

Red.

Red.

Rage.

The rage consumed him, eating him alive from the inside until every cell buzzed with brilliant, blinding fury.
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The woman cried out. She rushed across the room, sweeping past Eden as if she were invisible. Zeke remained frozen at the bottom of the stairs like he was trapped at the threshold of two worlds. His eyes were wide and glistening, and he raked trembling fingers through his hair.

Eden turned. The woman collapsed heavily at Lazarus’s side, the cement floor biting into her knees. She pressed her fingers into the pulse point on his neck, then withdrew them to smooth the hair around his face. She took his hand in her own and slowly pressed her forehead against his unbreathing chest.

She was Lazarus’s mother, Eden realized. She remembered the gas station, standing among the donut displays and cold cases, listening to Zeke tell this story. Magdalene. Her name was Magdalene.

“He shouldn’t have come in here alone,” she said, her voice shaky and hoarse. “He didn’t have to prove himself. Not to me.”

Zeke trudged over, his eyes carefully avoiding Lazarus lying there on the cold ground. He swallowed. “Is he dead?”

“Not dead,” Magdalene replied, lifting her head. “Displaced. His soul is trapped in the Good Night. His body . . . it’s confused. He’s alive, but he isn’t.”

“Shit.” Zeke paced a few steps and returned. “Then what’s going to happen to him?”

The woman sat back, running her fingers over Lazarus’s cheek. Eden stepped closer. Leaned in. He looked so young, so unburdened. For the first time, Eden realized she was seeing him at peace. Lazarus always seemed like his mind was halfway elsewhere, present but also far, far away. This was it. This was the weight he carried everywhere he went.

“Go upstairs, Zeke.”

He hesitated, pushing his hands into his pockets and removing them. “What?”

“I said, go upstairs.”

“But—”

Magdalene turned her head, not quite able to meet Zeke’s gaze. “The less you know, the better. Trust me. Lazarus is going to need you when he comes back, you hear me? You have to be here for him.”

Zeke shook his head. “When he—”

“Go, Ezekiel. Now!”

He flinched as if she’d slapped him. But he obeyed. Zeke turned, trudging back up the stairs and closing the door behind him. As the door clicked closed, Magdalene seemed to relax. She sat back, hands loosely clasped in her lap. Closing her eyes, she whispered a name.

“Pyke.”

He appeared as if by magic: a tall man, broad and handsome with black hair and ember eyes. When they settled on the woman, the red glow faded to a warm brown. A reaper, Eden realized, like the one who’d sent her here. But how did Magdalene Morgan know to call on a reaper?

“Mags?” The reaper looked around the basement, taking in the open rafters and water-stained walls. When he noticed the body at his feet, the color drained from his face, eyes briefly flashing orange. Pyke dropped to his knees beside Lazarus’s mother, drawing her into his arms.

“How did it happen?” He held her tight as she buried her face into the crook of his neck. When she finally broke away, Eden could see her cheeks were slick with tears. Eden felt her own cheeks flush, and she knew she was seeing something private. Intimate. But there was nowhere to go, nothing to do but watch the scene unfold.

“He took on too much.” Magdalene spoke in a quiet voice. “It never mattered what I told him, what I did, Laz always believed he had something to prove. But I never thought he’d—”

“So”—the reaper wiped a tear from her cheek—“he’s just like his mother.”

This made her laugh, a weak chuckle that felt painfully out of place in the cold basement. She seemed to regret the sound, growing somber once more. “Pyke,” she began. “I want you to bring him back.”

Eden knew how this story ended. The reaper said yes. Lazarus’s mother was gone. Still, she expected him to resist. To offer another way. Pyke obviously cared about her, so how could he take her soul? How could he do this to her without at least seeking another way? But he didn’t resist. Instead, he slowly nodded. “He won’t be happy.”

“He’ll be alive,” the woman pressed. “And he’ll have Ezekiel. That will be enough. It has to be enough.”

“Okay,” Pyke said. He drew her in close once more, whispering something in her ear. When they sat back, the reaper threaded her fingers through his own, placing his other hand on Lazarus’s chest.

“Wait.” Magdalene stopped him. “You have to make sure he can’t undo what I’ve done. If my body lives on, Lazarus will never stop looking for a way to bring me back. He’ll waste his life looking.”

Pyke swallowed. “My partner will make the arrangements. You don’t have to worry about anything. Not anymore. It will be like a dream and, then, Paradise.” He looked from her to the body on the ground, reaching tentatively to place a hand on Lazarus’s cheek. “Thank you,” Pyke whispered, “for saving him.”

The reaper’s eyes filled with white light, flashing so brightly Eden had to look away. A high-pitched squeal filled the basement, and the building shook around them. Louder and louder until it reached a crescendo.

And then it stopped.

Eden’s vision cleared, and she was back in the basement. Lazarus on the ground, his mother running down the stairs. The memory was over, looping back over itself in front of her eyes. At first, she was confused. She knew this story. He’d woken up to find his mother was gone, lost to the Good Night. Forever. Since that moment, he had been changed. If this was Lazarus’s memory, then why had it stopped?

“Because it’s not his,” Eden realized as Lazarus’s mother bolted across the room and collapsed to her knees. “It’s hers.”

“It was mine as well,” a sad voice echoed through her thoughts.

Eden looked around as the memory cleared. The silver sands of the Memoriam reappeared. Her body seemed to unlock with a strange click, a supernatural weight lifted. She could move again. Eden quickly slipped out of the herd of souls to the valley’s edge, seeking the voice’s bearer.

He stood at the bottom of the dune, the same reaper from the memory.

Pyke.

“You’re his—”

“Don’t say it.” He held up a hand, sorrow painted on his face. “Especially here. One never knows who is listening, even in dark reaches such as these. Those words will set things into motion, things that he has no business being involved in.”

Zeke said Lazarus had never known his father, that he’d died before he was even born. A hunting accident. A tragedy. All of that was a lie. “But how?”

Pyke shrugged. “When a reaper loves a human . . .”

Eden narrowed her eyes. “I see Lazarus didn’t get your sense of humor.”

“No, I’m afraid not.” He chuckled. “He got that from his mother as well. My Magdalene,” Pyke said, lips quirking in amusement. “They’ve all got names like that, the whole family. Never thought Lazarus would become so fitting for my—” He caught himself and went quiet. “Prophecy has a way of finding us whether we like it or not.”

“What happened to her?” Eden asked. “Is she still in the Good Night?”

Pyke shook his head. “Her time there was brief. My partner escorted her Above. Her soul lives on in Paradise.”

“Your partner?”

“The hound.”

“Hades?” Eden’s eyes went wide. “Is that why he’s been following Lazarus and Zeke around all this time? Because of you?”

Pyke shrugged. “He disapproved of me distancing myself and took it upon himself to play guardian. Until two days ago, I had not seen him since this night.”

“What happened two days ago?”

He smiled. “We’d better get going.” He turned on his heel, making his way up the shimmering dune.

“Where are we going?” Eden rushed to catch up. “What are you even doing here? How did you find me?”

Stopping, Pyke said, “I am here because of Mab. I’ve come to bring you back.”

Mab. Of course. Eden should have known she could never leave it alone. Each of them would gladly spend an eternity in limbo if only to keep the other safe.

“But the balance!”

“I’ll take care of it.”

She crossed her arms. “If she’s trying to make a trade, you can just forget it. I don’t want anyone giving up their soul for me.”

“Look around you. Nothing about this place is balanced. I will take care of it,” Pyke replied, more firmly. “We need to hurry.”

“What about the others?” She looked over her shoulder at the army standing in their wake. “What will happen to them?”

“Their flesh has long since passed. There is nowhere for them to go.”

“The other reaper, he said they were fuel. Fuel for what?”

Pyke chewed his lip, and in his pensive scowl, Eden could see Lazarus. “I will return to investigate this further. It might be possible to free these souls and place them in Purgatory. In the meantime, your friends are waiting.”

She paused. “Friends? Like, friends plural?”

With a wry smile, Pyke took her hand. “Come with me.”
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Lazarus watched Zeke’s eyes dilate, the whites going red as broken vessels flooded the sclera with blood.

The shotgun dropped from slack fingers, clattering to the floor. His hands balled into fists then released, twitching as black talons sprouted from his nail beds. He heaved, chest convulsing as he breathed deeply. Then Zeke opened his mouth and smiled as a pair of fangs tore through his bloody gums.

“Zeke?” It came out as a whisper—a question.

The vampire snarled, launching himself over the barricade. Mab’s shots ceased, and the coyote beside her shifted back into Ignatius. In the middle of the throng, Zeke was a whirlwind. Talons ripped through flesh, sending sprays of red mist into the air. An inhuman shriek pierced through the room, and Lazarus couldn’t tell who it came from.

His mind flashed to that night in the field. He saw Zeke pushed against the trailer by the newly born vampire, gritting his teeth as Lazarus buried his blade in its heart. He’d come away clutching his arm, blood dripping between his fingers. Just a scratch, Zeke had promised. Lazarus wondered if his cousin had really believed that or if he’d known all along.

The thralls lashed out in unison, grabbing at Zeke with bloody fingers. The vampire wrenched away, a storm of talons and fangs and waterfalls of blood.

It lasted a minute.

It lasted an eternity.

Then the last thrall fell, bloody and broken, to the floor. Zeke crouched among a bloody pile of bodies, shoulders tensed and head down, breath coming in quick, heaving gulps.

The room was silent. No one knew what to do. Lazarus realized that he hadn’t fired a single shot, hadn’t done anything but stare dumbstruck at what was happening before his eyes. But, if ever there was a time for action, it was now. He knew what he had to do as a hunter and as a friend. Zeke had been turned. By all rights, he was a monster.

Lazarus pictured himself reaching for his knife, rushing over and driving it into the vampire’s heart. He looked down, turning the blade around in his hand before letting go.

The knife clattered against the floor.

Taking a slow step forward, Lazarus reached out a steadying hand. “Zeke?”

The vampire jerked, head whipping in Lazarus’s direction. He bared his bloody fangs in a warning, hunching low as if to strike, talons jagged lines into the cement floor.

“Zeke.” Lazarus shook his head. “I know this feels like the end. Like there’s nothing left but this. It’s the bloodlust, right? Same as the new vamps in the field. But you’re different. You’ve always been different.” He laughed softly. “Because you’re you. This doesn’t change that.”

He took another step, watching Zeke watch him move.

Lazarus held out his arms. “Not a scratch on me. Not on the others either.” He jerked his head back to where Mab and Ignatius stood watching. “Because you’re not like them, Zeke. You’re strong. And I think you know that.

“This is not how it ends.”

Zeke stared at him for a long moment, his eyes wavering, talons twitching like he was itching to attack. But then the red in his eyes cleared, talons withdrawing, fangs retreating back beneath his gums.

“Laz?” Zeke was shaking, his eyes glassy. He took a slow look around him, brows furrowed in disbelief. “Oh my god. Ohmygodohmygodohmygod.” He sunk to his knees, arms wrapped around himself.

Rushing over, Lazarus knelt down. He placed one hand on each of Zeke’s shoulders and pulled him in close. “It’s going to be okay. I promise you. You’ve followed my ass around for five years, you’re not stopping now.”

Zeke let out a bitter chuckle, reaching up to wipe at his bloody face. “I didn’t know. I promise you, Laz, I didn’t know.”

“I know. It’s fine. We’re gonna figure this out.” And he meant it too. Lazarus would tear this world apart for Zeke, and that wasn’t going to change. They’d figure it out together.

“Listen,” Mab drawled. “I don’t mean to interrupt this heart-to-heart, but we should probably be thinking about some sort of plan.”

Ignatius nodded solemnly. “Whether it’s more of them,” he indicated the thralls piled around the room, “or the blood mage, someone will be coming.”

“And I don’t think we can count on Dracula here to bail us out next time,” Mab retorted.

Zeke climbed shakily to his feet, leaning on Lazarus for support. “Yeah, I gotta go take a nap in my coffin. See you in a decade.”

Lazarus went to the platform where Eden slept. Gently, he wiped away a few drops of blood that had splattered against her cheek. “What are we going to do?”

“Well”—Mab crossed her arms—“now that the coast is clear, we could grab her and make a break for the front door. Pyke can find us when he’s ready.”

“If he finds her,” Lazarus said. He couldn’t accept the fact that this could end any other way.

Mab gave him a look of understanding. “When he finds her.”

Lazarus turned back to the platform to find the reaper standing on the other side. “Pyke. Did you do it? Did you find . . .”

The reaper gave him a funny look. “Yes. I have found her. She is well.”

Pushing forward, Mab said, “Well, what’re you waiting for?”

“He needs a soul.” Lazarus looked around the room. The plan was to use Laurent, but he didn’t think that was possible now. If they were going to bring Eden back, someone would have to make a trade. He opened his mouth to speak.

“I do not need a soul,” Pyke interrupted. “Not this time.”

“But the Good Night needs balance.” Mab mocked the reaper’s deep voice. “That’s all you freaking talk about.”

Pyke nodded. “That would be true if she were in Purgatory, but the place she was sent is not a place of balance. And I have no interest in sending another soul there.”

Goosebumps pricked Lazarus’s arms. Not in Purgatory? But if Eden wasn’t in the Good Night, then where was she?

Pyke continued. “She is ready. I will guide her across the veil, and it will be finished.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, slowly, purposefully, like someone taking an evening stroll. The air took on a strange vibration, pressure mounting, buzzing in waves.

Josephine was a blood mage, he remembered.

Lazarus looked around him. All he could see was red.

The spilled blood of the thralls shot upward, gathered into small, glistening orbs.

“She’s coming,” Mab whispered, her eyes wide with fear. She turned to Pyke. “Do it now!”

The reaper placed his hand on Eden’s forehead, and a high-pitched whine filled the room. Josephine Laurent came stalking around the corner, her knowing smirk going to rage as she spotted the reaper. She raised a white hand.

“Get to cover!” Mab yelled.

Lazarus dove behind the nearest platform as the blood orbs collapsed into a thousand needles. With a flick of her wrist, Josephine sent them shooting toward the reaper. Hades collapsed into smoke, hovering in the air to shield his master. The blood magic sent angry coils of red through his form—a pained yip echoing through the room.

Growling in frustration, Laurent ceased the attack. She looked around and grinned, raising her hands high. The room began to shake, the sound of thunder cracking overhead. Lazarus watched as the blood on the floor around them seemed to withdraw, seeping back into the thralls’ broken bodies.

One by one, they began to stand, stumbling on shredded limbs, eyes glazed crimson. Lazarus reached over the edge of the platform, firing a shot at the nearest thrall. Mab and Ignatius followed, but it wasn’t enough. They kept coming, regardless of pain or injury. There was no place to run. No retreat. Nothing to do but last as long as they could manage. As long as it took for Pyke to bring her back.

Across the room, Laurent laughed and drew up a spear of blood. And then it was hurtling toward him. Lazarus flinched, but Hades was there, the cloud of smoke erupting into nothing.

The room rocked, the piercing whine growing louder and louder until Lazarus could feel it vibrating in his bones.

He ducked to reload, fumbling as the room shook around him. Even if Pyke could get Eden through the veil, they were never getting out in time. The mage was unstoppable, cackling as she sent wave after wave of bloody spears overhead. Thralls were shambling closer. Zeke looked shell-shocked beside Mab and, nearby, Ignatius swore as his pistol clicked empty.

Lazarus closed his eyes. He had always known he’d go out fighting, he just never knew what—who—he’d be fighting for. If this was the end, then he decided right now that it was worth it. He looked to the platform, to ready himself for what was coming. To remind himself what it was like to care.

On the platform, the mage took a breath and opened her eyes. Then she turned, tilting her head, eyes searching. The thunder faded into the background, the shaking room seemed to steady. Spears of blood flashed above his head, but all Lazarus could do was stare as her eyes met his own.

And then she smiled.

Black smoke separated them, growing to fill the room. A strong wind whipped through his hair, and a crack sounded somewhere in the distance. The smoke swirled around him, and through it, Lazarus could see everything he cared about. Everything he’d ever wanted.

Then the storm ceased, smoke withdrawing to coalesce back into a happy black dog perched on an unmade bed.

Lazarus looked around at walls covered in kitschy paintings. Across from him, Pyke set Eden down on the bed. Ignatius emerged from the bathroom, and Zeke popped out of the closet, covered in coat hangers. Mab let out a squeal and ran to the bed, hopping on to grab the mage in her arms.

The motel. They were back in the motel.

Somehow, they had actually done it.

They had won.
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“This honestly might be the most fucked up thing that’s ever happened to me,” Mab drawled.

Eden sighed and rested her hands on her knees. They sat on the top of the stairs leading down to the parking lot. Below, Lazarus and Zeke sat on the truck’s open tailgate. She could only imagine what they were talking about, but she had a feeling their conversations were following similar lines.

It had only been an hour since Hades brought them back to the motel room. Pyke was already gone, taking the hellhound with him. Back in the room, Ignatius snored in bed, exhausted after shifting so many times. They’d have to move on before too long. Already, Eden was itching to leave, to get as far away from this place as she could.

But, for now, she was grateful for the quiet moment.

“I hated to see you like that, Mab,” Eden said. “You were there but not really there. Just a husk. And then, there in the Good Night, you were you, but you were different. The last time I saw you, I knew there wasn’t much time left.”

“Yeah, well, the feeling’s mutual.” Mab shook her head. “Goddammit, Eden, I’m still a little mad at you. I don’t know what you were thinking, going after me like that. I’m the one who saves your ass, remember?”

Eden raised a brow. “Really? You called me in the middle of the night begging for help.”

“I don’t beg,” Mab retorted. “And I didn’t know the bitch was about to take my soul. If I did, I would’ve kept my mouth shut. All I wanted was to say goodbye, to hear your voice one last time. God, don’t make me get sappy, Edie. I fucking hate it.”

“Stop, you love it.” Eden nudged her with an elbow. “And the sigil still would’ve lit up whether you called or not. I still would have looked for you. Besides, you would do the same for me and you know it.”

Mab put a piece of gum in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “Then I guess we better call it a truce. No more getting into trouble.”

“I’ve had enough trouble to last a lifetime,” Eden replied honestly.

Mab wrapped an arm around her, and Eden leaned her head against her shoulder. Closing her eyes, she breathed out a happy sigh, like all the tension of the past few days—the past year, really—was leaving her body. They were okay, the two of them, together again and mostly safe. It was all she could have hoped for.

Still, her time in the Memoriam weighed on her, lurking beneath the surface. Every time Eden closed her eyes, she imagined she could still see them. The memories in the sand. They flashed before her eyes like a vivid dream, one that refused to fade. Worse was the image of the army of souls in the valley of sand. She could still hear the reaper’s words, ringing out as clear as if he were speaking in her ear.

Fuel. For what is to come.

She’d shared all this with the others in the minutes following their escape. Pyke promised he would look into it. Free those souls. Maybe that was what he was doing now. She tried to take comfort in the thought of him and Hades banding together to free all the people Josephine had hidden away. In a way, that was exactly what Lazarus did. The spirits he captured in glass were lost souls and, in freeing them, he sent them home. It was beautiful in a way she could never have imagined.

Below, the rising sun bathed Zeke and Lazarus in warm light. Eden watched them, taking in Zeke’s dark curls, tracing the lines of Lazarus’s back. Pyke was his father and he had no idea. What did it even mean? Was he some sort of hybrid, half-human and half-reaper? She wondered if he felt he was different, if he wondered if there was something strange about himself that he couldn’t explain.

More than anything, Eden wanted to tell him. Lazarus deserved to know the truth. She believed that. But Pyke’s warning stuck in her mind. Those words would set things into motion, he’d said, things that Lazarus had no business being involved in. That scared her. All of it. The Good Night. The Memoriam. Reapers. She’d had her fill. Eden trusted Pyke’s warning, but how could she possibly keep something like this from Lazarus?

She supposed she wouldn’t have to do it for long.

Now that Mab was back, things would surely go back to the way they were. They’d move around, selling spells and writing sigils, just trying to get by. But Eden couldn’t help but wonder if her path might lead in a different direction.

As if sensing her apprehension, Mab threaded her fingers through Eden’s. And they sat there together, watching the sun rise.
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Zeke passed Lazarus one of the energy drinks he’d stashed in the toolbox awhile back. In unison, they cracked them open with a pair of satisfying hisses, drawing the cans up to their mouths.

Lazarus pulled his back, lips curled in disgust. “I don’t know how you drink these things.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not the worst thing I’ve had today.” Zeke cringed the moment the words left his mouth. It was a bad joke, and it’d just slipped out.

The past hour had been hell. The reality of his situation kept crashing down on him, over and over. Every time Zeke found a little distraction, forgot for a moment what had happened to him, the realization came rushing back.

Vampire. Zeke was a vampire.

A monster.

He could barely remember what happened in the vault. He only knew he was angry, so ready for the hunt to begin. Fingers twitching, gums aching, head buzzing with need. And then everything was red and savage and beautiful. That was the part that scared him. Not the blood that dripped from his lips, not the pile of corpses at his feet. Beautiful. The fact was Zeke had liked being a vampire.

 In that moment, he had never felt so alive.

Now, he felt like he was dead. Or, at least, well on his way to death. He was inhuman.

How had this happened?

How had this happened to him?

To his surprise, Lazarus chuckled at his dumb, ill-advised joke. Zeke raised the can to his lips and took a long drink, relishing the way the bubbles danced down his tongue. One of the first things he did when they reappeared in the motel room was lock himself in the bathroom. He took a hot shower and brushed his teeth for a solid five minutes, gargling half a bottle of mouthwash. Anything to get the taste out of his mouth. Even so, the rich tang of blood lingered. He wondered if it would ever go away.

“I really didn’t know, you know.” Zeke drew in a breath, an effort to keep the words from spilling out. “I thought it was just a scratch. It was such a small thing, I never thought it was actually a bite.”

Lazarus flicked his gaze over, watching Zeke from over the rim of his can.

Shrugging, he went on, “I don’t know. I guess I was just fooling myself.”

“Sometimes things just happen,” Lazarus said. “It’s not a matter of what we did or what we deserve. It’s just shit that happens to us. Shit we can’t stop. Sometimes it doesn’t mean anything at all.”

Zeke thought back to the old days when he’d just started hunting. That night when he and Aunt Magdalene found Lazarus dead in a cold basement. He thought about the choice she’d made. “Sometimes we have someone to pull us back from the brink.” He held his can out to Lazarus, who clinked it against his own. “Thank you.”

Laz leaned forward, staring ahead into the sunrise. “I meant what I said, you know. To Eden, back when all this was starting.” He turned. “I’d tear the world apart for you, Zeke. We’re family. Hell, I think you’re about the only family I’ve got.”

“So you’re not gonna put me down?” Zeke asked, only half-joking.

Lazarus rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a dumbass.” He nodded back to where Eden and Mab sat. “Mages get to choose between right and wrong. Humans do too. No reason vampires can’t be the same.”

“That mean we’re gonna start raiding blood banks?”

After finishing his drink, Lazarus sighed and crushed the can between his hands. “It means we’re gonna figure it out. Together.”
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They reconvened the next morning in Nowhere.

The past day was spent driving, getting as far from Booker as they could. Eden rode along in the truck while Mab followed on her motorcycle. It all felt so easy. Zeke playing air guitar, Eden idly spelling coins she found in the glove compartment. It was easy to forget they were running for their lives. Running from a blood mage with an army of souls and a reaper on her side.

The only thing missing was Hades.

Lazarus kept finding himself checking his mirrors, seeking the big black dog that liked to ride with his muzzle in the wind. Like Zeke, the hellhound had been one of the only constants in his life these past five years. More than a companion, but family.

Sighing, he followed Eden and Zeke out of the truck. They’d finally stopped in Nowhere, Texas, pulling up to the same diner where it all started. Well, not quite the same, but close enough. Zeke was pointedly ignoring his newfound condition, blathering on about stacks of pancakes and fluffy waffles and endless mochas. For his part, Laz was just glad to feel some sense of normal. The feeling of being able to move forward.

He looked up as a bark echoed across the parking lot.

Lazarus turned, spotting the black dog running toward him, Pyke following farther behind. He stooped in time to catch the hellhound in his arms. Under a barrage of happy kisses and muffled whuffs, Lazarus grinned to himself.

“I was starting to worry you might not come back,” he confessed. Hades sat back, tail wagging a mile a minute.

“He is my partner by celestial design,” Pyke said as he approached, “but it seems Hades has chosen his own path. I don’t think I could keep him from you even if I wanted to.”

“No offense”—Lazarus gave the dog a final pat before standing—“but I’m not sorry about it.”

Pyke put his hands in his pockets, giving Lazarus an appraising look. “Hades has lost interest in ferrying souls across the veil. He is not the only one.”

“Can’t say I blame him,” Eden said as she and Zeke approached with Mab close behind. “I’d rather ride around with Laz and Zeke too.” She ran her fingers through Hades’s fur before slipping off her backpack and uncinching the top. The hellhound collapsed into smoke and funneled himself into the backpack, the head of a black puppy popping out with a happy yip.

Lazarus couldn’t help but smirk. “Come on,” he said to the dog, “that’s just undignified.”

“You’re just mad you didn’t think of it first.” Eden grinned, reaching out to give him a playful shove. He chuckled as he backed away.

They were just heading in when Ignatius pulled into the lot in his Chevy Nova. Lazarus grinned and offered Ig a nod. The shifter slipped off his sunglasses and climbed out, following the group into the diner. In the back, they squeezed into a booth and gave Sam their orders.

“What’s the word on Laurent?” Ignatius asked after they’d settled in.

Pyke, who was wedged between Zeke and Mab, leaned forward. “I have been circling, learning what I could. Josephine Laurent is still alive.”

“Damn, I was kinda hoping the house came down on her.” Mab snorted. “A fitting end for a wicked witch.”

Lazarus rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, I’m guessing she’s not happy.”

“No,” Pyke admitted. “Not at all. From what I could tell, nearly all of her thralls have been destroyed. The rest are working damage control.”

“Do we need to be worried?” Ignatius asked.

Pyke frowned. “Not yet.” He looked from Mab to Eden. “Her chosen vessels were taken from her, the soul that was paid removed from the Memoriam.”

“Her plans for immortality are unraveling,” Ignatius suggested. “She’s biding her time.”

Mab nodded thoughtfully. “The first thing she’ll do is get herself more thralls. Then she’ll find another vessel.”

“Only if she can patch things up with her reaper friend,” Eden reminded her. She gave a small shudder. “He was . . . intense. I’m guessing he’s gonna be a little peeved to find his plans were discovered by a fellow reaper.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll off Laurent himself,” Zeke offered.

Pyke chewed his lip. “Perhaps. I need to discover the identity of this reaper. What he’s doing with all those souls. For now, my advice is to stick clear of the blood mage.”

“So basically, stay the hell out of Missouri,” Mab added. “No problem.”

 

——

 

Back in the parking lot, Pyke gathered them around.

“I have a gift,” he explained. “For all of you. Hold still.” He concentrated, eyes igniting. Slowly, the reaper raised his hand and Lazarus jumped at a stinging sensation on the back of his hand. 

Beside him Zeke yelped and Mab let out a colorful swear.

Lazarus held up his hand, watching a dark mark settle onto the skin below his knuckles. He flexed his fingers and looked over, spotting identical marks on the others.

“The hell is this?” Mab complained.

“A reaper’s mark,” Pyke replied. “It will prevent you from being tracked while also allowing me to keep an eye on all of you.”

“You tagged us?” Mab shook her hand, like she could fling the mark from her body. “Pyke, that’s so weird.”

He shrugged. “I thought it prudent given the situation. Unfortunately, it will negate the effects of your connection sigil. Until I uncover the identity of this rogue reaper, the only person who will be able to find you is me.”

“Well, that’s inconvenient.” Zeke rubbed at the mark.

Lazarus crossed his arms. “Considering we’ve got a blood mage after us, it’s not a bad idea.”

“We’ve got cell phones,” Ignatius agreed. “It’s not like I was tracking you anyway.”

Pyke departed shortly after and the group stood in a circle exchanging numbers like high school kids. As he added Eden’s contact information, Lazarus was hit, really hit, by the realization that this was the end of the road.

He’d known it was coming, had been looking forward to it from the start, but now it felt different. Eden would follow Mab and she would be gone.

Everything would be how it used to be. That was what he’d wanted, right? To live a life on the road, freeing spirits, helping people who needed helping. Doing the job. Lazarus didn’t want to admit to himself that he thought things could be different. That his little family had room for another.

He turned back to the truck, back to the only life he’d ever known.
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It didn’t feel right to want to leave.

But staying didn’t feel right either.

Eden stood beside Mab’s bike, listening to her talk without really listening. A few yards away, Lazarus and Zeke chatted with Ignatius, probably talking about another job. Another adventure. Eden knew full well what she should want. She’d only just gotten Mab back, and after a year of being alone, this was all she ever wanted. What she needed. She didn’t know anything else. Had never wanted anything else.

But what if that wasn’t true anymore?

What if, now, she wanted something more?

“Are you even listening to me?” Mab asked. Eden flushed and looked over, not wanting to admit that she was completely lost in thought, burdened by a decision she could never make. Mab stood with one hand on her hip, clearly appraising the situation with knowing eyes.

“I was . . .” Eden trailed off. “Not really. I was thinking.”

“Mhmm.” Mab narrowed her brown eyes. “I know exactly what you were thinking.” She grinned, grabbing the helmet she’d slung from the handlebars. “And, here’s the thing, Edie. I’ve actually got some things to take care of, y’know. A few visits to make. Shit to do. Et cetera. Et cetera. You know how it is, coming back from the dead and all.”

“You’re such a jerk, you know that?” Eden laughed. “Come on, Mab. I only just got you back. How could I say goodbye already?”

Reaching out, Mab flicked Eden playfully on the nose. “It’s not goodbye, babe. It’s until next time.”

“And what do you expect me to do, huh?” She blew out a breath. “Unlike you, I don’t have unfinished business. I’ve got nowhere in the world I need to be.”

“Nowhere,” a voice sounded behind her. She turned, looking up into Lazarus’s dark eyes. He grinned. “That’s exactly where you need to be. Because, you know, I did promise to fix your car.”

She raised a brow. It was so bullshit and they both knew it. She didn’t care about the car, hadn’t from the start. But Eden thought she knew him enough to take it for what it was. An invitation, given in the most Lazarus way possible.

“About time too.” She shook her head sadly, crossing her arms over her chest. “God, that place has terrible service. I need a refund.”

He shrugged. “What can you expect from a town full of spirits?” He caught her gaze and smiled. “You weren’t in the script.”

“None of this was in the script,” Zeke added from inside the truck.

“Yeah, well,” Mab jumped in, “I guess we all gotta work with what we’ve got.” She turned to Eden. “Keep in touch?”

“Every day,” Eden said. “Twice a day! I want your face to be the last thing I see every night.”

“Okay, weirdo.” Mab laughed. “I’m on it.”

They departed only after a long embrace and a promise to call every night. Then Mab was starting up her bike and Eden was piling into the truck between Lazarus and Zeke. Hades, still in puppy form, curled up on her lap.

It was happening. For once, Eden was positive she was exactly where she needed to be.

It felt strange.

It felt free.

As they pulled out of the lot, she leaned back, petting the hellhound and smiling at Lazarus. Beside her, Zeke flipped through his CD collection, looking for the perfect soundtrack for the road back west.

 

——

 

Thank you so much for joining me and my crew for part one of their adventure!

If you enjoyed the book and wouldn’t mind leaving a review, 

they are so very helpful to authors and would be very appreciated. Links are below!

 

Thank you again!

 

Amazon

 

Goodreads
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