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Margaret, thanks for the tiny shit.





PREVIOUSLY, IN BETRAYAL EXPOSED
Adjusting to life with five demons proved more than difficult for Daria Locke. Realizing she was in it for the long haul, she used some of her mother’s money to buy her and the guys a house. With a little help from dear old Dad, Chaos himself, in exchange for a little favor of course. That favor turned out to be watching a friend of his, Persuasion, whose past Daria knew very little about. The new demon did come in handy, proving her worth by admitting she was good with electronics, and swore to help Daria find her mother’s killer.
Daria did not have to look very hard. Betrayal and Daria were both kidnapped by who they would come to learn was the killer they had been searching for—Pandora.
Once their kidnapping was discovered, Misery broke down—his darkness getting the better of him, and he walked away. Those remaining, Death, Hope, Truth, and Persuasion, followed the clues to the tattoo shop across the street, where none other than Pain had taken up work. In exchange for handing over the video footage of the kidnapping, he asked to live with them.
And when the footage finally played? Death, Hope, and Truth discovered Betrayal himself had been the one to set up the abduction.
Meanwhile, Daria and Betrayal were becoming rather… close, learning about one another from their favorite dessert, to the very past that had been haunting Betrayal all along. The guilt that had plagued him for centuries, over their former mentor and lover, Phoebe, and how Betrayal had ultimately led her to her death, and all of the other demons to their captivity within Pandora’s Jar.
Once Betrayal learned it was Pandora who had killed Samena, Daria’s mother, he helped Daria escape… by pushing her out of a window. And then, when they were all reunited, blow after blow of mind-boggling history was thrown at Daria, and she absorbed it all with the strength of a warrior.
Her mother, the ultimate con artist, seduced Chaos in order to have Daria, who would be the one to break the curse. But to do so, Samena had to sacrifice a daughter’s love and a relationship that could have been. Daria reeled not only from learning of her mother’s sacrifice, but also learning of a sister. One thought long dead in a house fire, one Daria only just learned about. Now, they suspect Pandora was the one behind it all, and Daria has a family to find.
As for Misery? Keep reading to find out…










MISERY
M isery swayed back and forth, his pulse pounding, his head empty, and for once, he was relaxed. Floating in a world of his own, he hummed as the floor vibrated beneath his feet, and he welcomed the beat that shook his chest and rang through his body.
Someone nudged him and he opened his eyes to find his companion beside him. The lazy grin on his face told Misery he was just as relaxed as he was.
Misery leaned closer to yell in his ear. “You were right! This is the perfect place!”
They traded places, Misery turning his head to the side so he could hear. The strobing lights blinded him, so he shut his eyes and sighed. “I told you! Concerts are the way to go.”
Clearly Wrath knew what he had been talking about. As the lead singer belted out a scream, pyro effects exploded on the front of the stage and the crowd yelled the lyrics back at him. Wrath fed it all, while Misery battled him out and threw some of his misery into the band and the crowd surrounding them.
Would the lead singer explode into his angriest, most passionate performance yet? Or would he break down when he performed the song he’d written last year about his abusive father?
Either way, Misery or Wrath would be the cause, and they couldn’t wait for the outcome.
Tilting his head back, Misery studied the night sky, the stars barely visible as the clouds passed by and the lights of the show interrupted the darkness. The cries and shouts around him, the screaming guitars and bang of the drums, it all lulled him as he opened himself wide and let it all out. Wrath and Misery’s powers were different enough to clash, so as not to overtake one person completely. And in the arena, with sixty thousand people there to share it with? Each person only received just enough misery to bring them down, but Wrath was there to light a fire within them that kept them going. It was balanced. It was safe. It was paradise.
And Misery was free.
    
HOURS LATER, with sweat dripping from their faces and hair, shirts soaked, and not only from their own sweat, Misery and Wrath made their way through the crowd dispersing after the concert ended.
“That was…” Misery was at a loss for words, the empty space inside him something he hadn’t felt… ever.
“Amazing, right?” Wrath finished for him, and Misery mutely nodded in response. “I told you. We balance each other out, and it works. While both of our… afflictions are dark in nature, mine puts a fight in people, makes them angry, ready to do something. But with you here with me… you dull them out enough to make them not go crazy. Thanks, man.”
Wrath genuinely smiled when he turned his head toward Misery, who felt his own lips tugging halfway up into something unrecognizable. And it wasn’t difficult or forced.
The only time he’d ever felt this good, was with Daria.
Daria.
It had been two weeks since he’d left the alley, and for the first time since then, her name crossed his mind and he let it settle there without pushing it away or wincing. Wrath had done that for him, brought him to this place, where he could let loose his inner demon, literally. Misery wanted to return to her, to where he hoped she resided safely at home, but he wasn’t ready yet. No, he wasn’t done with what he’d set out to do.
And so far, he’d accomplished nothing but this immaculate peace. If he could figure out a way to bring that home with him, he could be all he needed to in order to be with Daria at home. And home was where she was, at least by now. With Death, Hope, Truth, and Persy looking for her, she’d be home in no time. And if she wasn’t? Well, he just wouldn’t accept that answer.
“You thinkin’ about her again?” Wrath’s deep voice cut into his thoughts and Misery turned his head as they continued walking to the apartment Wrath was renting.
The pavement was glossy and wet as they walked, a rain having moved in and then departed by the time the concert began and ended. Now, the chill in the air was certain to hang around with the denseness of the humidity, and Misery couldn’t really complain.
“Yeah.”
“When do you wanna head back?”
“Well, it depends. Do you wanna come with me yet?”
Misery glanced over to see Wrath’s lips twitch and he shook his head. “No thanks, man. I’ve got a girl I’m waiting on. Plus, I’m not trying to be Pandora’s cannon fodder.”
Ah, yes. The mystery girl Wrath kept mentioning, yet never revealing her name, identity, or hell, why she hadn’t come back in all this time. It was almost funny—Wrath, pining for someone. Except Misery knew exactly how he felt.
And as for Pandora? She was a sore subject for Wrath, and Misery intended to find out why. All in good time.
“Then I’m not ready to go home yet. You know why we need you.”
And now that Misery knew Wrath was the perfect temperament for his own powers? Misery was almost afraid to leave the guy. Because if Misery couldn’t be wholly present, couldn’t be exactly what Daria needed, what good was he? What good was he to the guys? All he did was bring them down.
So until he figured his shit out, and convinced Wrath to come home with him, he wasn’t going. Even if Daria awaited him.
And if she wasn’t there? Then there was no home to return to.
    
“REMEMBER RULE NUMBER ONE: no private funerals, no sports, and no fucking AA meetings. That shit can lead to some bad mojo. Not to mention fucking headlines.”
Misery ignored Wrath as he flipped through the television channels, a headline catching his attention on an entertainment channel.
“Oh, but the most popular band in America giving their most infuriatingly beautiful performance of their career, won’t?” he asked, gesturing to the screen.
The show they’d just left was already making history, from the fan turn out to the insane vocals, and of course, the emotion behind every note and rhythm. Misery had already asked when they could go again, and Wrath had taken it upon himself to educate him. Apparently, they could only let loose their demons at certain venues, which made sense. Didn’t want a brawl starting at a sports outing, where cameras were everywhere. And funerals? Hell no.
The couch sank down next to him as Wrath plopped down, jerking the remote from his grasp and replacing it with a bottle of water. Then he changed the channel and brushed his wet hair back. When he motioned to drink, Misery realized a shower and hydration was priority after a hard night of head banging. “No one watches entertainment news. And if they do, that’s hardly clue enough to let someone know it’s because of demons,
for Dora’s sake.”
True. Humans were reluctant to see the truth right in front of their eyes, but what if Pandora noticed and turned her sight to them?
Chugging half the bottle, Misery collected his thoughts before he broached a sore subject. “So you never told me much about your run-in with Pandora. Care to elaborate?”
Misery glanced to the side as he screwed the cap on the bottle. Every time the subject of Pandora arose, Wrath did anything he could to get out of—
“Honestly, I’d rather jump out that window right there. I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.”
And then he was gone, his bare feet a whisper across the floor. Misery frowned at his retreating back, and he muted the TV, his thoughts going elsewhere than the old black and white flickering on the screen. Tilting his head back to rest against the couch, he once again puzzled over Wrath’s attitude. Misery had left not only to get his shit together—which was going quite poorly, in case anyone wondered—but so he could find someone to help them. Or several someones. Demons. The more demons they had to stand against Pandora, the least likely they were to get locked up again. And no one wanted that.
But Wrath, the first demon Misery had come across in his travels, honestly hadn’t been that hard to find. Maleston was only a forty-five minute drive from where they currently resided.
What were the chances, right?
Misery scoffed to the quiet living room, shaking his head and uncapping his water for another drink.
As much as Wrath seemed to hate Pandora, it still boggled Misery that he shot down a chance to stand against her. What could she do in retaliation that she wasn’t already trying to do?
Another fucking mystery.
    
DARIA
“Guys! Come here,” Daria called through the house, knowing absolutely none of them were asleep.
They’d adjusted to her work schedule quite easily, so every night was a late night, or early morning, depending on how one looked at it.
Pulling the blanket tighter around herself, she hit the button on the remote, the green bar on the TV rising as the voice of the reporter did.
“…America’s most popular band gave their most infuriatingly beautiful performance in their first sold out arena tour. Check out the footage…”
Footsteps padded across the floor at the announcement, the guys flocking from every corner of the house. Pain and Persy included, though they preferred to keep their distance from one another.
“Do you think that’s him?” Daria asked, a thread of hope in her voice that she prayed one of them yanked on.
“I’ve heard that band, they’re not bad,” Betrayal said, his eyes glued to the pyrotechnics that lit up the stage and blurred the footage of the performance.
“Yeah? That suits you,” Daria admitted as the lead singer belted out an angsty scream from the TV. Betrayal turned his dark eyes down toward hers and a blush colored her cheeks before she quickly turned away to face the TV. One of the only leads they’d had since Misery disappeared.
“It easily could be him. Or the band could’ve been having a good night,” Hope said.
Daria frowned, but knew he was right. It could be either or, and it said a lot about who Hope was that he didn’t feed her falsities, though she’d dangled her emotions out there like a carrot. Leaning forward, Daria studied the screen, the red and blue lights revealing the singer’s face. His expression held the answers she was searching for, and she paused the TV on a close up.
Engraved in his face like the finest marble, was a pain so deep Daria could only recognize it for what it was.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” Pain murmured off to the side.
“That looks like misery to me,” Daria hedged, glancing at Death as he stepped closer and then sat beside her.
In the past days, it had become clear that when an emergency arose, Death stepped into the lead. He had the head for it—calm, easy, and intense. Whereas she just tried to keep the worry at bay. Her lost battle was evident in the dark circles bruising her eyes.
“Where was that show at?” Truth questioned, but had already pulled out his phone to search. Daria did the same, going to the band’s twitter page to see any updates or the tour schedule.
She’d only gotten the first few letters typed in before Truth blurted out, “Liton!” The excitement in his tone rivaled the same she felt behind her ribs.
“That’s only about an hour from here, maybe a little less.” They barely had a chance to exchange a look before her desperation grew to be too much. “Should we go? We can go tonight.”
“What do we do when we get there? Stand on the street and yell for Misery?” Death inquired, seemingly deep in thought as he scratched the dark hair framing his mouth. “And what if we find another clue somewhere else tomorrow?”
His worries had merit, Daria could admit, but the anxiety thrumming through her demanded they find Misery, and now.
“And if he’s so close, it could mean he’s coming back,” Hope reasoned with her calmly.
Can he sense how hopeful I am?
“Maybe just one or two of us should go check it out then,” Daria pleaded. She needed to know Misery was okay. Little else crossed her mind, and the one thing she kept coming back to was the conversation they had, about… defining them and who they were to each other.
The one that she’d copped out of and never finished.
Well now she was ready to finish it, and she’d be damned if Misery didn’t show the hell up to listen.





DARIA
A fter a long, frustrating debate, Daria excused herself from the living room and retreated to her bedroom. The privacy was desperately needed, and she sat on the edge of the bed with a huff.
But only a few moments later the silence sank in, and she turned her head back to look at the king-sized bed. Empty, and neatly made since she had hardly slept in it. Instead of slipping beneath the covers of the bed that only reminded her of Misery, she and Truth had fallen into the routine of bedmates, and she spent most nights in his room. But sometimes, she didn’t know if it was worse to sleep alone and know Misery was gone, or to share a bed and stare at the empty space that was usually filled. She still had to function, though, and since she could hardly sleep at all without another person’s warmth—Truth was more than happy to assist. Though sometimes she found him staring at the other edge of the bed too, as if missing his fellow demon.
With a huff, she stood from the bed and pushed her sad thoughts away. There was hope. That had to be him at that concert on the entertainment channel, and now they just had to find him.
Stripping as she went, she stomped into the bathroom to turn the tub on. A long soak in the clawfoot tub would surely help her relax. And if not… then at least she’d smell nice when Truth buried his head in the back of her hair.
As the tub filled, she reached under the cabinet and pulled out a bath bomb, deciding to go the extra mile with this whole self-care thing.
She was sad, dammit. And she didn’t like the feeling, but the only one who could cure it was the one who they couldn’t find.
    
“WHY ARE YOU SPARKLING?” Betrayal asked as he glanced down at her legs.
He stood against the far cabinets, his hand disappearing into a bag of chips to bring one up for him to crunch into.
Confused by his question, Daria glanced down at her bare legs, wondering when she’d turned into a vampire, and noticed a slight shimmer was reflecting in the low light of the kitchen with a pink hue dancing over her skin.
“Ohhh, I took a bath. That’s just bath bomb residue.” She waved off his question and continued pouring herself a glass of water.
When she heard only silence, Daria turned, and Betrayal’s head was cocked to the side in confusion. “A bath... bomb?”
Pinching her lips shut to keep the laugh from bubbling out, she nodded. Then after a calming breath, she said, “Mm-hm. It’s a ball of scents and oils that dissolves in the water and makes it smell nice. It’s relaxing.”
“So, it doesn’t explode?” Betrayal bit into a chip after he spoke, the crunch loud in the quiet room as his gaze latched onto her legs again before traveling the length of her. Daria’s heart thumped behind her chest at his slow perusal of her sleep shorts and oversized shirt.
Under the heat in his eyes, she almost forgot he’d asked a question, and laughed. “No, it doesn’t explode. That doesn’t sound very relaxing, does it?” Then she took a sip of water.
“Then why is it called a bath bomb?” The bag rustled as he pulled another chip out, and Daria seriously considered his question.
“I don’t know actually. It sounds better than bath ball though, right?”
“I guess, sure.” Shrugging, he rolled up the bag of chips before he turned around to place them in the cabinet behind him.
She zeroed in on his ass in the jeans he wore, and damn. The memories of their short time together sent goosebumps over her skin, and she sipped her water, suddenly thirsty.
“Hey, what are you guys doing out here?” Truth asked, as he came in the room, distracting Daria from the strip of flesh that had been revealed as Betrayal reached up to place the chips on a shelf. Though, describing it as “reaching” was a bit of a stretch. Betrayal was so tall, what would have required a small step stool or a well-aimed toss for her, he could just reach in and place them on the shelf.
“Couldn’t sleep,” Daria admitted.
“Same here. You ever heard of bath bombs?”
Betrayal’s question was so out of the blue she almost laughed again. And when she glanced at Truth, his head was tilted in much the same way Betrayal’s had been—in confusion.
“Is this a trick question?” he asked, his blue eyes narrowed on the other demon.
“No, they’re a real thing. Daria apparently uses them. It made her sparkle.”
“I didn’t hear anything explode,” Truth retorted.
Dumbfounded, she could only stare at them as they had a casual conversation about her bathing habits.
“They don’t explode,” she explained. “They just dissolve and smell nice.”
“And sparkle,” Betrayal added.
“That too,” she said with a small smile. When she turned to Truth, she caught his gaze tracing her legs and the slight shimmer on them, and then his eyes widened.
“Wait. So you lay in water for like, hours, that has sparkles in it?”
“Well, I mean, not hours—no, but—”
“What happens if it gets... you know...” Then he rolled his hand in a circular motion and dipped his gaze below her waist, as if to give the words a platform to roll out on. But they didn’t and she stared blankly at him. His cheeks turned the slightest shade of red before he blurted, “What happens if it gets stuck inside you?”
Oh, this was gold. Her poor, uneducated demons.
“It’s made of seaweed, so it’s not harmful to the environment or my body,” she explained, putting him out of his misery.
But he didn’t look any less confused, and neither did Betrayal. “Seaweed?”
Ten minutes later, they were standing over Daria’s full bathtub, captivated by the swirling ball oozing rainbow colors and a rose scent. And a shimmer.
Hope and Death had joined, also mystified by modern self-care.
“It’s not green like seaweed,” Truth stated the obvious, and Daria laughed again.
“No, it’s not. I don’t know how they make it exactly, but most glitter is made from plastics, and since this is near our bodies and goes back into the ecosystem, they created a way to make it better for everyone.”
“Well, it does look nice,” Hope admitted.
“And smell nice,” Truth added.
Betrayal and Death remained quiet about it, their eyes glued to the ball until it eventually dissolved completely.
“I don’t trust it,” Betrayal said finally, and Daria glanced over her shoulder at him. “All those little particles everywhere. Doesn’t seem safe.”
“That’s okay, no one’s making you take a bath,” she teased.
“We all know glitter isn’t your color, asshole.”
Daria cleared her throat pointedly and shot a glare toward Truth.
So, they may have agreed to start over with Betrayal, but that didn’t mean all the hard feelings had dissipated. Truth seemed to be having a harder time of it than the others, but Daria was learning that Truth was... sensitive, for lack of a better word. He wasn’t really mad at Betrayal though. At least she didn’t think so. Her running theory was that because he could deduce anything about anyone, get to the truth, even through the thickest facade, he never suspected Betrayal would be capable of betraying them. It left him angrier at himself than the other demon. He just hadn’t realized it yet.
That being said, while they might be her demons, they were also grown ass men responsible for their own decisions. They could work it out themselves.
“Alright, time for bed,” she announced, and knelt down to unplug the stopper, but paused. The retreating footsteps of Death and Betrayal sounded, but when she turned around, Hope and Truth were in a stare off.
Propping her head on her hand, elbow resting on the tub ledge, she waited for their silent conversation to conclude.
“We have more than one tub, you know,” she informed them, and as one they turned to her. Then she stood and opened the cabinet under the sink, reaching for a plastic wrapped bath bomb. “Got another one of these too.”
Truth held out his hand and Daria hid her grin as she handed it over.
“This? Never leaves this room,” Truth said, waving his pointer finger between the three of them.
“Deal,” she and Hope agreed at once.
And as Daria left to make herself at home in Truth’s bed, she found herself smiling for the first time in a couple of weeks.
    
THE OTHER BATHROOM was at the other end of the hallway, luckily right next to Truth’s room. His steps sounded behind hers as he followed and Daria had her hand on his bedroom door when he called, “What, not going to join? There’s room for two.”
Startled, both by his voice and the words, she turned just in time to catch the wink he sent her way.
Momentarily dumbfounded, she could only stare. Though the question wasn’t completely out of the blue… not really. I mean, we do sleep next to each other every night.
“Uhm,” was the only response she could come up with, and his deep chuckle and the mirth playing in his eyes clued her in to his joke.
Though the butterflies fluttering in her stomach didn’t seem to get the memo. Nor the curiosity that lit up within her like a Christmas tree. Unbidden, she found herself looking him over from toes to nose, and had half a mind to take him up on his offer. That longer blond hair and those ocean blue eyes… handsome was an understatement.
Seriously, how did the demons end up so hot?
“Don’t worry, I’m just kidding. I’ll be in later,” he said, saving her. Then with another wink, he disappeared into the bathroom, effectively ending the conversation.
But of course, Daria’s mind wouldn’t stop there. Oh, no. He’d opened that proverbial
door, then closed it, and Daria couldn’t help but peek in the window. Picturing Truth in the bath, his hair darkened from the water, his chest, which she’d seen and even felt plenty of times, but add dripping water and suds, leading down to his rock hard—
Stop it!
Sliding between the covers of his bed, she tried to push it out of her mind, but damn if the thought wouldn’t leave her. Her imagination went further, trailed lower, over his chest and down to the part of him that was hidden by the water. Daria almost groaned out loud, and slapped a hand over her eyes as if the motion would stop the images in her head from rolling out like the best blockbuster she’d ever seen in her life.
Truth, hard as a rock, in the tub, waiting for her. Fuck me and those stupid ass bath bombs.
She tried to think of anything else, but her thoughts kept wandering back to the same thing, and damn her, but something low in her body clenched at the thought of sliding into the tub with him.
The door opened, startling her, and she dropped her hand to the covers, turning her head as Truth shut the door behind him.
Daria blinked, the very fantasy she’d been daydreaming about coming to life as Truth stopped by the door. His hair was darker when wet, and the shirt he’d thrown on was already clinging to his skin where the droplets landed. His eyes twinkled, even in the dim light, as if he knew what she was thinking, but there was no way, right?
As his bare feet padded across the hardwood floor, the hardest thing Daria had ever done was keep her eyes above his waistline.
“Are you sparkling?” she said to distract herself.
“Probably. I didn’t stop to look. Do you wanna do it for me?” he asked teasingly.
Daria shook her head rapidly, a tiny, “Nope, I’m good,” tumbling out on a breathless admission that begged for the exact opposite of what she’d said.
Should’ve grabbed a glass of water before bed, she thought. ‘Cause this bitch be thirsty.
Daria scooted over, adding space between them, but then changed her mind. On any other night, she didn’t care if there was space lining the sheets between them. No, usually she was snuggled up tight, his warmth better than any damn blanket they could throw on the bed.
Not wanting Truth to know anything was different, or that Daria felt suddenly awkward, she curled up next to him, her head on his chest as he laid on his back. His hand was warm where he rested it on the back of her head, stroking her hair. She doubted he even realized he did it half the time, but she sighed, comforted by the soft touch.
“You okay? You seem a little… tense.”
Right then, Daria was glad she wasn’t facing him, because her cheeks flushed ten shades of pink.
“Yeah, I’m good.” But she couldn’t think of anything else to say, her bath fantasy still rampant in her mind.
“Okay. If you ever need to talk about anything, you know I’m here—”
“I know, I know. It’s not that,” she promised, and finally turned her head to look at him. But then whatever she’d been about to say, she forgot every bit of it, because there was this knowing in his eyes, and she swallowed.
Daria didn’t know what it was. If it was the way Truth was so open all the time, so sweet, just like the candy he constantly munched on, or if his ocean blue eyes just captivated her and refused to let her go in that moment. She didn’t really have an excuse for what happened next, but when he leaned in close, Daria erased the few spare inches and kissed him. He rolled them to the side and met her halfway, his long hair, cold from the dampness and the cool air, tickling her cheeks. Before she knew what she was doing, she’d threaded her fingers through the longer strands and pulled him even closer. He groaned against her lips and she took the opportunity to trace his lower lip with her tongue. Then he mimicked her, darting his tongue out to flick against hers, and she was lost. They crashed together with all the intensity of a storm moving over the ocean, their hips like the rolling waves when he flipped them over, settling between her thighs. Electric passion zapped between them as they tangled together, until Daria was out of breath and he was kissing down her neck, the short hairs of his scruff scraping across her flesh and then soothed by the softness of his lips and tongue.
As he moved, so too did her hands, until she was gripping his shoulders and biceps where they flexed as he held himself above her. Tingles throbbed low in her body and he rolled into her as if drawn like a magnet, the hard length behind his boxers perfect between her thighs.
It wasn’t until he propped himself on one hand, the other tracing along the hem of her shirt, that she snapped into her senses.
“Wait—wait,” she said, and he paused immediately, pulling back to stare down at her with concern and the dredges of lust fogging his eyes.
“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
Her heart clenched at the worry coloring his voice, and she winced, wishing she wasn’t about to put her thoughts into words and snuff out the spark between them.
“I’m fine—I’m okay, I’m just…” God, how to phrase this?
But she didn’t have to, he knew her, and he put it into words for her. “Misery?” He brushed a strand of her hair out of her face as he rolled off of her to lay on his side so he could study her.
Mirroring him, she rolled onto her side too and traced the features of his face with her gaze. “Yeah. I kind of…” She sighed before continuing, internally cringing at the memory of Misery’s expression when they’d talked. “I hope I didn’t mess things up the last time Misery and I talked. I left things too… open, and until I can settle things with him, I don’t feel right doing… this.”
Truth was quiet for a moment before a half smile curled his lips. “You didn’t have to explain, but thank you anyway. Though, now I really can’t wait for that asshole to come home.”
Daria gave an unladylike snort and leaned toward him to lay a kiss on his cheek. She wasn’t dense, and hadn’t missed the part of Betrayal’s story where they’d shared their mentor, Phoebe. But Daria wouldn’t be able to rest easy if she didn’t talk to Misery about everything first.
Truth rolled to his back and adjusted himself, throwing the edge of the cover over his hips. Hiding a smile, Daria went back to her usual spot, her head on his chest, while he resumed the careful strokes in her hair.
“Can I ask you a question?” Daria hedged, trying to push aside the heavier thoughts threatening to invade.
“Of course.”
“How is it possible you know how to drive a car, but you don’t know what a bath bomb is?”
His chest shook beneath her as he laughed, and a wide smile curled her lips.
“I guess it just happened that way. Your mom sure as hell never took a sparkly bath.”
The silence surrounded them as his words settled in, the darkness and quiet like a pressing force around them.
No, Daria couldn’t imagine her mother having taken a sparkly bath. She was too busy working the long con to free the demons—her. That was her mom… the con artist.
Though, with Truth’s arms around her, his warmth and his kind words and his never-ending understanding… Daria found a well of gratefulness filling her up. If her mother hadn’t given Daria up, hadn’t hid her away, she would not have been able to break the curse and meet the demons she was becoming so close to.
Because Pandora would have hunted her down to make sure that wasn’t possible.
Her mood blackened at just the thought of the woman. Heartless—that’s what she was. Hunting Daria’s mother down and faking an accident. Faking a child’s death and ripping her from her home—Daria sure as hell had not forgotten that she had a sister out there somewhere. But she could only handle one missing person at a time.
She’d have to start with the closest one tomorrow—Misery.
“We’re gonna find him, you know,” Truth promised, as if reading her very thoughts.
“I sure as hell hope so.”





DARIA
“What do you mean he’s gone?” Daria yelled late the next afternoon.
With the sun streaming in off the water behind them, sending shards of light dancing over the walls and furniture, Daria glared at the demons before her. Their faces held no guilt, and her palm itched to slap each and every one of them.
“He just left?”
Death raised his palms as if to calm her, and she turned her glare on him like a whip. Wincing, he lowered his hands and grabbed his mug instead, the one that unofficially had become his own. After he’d fessed up to breaking the first one, Daria had hunted down one online that matched. But not even the irony of Death holding the mug saying, “Don’t make me get my scythe” could lessen the anger flowing through Daria.
“He knew time was of the essence, so he took Pain’s car to hunt down Misery,” Death explained.
“Hold up, he did what now?” Pain jerked his head up from a bowl of cereal and glared at Death. Then he pointed his spoon after he swallowed and said, “Not. Cool.”
“You’ll get over it,” Death shot back with a shrug, and sipped his afternoon coffee like it was no big deal.
But it was a big deal! Hope couldn’t just take off without warning!
“So you were all in on it then?” she demanded, her voice rising an octave.
There was no warning—one second Death had opened his mouth to respond, and the next, his brand-new mug shattered, exploding coffee all over his clothes. Everyone froze, and Daria’s cheeks heated. Mugs didn’t just shatter for no reason, which left only one option—her chaos.
“I’m so sorry,” she started, handing Death a hand towel that laid on the counter behind her. “I’ll buy you a new mug. No, I’ll buy you two!” Then if this little accident happened again, she’d have a backup to the backup.
His lips twitched, but he took the towel and blotted at the ends of his hair and his face, before crossing his arms, letting her know they weren’t done with the conversation.
“It’s okay, really. That poor mug is so abused.” They shared a smile and Daria cleared her throat, returning to the matter at hand.
But before she could say anything, Truth interjected, “Uh, so, I’m innocent. I was asleep when all this happened.” He got himself out of the hot seat quick, and Daria’s lips twitched despite everything.
“Did Hope at least take his cell phone?”
“Of course, he’s not stupid,” Betrayal said from the living room.
Could’ve fooled me.
The day before, they had tentatively agreed that one or two of them would go to the town mentioned on the news, and hunt down Misery. What they hadn’t agreed on was that one of them would leave without notice.
Not what Daria wanted to wake up to discover.
“Do you want some cereal?”
Pain pushed the box of Cocoa Puffs forward as if it was a peace offering, and Daria couldn’t help but laugh.
Speaking of Pain…
“Where’s Percy?”
Dear God, she was going to have to get a roster and do role call every morning if this kept up.
“She’s in her room still, playing on her computer,” Pain grumbled, and Truth came up behind him and slapped him on the back of the head.
“She’d kill you if she heard you referring to it as playing. She’s coding or something equally as impressive as that.” Truth grabbed the box of cereal, then a mug from the cabinet, and poured a cup. Daria was about to follow his lead, but before she could move, he’d already added milk and then shoved the cup in her direction. “Eat.”
Arching a brow, she tried to act nonchalant, but inside her stomach was fluttering with butterflies. Dammit, she was not a girl who could be won over by a mug of cereal for fuck’s sake.
Except… she took the damned mug, and when she did, her hand brushed Truth’s and he grinned at her, making his blue eyes sparkle, and—
Dammit! I am a girl who can be won over by a mug of cereal.
And the fact that he knew she ate her cereal out of a coffee mug instead of a bowl? Swoon.
“How many bowls of cereal do you think I have to make to get her to look at me like that?”
At Betrayal’s muttered comment, Daria shot a look at him beside Death, whose lips were threatening to turn up in amusement.
Daria was silently relieved that things hadn’t been awkward between everyone. One thing Betrayal was good at was recognizing the elephant in the room… and then making it dance.
“It’s a mug of cereal, not a bowl,” she pointed out after crunching into the chocolaty goodness. Of course Cocoa Puffs were the cereal Truth stocked on their recent grocery run. He had such a sweet tooth, and if he wasn’t an immortal demon, she might point that out.
Betrayal just chuckled, and poured himself his own bowl, leaving Daria to wonder just how far a single box would go between them all.
After she and Betrayal had agreed to start over, things had been less awkward than she expected. It was no secret that they’d slept together, but instead of dwelling on the subject like she often did in her thoughts, the others just brushed it aside, including Betrayal. He joked about getting in her good graces again, but he was on his best behavior.
Maybe a little too good sometimes. As if he were afraid one wrong word or movement would set them off and they would kick him out for good.
Sometimes it peeved her, and sometimes she thought about having another talk with him. But then she remembered the way he’d pushed her out that window, and… well, maybe he should sweat it out a bit longer.
Daria hid her small smile behind a bite a cereal, crunching away. Then as she studied the darkness of Betrayal, the sunshine brightness of Truth, and the deadly silent Death, the absence of the remaining demons hit her hard.
Were they safe? Why wouldn’t Misery answer his phone, even when Daria called? What more could she be doing to help—
“Don’t go there.” Truth’s sharp tone cut through her and she focused on his expression as he poured a cup of coffee for himself.
“I wasn’t going anywhere,” she defended, but his knowing glance cut off any further argument.
“There is nothing else any one of us could be doing to find Misery,” he said in a tone that brooked no response. He sat his mug down and crossed over to her, caging her in with his arms on either side of her, braced on the counter. The intense look in his blue gaze and the sudden proximity made her pause with a spoonful of cereal raised almost to her lips. “Hope is a capable guy, and can follow clues just like any one of us. He promised to text with updates, and unlike Misery, he will answer when we try to contact him. Now stop worrying,” he demanded, then leaned in and stole the bite of cereal off her spoon, his gaze darkening as it locked on her own.
His lips slid off the spoon and Daria gulped, whispering, “Okay,” to appease him.
“Damn. If I knew all I had to do to get her to agree with me was slap some serious eye-fucking down, that entire ordeal with Pandora could’ve been avoided.”
With Betrayal’s smart-ass comment, the moment was ruined, and Truth smirked before he crunched down on the cereal and slipped away to go back to his coffee.
Daria shot Betrayal a glare fit for the situation. “Keep it up, buddy.”
His nose wrinkled in a way that didn’t match the big, dark, tattooed demon it came from as he chewed his own breakfast. “Buddy? Oh hell no.”
“What?” she teased innocently. “Don’t like your new nickname?”
“I mean, if you want to call me that, fine. But you didn’t sound like a buddy when you were screaming my name in that room.”
Heat rushed to her cheeks, the cereal she’d just taken a bite of going down a little too fast, and she coughed loudly. Secretly, Daria was glad for the distraction for two reasons. One, it was one thing to have everyone know they’d slept together, but it was entirely different to rub it in their faces. Poor Truth, he probably had the worst case of blue balls. Two, Daria remembered exactly how his name had sounded coming out of her mouth, and wasn’t afraid to admit—at least to herself—that she wanted him again.
But several coughs later, she realized her airway wasn’t exactly clearing itself, and the confident smirk on Betrayal’s face quickly fell as he read the not-so-contained panic in her wide eyes.
“Oh shit, oh shit,” was mumbled as Betrayal’s arms wrapped around her from behind, then he jerked his hold against her, the pressure on her diaphragm intended to dislodge the obstruction in her throat.
Daria wasn’t that lucky.
Leave it to her to literally die from embarrassment.
    
MISERY
“Where to tonight?” Misery asked, clapping his hands together then rubbing them in excitement.
It didn’t take much to excite him. Hell, just the thought of releasing his misery was like a tug on his wrist, pulling him closer to that peace he’d felt just the night before.
The answer Wrath gave made him falter as he tugged his leather jacket on.
“Poetry readings,” he said as he swung the door open, grabbing his keys off the hook before holding the door open for Misery.
“Thank you, dear,” Misery drawled, and then arched a brow. “Really? Poetry readings?”
“Yeah. You think I’m joking, but the people that go there are either sad or pissed off about something. The world, their ex-girlfriend. Humans find a lot to get testy about.”
Misery could see the reasoning in that, and shrugged before taking up a stride alongside Wrath. “Are you going to feed me first?” he suggested, and that pulled a laugh from his companion.
“You think this is a date?”
“Well you bought me these clothes, don’t see why dinner wouldn’t be included. And don’t act like you’re not rolling in it.”
He shrugged and unlocked the car doors as they drew close. “Not my fault you decided to stay behind when Pandora’s jar got broken.”
“Yeah, yeah. Heard it before.” Misery slammed the door shut after he slid into the seat, and glanced over as he tugged his seatbelt on. “But… really. Food.”
Rolling his eyes, Wrath started the car and the radio blared with the song he’d been listening to last—the very same band they’d been to see the night before. At just the memory of the release he’d felt and the peace that had possessed him, he turned his head to Wrath. “On second thought, let’s just head there. Food can wait.”
But Wrath was already shaking his head. “Luckily for you, it’s all in one. You know you won’t eat later.”
When the hell did he become my caretaker? Glancing out the window, Misery knew his friend was right, even if he was hesitant to admit it. Later, food would probably be the last thing on his mind.
Yeah, it turned out, when his mind was still and his emotions were his own, a particular brunette consumed his world.
Now all he had to do was somehow convince Wrath to come home with him, find more demons, and figure out a healthy, steady way of releasing his misery so he could control himself when things got hard to handle. Like… like Daria’s kidnapping.
Fuck. He’d absolutely lost it in that alley.
Things like that were why he needed to learn to control his misery. Which was what he would’ve been able to do a millennia before… if they hadn’t all fucked up, gotten Phoebe killed, and then pussed out when they had a chance to escape.
Woe is us, he thought sarcastically.
He had a second chance now, though. And he planned to use it to his advantage.
Starting with a… poetry reading.
It didn’t take them long to get to the coffee shop, and Misery was shocked to see the full parking lot. They had to search for a parking spot for far longer than he would’ve imagined.
“So… Liton really likes their poetry, huh?” Misery mused as he slammed the car door shut, glancing around at all the vehicles around them.
“You have no idea. This place is packed every Sunday.”
They walked around the side of the building until the door came into view, and when they stepped inside, it was into the crush of too many bodies in a small space, the scents of coffee and pastries thick in the air, and the staccato pace of a poetry reading weaving through the speakers hung around the room.
“The stage is on the back patio, but they installed the speakers once the nights became so popular.”
“Interesting.” But even more interesting than the impressive setup in a random coffee shop in a random town, was the darkness oozing through the room—misery. Like a soft caress down the back of his neck, he felt it, and he couldn’t wait to feed it.
Fifteen minutes later, they squeezed against the wall with a plate full of pastries and two cardboard cups filled with caffeine.
“Thanks for dinner, babe.” Misery managed to keep a straight face while he said it.
Wrath rolled his eyes and motioned to the plate. “Eat, and then we’ll talk about making everyone miserable.”
“And angry,” Misery retorted.
“They’re already angry, can’t you tell?”
“Not really. That’s not my forte,” Misery answered, but in the next second he heard it. Wrath must have gotten a head start on releasing his inner demon, because the guy speaking into the mic and reverberating on the speaker system went from normal to rather… passionate, about his poem. His voice dropped lower and yet he spoke louder at the same time, each word spitting from his lips with an anger that only Wrath could influence. It wasn’t just the performer that Wrath affected. The whole room was alight with their attention rapt on the speakers, nods of affirmation and agreement to what he was speaking bobbing around the room.
Misery didn’t pay attention to the words as he ate, only the cadence of the man’s voice, the fury that underlined every word.
When he was done, yelling the very last line of his poem, the room paused for a beat before breaking out into claps and whistles. Then Wrath leaned back against the wall and brought his coffee cup to his lips for a drink. With a smirk, he grabbed the plate of pastries and picked up a beignet.
Misery glanced at his black shirt and knew it was a recipe for disaster, that pastry and Wrath. But no more so than the one Misery had just finished off. At the thought, he brushed off all the powdered sugar that had fallen, and then waited for the next person to start performing.
“Now this one is going to be different,” Wrath said, and leaned close. “You can’t just dump everything out like we did at the concert. There are a lot of people here, but this is an intimate setting and we don’t want to set anyone off. Go ahead, and if it gets out of hand, I’ll balance you out.”
Nodding, Misery waited until the speaker took a deep breath, and then, when her breathy voice sounded over the speakers, Misery slowly unfurled the tight grasp he had on himself, and let tendrils of his own misery leak out into the crowd and the performer. Her voice wobbled, thick with tears as she first felt the wave of his pain, and Wrath grabbed his wrist in warning. Honey eyes met his dark ones, and Misery nodded to show he understood, and pulled back on the wave he’d released. The voice cleared, but her words were no less painful, the story she told in the prose and broken rhythm as dark as the sky outside would be as soon as the sun set. Hers was a tale of a dark night and a darker alley, rough hands and a sharp voice that cut like a wielded knife.
Fuck.
Misery pulled all the way back, slamming into himself and locking tight like a vault. When Wrath glanced over, Misery shook his head, and Wrath’s lips twitched the tiniest bit before he gave a solemn nod.
This woman had enough misery of her own, didn’t need a fucking demon adding to that. Even without his influence, tears fell and sniffles sounded throughout the room. When she finished, there was a roar of applause.
“I’m glad you pulled back. That was test number one.”
“Test? This isn’t fucking high school.”
“No, but you had enough sense to control yourself even when her pain and sadness was calling out to you. That’s a good step forward, man.”
Misery flushed under the praise, and was thankful for the low coffee shop lighting. No reason for Wrath to know he was embarrassed.
The announcer came over the speakers. “And up next, we have…”
Wrath nodded over at him and Misery took a sip of his coffee before focusing on the next performer.
One step at a time, he reminded himself. One slow, agonizing fucking step at a time.





DARIA
Daria woke from her death nap comfortable, the soft mattress of her bed beneath her. The sun was lower in the sky, her room in shadow, and she figured it had at least been a couple of hours since she’d died. Again.
Grumbling, she rolled over and abruptly paused to see Betrayal situated in the corner chair, the scowl on his face slowly easing into a visage of relief. The glint of a coin reflected in the air before he snatched it up and sat up straight. He pocketed the coin and ran his hands through his hair.
“Hi,” she greeted awkwardly. Then she cleared her throat, because shit, that hurt.
When she did, something in his face seemed to crumple, and he shook his head. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to kill you. Shit.”
Her lips quirked the tiniest bit, but she tried to hide it even as she spoke with a tone drier than the Sahara. “As opposed to the time you did mean to kill me?”
When he caught on to the fact that she wasn’t upset, he stared at her for a moment as if trying to read her thoughts. Then his lips pulled up into a half smile. “Are you still not over that?”
“Not yet. Might depend on how many mugs of cereal you make me,” she teased.
Betrayal barked out a laugh, and even though Daria had just woken up from the dead, her body was clearly ready to go, if the dangerous tingle that zipped through her was anything to go by.
Willing her body to behave, Daria sat up and tossed the covers to the side, stretching as she yawned as if she’d woken up from a nap. Which she guessed it kind of was, as long as she kept waking up.
When she blinked and refocused, Betrayal’s eyes were glued to her stomach, to the patch of skin that had been bared from her stretch. A flush covered her cheeks, and a small part of her wanted to find a different way to stretch, to tease him even more—
Stop it.
“No, no. You can’t look at me like that.” Shaking her finger at him, she stood and walked toward the door, ready to escape the threatening heat.
“Like what?” he asked innocently, but the same light remained in his eyes.
Daria wasn’t sure why, what made her do it, but she turned back around and studied him. “Like you want to apologize using more than words.”
Betrayal stood from the chair he was in, stalked across the room, and as he came closer, he eclipsed the soft light still invading the windows, until he filled her vision and she saw nothing else. It was only when he got close enough that she could see the pain buried underneath the heat. “That’s because I do. I regret everything I did, everything that happened with every fiber of my being. I wish I had done so many things differently, seen the truth quicker than I acted. I will never forget how badly I fucked up, how I ruined yours and the guys’ trust in me.” He leaned even closer, and as his heat warmed the front of her body, her breaths became short. His dark eyes bored into hers and she didn’t dare blink. “I’ll do whatever it takes, wait however long, to earn your trust back. Because there’s one thing I don’t regret out of all that happened.”
As he spoke, he’d moved closer until he was bracing his hands on the door on either side of her. Leaning in until his lips brushed her neck, he whispered the answer to her unspoken question, the words a caress of air across her skin. “Having you beneath me. And Daria? I plan for that to happen again.”
Daria was two seconds away from saying fuck it, pushing him back on the bed, and riding him until the sun rose the next morning. Instead, she sucked in a sharp breath when his teeth nipped at her bottom lip, and then he was pulling the door open and gone.
Now, not only was she emotionally confused, but she was sexually frustrated too. A small part of her wanted to jump head and heart first into what Betrayal offered while yelling fuck it. But the rational part, the part of her that was still hurt over what he’d done, wouldn’t let her.
Logically, she knew the reason he’d done what he had. The story of Phoebe, the guilt he carried. Yeah, she could connect the dots from one piece to the next, but the question that remained was why?
With a huff, she slumped against the door, trying to shove it from her mind. Time. That’s all they needed. Time to learn each other again without the stress of captivity, the threat of danger, and the secrets of the past weighing them down.
So what did that leave them? Date nights?
Daria paused at the realization, wanting to laugh, but seriously considering the thought. It could work, if they really gave it a shot. That was, if she could find something for them to do that wouldn’t make Betrayal laugh at her.
With a huff, she straightened, and tried to banish the ghost of his touch by force, locking the vault on her emotions when it came to that particular demon. But when she reached the main room, she sought him out, and her heart thumped in her chest, an echo of it pulsing between her thighs when he swiped his tongue over his bottom lip as if in thought.
“Hey, how are you feeling?” Truth inquired, tugging her attention in his direction. He was on the couch with Death, his jaw working over what was probably a piece of candy, and she couldn’t help but study him as the muscles worked.
When he cocked his head at her and the tiniest smile curled his lips, she realized he’d asked her a question.
“What? Oh—yeah. I’m good. What time is it?”
But then she answered her own question with a glance at the clock. “Shit. I have to be at work soon. Have we heard from Hope? Misery?”
“Hope got there this afternoon just fine, but we haven’t heard anything since,” Death answered from the couch, turning a stare on Truth.
Daria studied them closer, and noticed Truth holding a newspaper and facing off against Death.
“What are you guys doing?”
“Losing money,” Betrayal grumbled.
“You don’t have any money to lose,” she pointed out and crossed her arms. “Explain.”
“I bet Death that he couldn’t name the cause of death of every person in the obituaries from memory,” Betrayal answered.
“W-why would you do that? He’s Death! Of course he knows.”
“Well, he didn’t know when you died, so I figured he was getting a little rusty.”
“One thing that won’t be getting rusty is my hand if I keep having to bitch-slap you,” Death said with the driest tone imaginable.
Truth burst into laughter before snapping the newspaper to get everyone’s attention. “Okay, there’s only one more. Let’s see how far in the hole we can get Judas.” Then Truth winked at her before facing Death again. “Judith Mosby.”
Pausing for just a beat, just to amp up the tension, Death brushed a strand of hair behind his ear. Then he glanced at Betrayal and deadpanned, “Fell down the stairs and broke her neck, tragically due to Shadow, her black cat tripping her.”
“You can’t make that up,” Daria said, and Truth’s lips twitched again before he laughed. Betrayal just sunk down into his seat and crossed his arms.
“Sonofabitch,” he grumbled.
Satisfied they were entertaining themselves, Daria rounded the wall that separated the kitchen from the living room, only to find Persy at the stove.
“Hey!” Daria greeted, a little too excitedly. Persy jumped about a foot in the air and Daria winced. “Sorry. I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.”
“Yeah… sorry. I’ve been kinda holed up in my room,” she replied apologetically.
“No, don’t apologize. I just want you to feel comfortable here, so do as you please.”
The blonde nodded and smiled, and turned back to the stove where she was stirring… something. It smelled good, whatever it was, and Daria suddenly felt awkward for intruding. But then she figured, oh what the hell.
“You’re not staying holed up to… avoid anyone, right?” Maybe Pain? Daria thought.
Green eyes cut to hers and she tried to act innocent. “No. Not avoiding. If anyone should avoid anyone, he should avoid me,” she stated with a sharp tone.
Well… okay then. “So do you guys know each other? You know, outside of the jar and all.”
“We do, yes. But if you don’t mind, I’d really rather not talk about it.” Her words were short but her smile was kind, her green eyes sincere as she went back to her cooking.
“Okay, I won’t press anymore. But if you ever need to talk…”
“I know, and thanks. Chaos did a good thing by letting me come here. Thanks for putting up with me.”
Daria waved a hand. “Don’t thank me. You’re the least of my worries.”
Yeah… with a missing demon, another on the hunt, an evil ancestor, and a long lost relative… Daria had quite a lot on her plate at the moment. She grabbed a bottle of water and retreated from the kitchen, but Persy stopped her with a call of her name right at the exit.
“The same goes for you, you know. If you ever want to talk.” She smiled gently as she added a shake of something into the pot.
“Thanks, Persy, I appreciate it.”
Then she retreated, passing the living room to get ready for work. The guys were easily entertained, which she guessed wasn’t such an odd thought since they’d been trapped inside different minds for centuries. The thought made her pause by the steps, and she turned and studied them.
“Hey guys?” she asked, and at the sound of her voice they turned toward her.
“What’s wrong?” Death queried, dropping his smile, and turning serious in a half second flat.
“No, nothing’s wrong. I’m just… if you guys could do one thing, now that you’re… you know, real and all…” She winced at her choice of words. “What would it be?”
They glanced at one another and seemed to roll the question over in their minds.
Truth answered first, a smile twitching his lips. “I want to learn to surf. Either that, or visit one of those places where you make candy.”
That answer was so Truth, she couldn’t help but smile at the response. And… it was doable.
“What about you guys?” she prompted, glancing at Betrayal and Death.
“Learning to garden would be cool,” Death answered nonchalantly.
Really?
At the silent response he received, he looked up and shrugged. “What? Just cause I’m death doesn’t mean I might not have a green thumb. Can’t hurt to try.”
“Alright then, what about you, Betrayal?”
Betrayal stroked his beard as he seemed to think, and he was such a picture of concentration Daria had to stop herself from laughing.
“I honestly don’t know. Something… exciting. But not as exciting as skydiving,” he said, sending a wink in her direction.
“What about… escape rooms?” Daria suggested, grinning at the thought.
“What are those?” Truth asked, and Daria eagerly explained the idea behind them.
“Uh, so. Let me get this right. You willingly pay to have someone lock you up and then you have to solve the mystery to get yourself out?”
Well, when Betrayal puts it like that…
Okay, so maybe after being locked up for thousands of years, an escape room wouldn’t be the most appealing—
“That sounds fucking awesome,” Betrayal finished. “Solving mysteries sounds fun.”
“Why do you ask?” Death turned to her and interrupted Betrayal’s excited murmurings.
“I was just curious. I mean, you guys can’t read the obituaries every day. We’ve got to get you guys out more.” She glanced at the clock again and winced. “But, that’s an idea for another day. I’ve got to get ready for work, who’s on watch tonight?”
Yeah, they still refused to let her go in by herself. And no, she still hadn’t told Allegra a single thing about her crazy life, even though she asked about the babysitters all the time.
They turned a pointed look on Betrayal, who held up his hands and glanced at Truth. “Interrogate me before you go, whatever you gotta do.”
Reluctantly, they’d added Betrayal to the rotation since Hope and Misery were gone. But, it came with a few risks, mostly on Betrayal’s part. Truth was ready to interrogate and get every truth out of him that he could before allowing him to leave the house with Daria.
“Don’t hurt him,” Daria warned, and Truth cut his eyes to her in a puppy dog look.
“Just a little?”
Rolling her lips in to hide her smile, she shook her head and disappeared upstairs.
Those demons were gonna drive her crazy.
    
MISERY
“You were doing so good, man, what happened?” Wrath growled two hours later. Poetry night was coming to a close and fuck it all if Misery hadn’t screwed up.
“Fuck. Fuck, I don’t know. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” Misery rambled as Wrath tugged him through the room. He’d made it through the majority of the performances, but shit. The more misery he released, the harder it got to hold on to. Then, during this last one, it was like trying to hold on to a greased rope—it just slipped right out of his grip.
Then everyone was crying, and the performer was sobbing, yelling their words and shit. Wrath was pissed, which was saying a lot for such an otherwise locked down guy.
His grip tightened on Misery’s wrist, and Misery did his best to keep up with him, but his steps were all kinds of crooked, the room was fuzzy, and he was fuzzy and warm and it felt so nice.
Until he slammed into a hard surface—wait, that was Wrath. Why is he stopped in the middle of the floor?
“Wait, I…” Wrath trailed off, and Misery focused long enough to see him studying the room with a frantic gaze. “Fuck. I swore I saw… never mind. Fuck it, let’s just go.”
“Whatever you say, man.”
He’d apologize later, once they were out of this crowd. Which didn’t take long, and then they were outside, the chill in the air was perfect compared to the humidity inside the coffee shop. The moon was shining bright, lighting up the pavement, and before Misery even realized where they were going, they were at the car.
Wrath opened the passenger door before shoving him inside, grumbling something too low for him to understand. Focusing on getting his seatbelt buckled, Misery waited until Wrath was seated and had the car started before he spoke.
“You still sound… wrath-y. I don’t think you let off enough steam.”
Wrath huffed, buckling his seatbelt, and throwing the car into reverse. “Oh yeah? Well, you don’t have to empty yourself every time. That’s not how this works.”
Not understanding why he was so upset, Misery tilted his head against the seat and sighed. “Don’t be mad. I’m still learning, right?”
Wrath’s shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath, and he was quiet for a long time. Taking the silence in stride, Misery enjoyed the quiet in his head while he studied his friend. Wrath wasn’t a scary looking guy, compared to what his name suggested. Or maybe that was just because Misery wasn’t scared of him. He was a ginger, of all things, with auburn hair, but the beard coming in on his cheeks was dark—only showing red in the light. He was lean too, but with upper arms and a mean mug that clearly told one not to fuck with him.
“I know you’re still getting the hang of this. I’m sorry. I thought I saw someone I knew.”
From the tone of his voice, Misery, even in his inebriated state, caught the disappointment lacing his words.
“Wait… is it the girl you keep talking about? Is she a local? Dude, turn the car around. Are you sure it wasn’t her?”
Misery turned his head to glance back, eyeing the coffee shop that was growing smaller and smaller the faster Wrath drove.
“Yeah, I’m sure. Plus, seeing her wouldn’t have been good.”
At that vague statement, Misery rolled his eyes. “That sounds dramatic. Did you guys break up, or what?”
When Misery settled back in his seat, watching the headlights from passing cars zoom by, he had to bring himself back to the conversation when Wrath finally answered. Then Misery tried to remember what he’d asked in the first place.
“We didn’t… break up. That sounds juvenile. We’re just… she’s doing her thing, and I’m doing mine. No big deal.”
Misery waved his hand in the air as if dissipating a bad smell. “Dude. I can feel the misery from over here. It doesn’t seem like no big deal to me,” he said, dropping his voice an octave to mimic Wrath.
Dark eyes flashed over to him before focusing back on the road. “You’re funny like this.”
“It’s my sparkling sense of humor, I know. Makes me hard to resist. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to hunt down your girl after all. Who knows, she might have wanted a new flavor of demon…”
Misery trailed off when a rather fierce growl filled the interior of the car like a weight, and smirked. Tapping his nose, he then pointed at Wrath. “Told you. It is a big deal.”
“Whatever. I think I prefer you too stoned to talk.”
“You don’t mean that,” Misery defended, but rolled his head to the side to study the passing lamplights, flashing by like slow motion streaks of lightning. When he blinked and opened his eyes again, the lights were replaced by Wrath’s face, frowning down at Misery.
“Come on, let’s go. We’re home.”
Even more drowsy after his short nap, Misery stumbled from the car, holding on to the emptiness inside him with desperation, and grabbed Wrath’s arm to steady himself. “Not home.”
“What?”
“This isn’t home,” he mumbled, bracing himself for the trip up the stairs. “S’not home without Daria.”
And you know what? Just then he even felt a pang of longing for his friend Truth.
As Wrath led him to the front door, then balanced him against the wall, Misery fumbled in his pockets for his cell phone. Turning the phone on, he blinked rapidly when the light blinded him, but before he could even focus enough to find the calling app, Wrath was suddenly there, taking it out of his hand. “Whoa-oh-oh. You said no drunk dialing. Consider this me being a good friend.”
“Not drunk,” he argued, throwing himself forward to get the device back. And promptly missed by about two feet when Wrath danced away—coherent fucker.
“You and I both know drunk is the closest description we can get to you right now. No cell phones. Nah-ah, don’t glare at me. This was your rule.”
“It’s a stupid rule. I changed my mind. Let me call her.” He couldn’t help the whine that snuck into his voice.
“Trust me, man. She doesn’t wanna hear from you like this.”
Some part of Misery knew he was right. The last thing Daria, or any of the guys would want, was a drunk dial from him. No, he needed to get his shit together and then call. When he had good news. But that part of Misery, the responsible part, was taking a good, long nap.
“She’d rather hear from me like this than not at all! Come on…” Misery tried out his best puppy dog stare, making Wrath roll his eyes and unlock the door.
“No. If you still feel the same way tomorrow, you can call her then.”
“Fine,” Misery grumbled. But it wasn’t the last Wrath was going to hear on the subject. Misery was definitely changing the rules in the morning. He could call who he wanted any damn time he wanted.
Nodding his head as if to solidify the thought, he stumbled his way down the short, barely-there hall and crashed into the bed face first.
With a groan, he rolled over and stared at the ceiling fan wobbling around in a circle.
Fuck. He’d fucked up tonight, unable to hold it all back when it really came down to it. It seemed Misery had his limits, and he wondered just how long it would take him before he had full control.
Daria’s face appeared in his mind, and his heart thumped against his chest. He missed her.
Fumbling around in his pocket, he jerked out the dumbass keychain he’d gotten her. I don’t give a sip.
How fucking dumb.
He tossed it on the bed beside him and ran a hand over his face, as if to wipe off the embarrassment he felt.
“I’m such a fuck up.”
“You’re a demon. It comes with the territory.”
Misery dropped his hand to see Wrath in the doorway.
“I don’t wanna be this way,” he admitted, his heart sinking as the words left his lips. An admission he’d kept to himself for far too long.
Something flashed in Wrath’s eyes, but then it was gone, too quick to really study. Not that Misery was in the mindset to study much more than the back of his eyelids anyway.
He felt pathetic. Needy, lonely. Missing Daria, Truth, Hope, Death, and even Betrayal, who had always been prickly.
“I need to get my shit together. I can’t be this,” he growled, motioning to himself as he sat up and moved to sit against the headboard. “This isn’t enough for her. Hell, it isn’t enough for me. I know I can get this. I just need… time.”
“But you don’t have the patience. You’re trying too hard, too fast. I know you miss her, but it’s gonna take time.”
Misery propped his elbows on his knees and hung his head in his hands, grunting some semblance of an answer.
“Tomorrow, we’re gonna hit the drive-in. Monday’s are usually slow, but that’s good. We can practice releasing just little pieces of misery instead of trying to empty you out.”
“Sounds good,” Misery mumbled, but he was already half asleep.
The one downside to emptying himself? He was so at peace all he wanted to do was sleep.
A hand shoved at his shoulder and he listed to the side. Then Wrath yanked on his leg and pulled him into a proper sleeping position.
“Don’t worry. I’m not trip-sitting you forever. You’ll get the hang of it. Tomorrow’s another day.”
“Hey.” Misery stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Thanks for helping me. Seriously. You don’t know what it means.”
At the time, Misery was too far gone to recognize the sadness in Wrath’s gaze, the hard swallow that bobbed his Adam’s apple. “Same here, man. You may not know it, but you’re helping me too.”
Misery was dead to the world too quick to really contemplate what he could mean.
    
WRATH
As soon as he shut the door to Misery’s room, his phone buzzed in his pocket. His heart lurched when he dug it out and saw the blocked number on the screen. Sliding his finger along the green button, he waited.
“Are things progressing as they should?” Her voice asked on the other end, and Wrath leaned against the wall, staring at the door to the room of his newest companion.
“Yes,” he replied, putting a strength into his voice he only wished he had. “We hit the coffee shop tonight, and he broke at the very end, just as planned.”
“Perfect.”
“He’ll be too far gone soon, and then we can move ahead with the rest of your plan, I swear. He’s passed out right now in my guest room.” Wrath swallowed thickly, the words pouring from his throat like black sludge, and he hated every single particle of his being.
“You’re doing good.”
“Can I talk to her? Please,” he begged, not even ashamed of the desperation that leaked into his voice.
Pandora seemed to waver back and forth, humming as if she were really considering his plea.
“Alright, fine. But only to remind you why you should keep moving forward with this.”
As if I could forget… he thought.
Rustling sounded over the other line, and he paused, deathly still as he waited for—
“Wrath?” Sofia’s sweet, angelic voice said his name over the phone.
“Sof—are you okay?” He gripped the phone tighter, until it groaned in protest, and he eased up, running a hand through his hair and fisting the strands.
“Yeah, yeah I’m fine. It’s good to hear your voice,” she said, and he heard the words she couldn’t say.
“We’re gonna get through this. I promise.”
Her voice dropped so low he had to strain to hear her. “Yeah, but how many people are we going to hurt in the process?”
“Don’t think about that. What matters is keeping you safe.” Wrath swallowed hard, his voice almost cracking, but sheer will made it steady. “I miss you,” he murmured.
She took a breath as if to respond, but then rustling sounded over the phone and he grit his teeth as Pandora’s voice cut through the line.
“How sweet you are. Just keep everything moving like it should, and you’ll be able to see your little sweetheart again soon.”
He didn’t bother replying, and the line went dead.
“Fuck,” he whispered into the hallway, holding the phone up to his forehead.
Sofia was innocent in all of this. Ripped from her home at a young age, lied to, and kept separate from the world all so Pandora could have a backup plan.
And the worst part? Sofia didn’t even understand just how bad Pandora was. The rose-colored glasses strapped to her face did exactly as Pandora intended—kept her naive and unable to see the truth.
Shaking his head, he drifted to the kitchen to get a glass of water before retreating to his room. He stopped in front of Misery’s doorway, imagining the demon—the man—on the other side. He was just as innocent in this as Sofia was.
Falling for her hadn’t been the plan—in fact, he’d fought it every step of the way. But now that Pandora knew? And lorded her safety, her sanity, over his head?
Wrath would do anything to make her safe again.





HOPE
Hope cursed as he stared at the people exiting the coffee shop. So far, there’d been no sign whatsoever of Misery. He’d texted the guys with an update when he’d arrived in Liton, but so far, no luck. Following his instincts, Hope had left early that morning after a conversation with Death, who promised to cover for him with Daria. The hope within her was so bright, so desperate for Misery, that it was almost painful to be around her. Every time she asked a question brimming with hope, he had to concentrate on keeping his mouth shut. Dora’s box, but he’d been an asshole yesterday, when she’d been watching the TV.
I mean, it easily could be him. Or the band could’ve been having a good night.
He wanted to smack himself. Each day it got harder not to absolutely crush the smidge of hope she had, or on the other end of the spectrum, completely blow it out of proportion. So, the safest thing had been for him to leave. And if he could bring Misery back at the same time? Win-win.
However, that was proving to be a little more difficult than he’d thought. Misery’s phone still went unanswered, though he’d texted multiple times and even called. Then he’d driven around town on the off chance he might… what? Catch sight of him on the sidewalk? It was a piss poor plan, but he didn’t have a whole lot else to go on.
Until he’d seen the coffee shop. Large crowds were ideal for blowing off a little steam, so when he’d seen the full parking lot and the people loitering outside, he’d parked across the street to watch. Misery had to come out sometime, right?
Unless he’d already left, which seemed more and more likely as people began flooding out of the shop, coffee cups clenched tight between fingers to ward off the cold.
Another curse fell from Hope. He was too late. He must have only caught the very end of the performances, because by the time the shop was empty and the Open sign went dark, there was still no sign of their missing demon.
Hope stalked across the street, heading for the front door to read the information flyer. “Open Mic Night/ Poetry Night Every Sunday” was the text with the biggest font. Arching an eyebrow at that, he kept reading, but found nothing that sounded as… exciting.
“Did you enjoy it?” someone asked behind him.
Hope whirled to find a curly headed guy in a barista outfit, a messenger bag slung over one shoulder.
“Ah… no, actually I just missed it. I was reading to see when the next one is,” he answered.
“Too bad. We have it every Sunday, so you’ll just have to wait until next week. Have a good night!” Then the guy turned, but Hope had one more question for him.
“Hey, can I get your advice?” he asked.
He turned back around and gripped the strap of his bag before nodding. “Yeah, sure. What’s up?”
“What else is popular to do in town? I’m new.”
“Ah, well, this is Liton, so there’s not a whole lot. Did you happen to catch the Burning Moon concert the day before?”
“No, it was sold out by the time I heard about it. But I saw it on the news. Huge show.”
“Yeah… that’s about the most exciting thing that’s happened around here in a while.”
You should come check out Maleston. Chaos, Demons, Murder, oh my.
“I figured. Thanks anyway,” Hope said, and pulled out his phone to update the guys.
“Oh, hey! The drive-in is pretty popular, if you’re into that. We have two screens, so they show two different movies.”
Hope jerked his head up to eye the guy, and smiled. “Yeah? What movies are showing this week? And what night is the most crowded?”
At his blank look, Hope clarified, “So I know what night not to go.”
The kid nodded as if that explained everything and finally told him the names of the movies. One was an action flick and the other sounded like a chick flick.
“Awesome, thanks.”
Finally. Some good news. A sappy, sad chick flick was probably a good place to start looking for Misery. It wasn’t until he was in his own car that he cursed and shook his head. Either he’d have to develop X-ray vision, or he’d have to peep in windows all night.
“Fuck me.”
    
DARIA
As soon as Daria walked into the bar, her eyes widened. It was packed for a Sunday night, and she didn’t quite know why. No one had called to reserve tables, so where was this influx of people coming from?
Well, that would explain the missed call from Allegra.
Making her way behind the bar, she winced when Allegra shot a relieved smile in her direction.
The apology came first. “I’m so sorry I missed your call, I was—” Well, dead wouldn’t quite work there, would it? Daria just barely stopped herself from admitting the truth out loud. “Napping. I was napping and my phone was on mute.”
“That’s okay! Don’t worry about it. It’s just been busy is all. I’m so glad you’re here!”
“What’s with the crowd?” Daria inquired, a little overwhelmed by the people surrounding the bar. Someone had cleared the tables and made space in the middle of the room for a dance floor.
“Okay, you won’t believe this, but…”
But Allegra didn’t even have to finish her explanation, because the sea of people parted, and a familiar face appeared on the other side of the bar.
“Burning Moon,” she whispered, recognizing the very face that she’d witnessed misery in the night before. On the entertainment channel.
Fuck. Just knowing this guy had been a victim of Misery’s… well, his demon, it made her want to shake him down for information, for a single clue—but he was innocent in all of it. She had to keep that in mind. So as she wiped her hands on the dishtowel tucked behind the bar, she smiled.
“What can I get you?”
“Uh… anything. Really. Just anything.”
Not a common answer, especially paired with the distress clearly lining his face, but Daria nodded and turned to the back shelf to get her favorite Vodka, pouring it straight into a chilled glass.
When she passed it across the bar, he downed it in one gulp and slid it back for more. Arching a brow, Daria did as requested, and this time, he took the glass with him before making his way through the crowd and hiding in the back corner.
Shaking the odd encounter from her mind, she grabbed the nearest person’s attention and took their order, then continued down the line, mixing as fast as she could. Allegra was working alongside her and even Dave had made his way in from the office, shaking tumblers with the both of them.
The next time she had a lull in customers, she tried to apologize to Allegra again. “Has it been like this all night? I’m really sorry I didn’t answer my phone.”
“Oh it’s okay,” she said while scooping ice into a mixer. “Really, it was more of a panicked call than anything, but we got through it. Honestly, it’s not a big deal. Plus, I feel kind of proud that I handled it by myself.”
“By yourself? What the hell am I?” Dave slid up to her other side, but she batted him out of the way with her hand.
“You’re management, you don’t count,” she stated, but her lips were twitching with a smile as Dave barked out a laugh.
“Well, fine. This management is going back to his office. Buzz me if you need anything.”
He winked before disappearing down the back hallway, and Daria fought a laugh as another patron walked up. Her customer service face was on, but when she turned to greet them, she found Betrayal.
“Hey, what’s up?” she asked, finding it odd that he approached the bar for once. Then she went on the offense, glancing around the bar for anything out of the ordinary.
“Nothing bad, don’t worry. Just got an update from Hope though. He thought he’d found a good place to look for Misery, but he thinks he was too late. Grabbed a lead from a barista though.”
“A barista?” she repeated, leaning forward on the bar.
Betrayal’s eyes cut down to her cleavage before focusing again on her face.
“Yeah, apparently the coffee shop has open mic nights for poetry.”
Daria thought about that for a second, then shrugged. “Weird, but okay. I guess it makes sense if you think about it.”
“He’s gonna try a few more places around town, but if he doesn’t have any luck he’s going to head back. The hotels there aren’t cheap.”
Daria winced at the bruising she was sure her credit card was taking, but shook it aside—force of habit. She didn’t really have to worry about that anymore.
“That’s fine, tell him to be safe.”
“Done,” Betrayal replied, pulling out his phone and relaying the message, the screen lighting up his face in the low illumination of the bar.
“Are you going back to your corner now?” Daria teased, and he arched a brow.
“Maybe. I might’ve made a new friend.”
“Friend?” Daria narrowed her eyes. Betrayal didn’t make fr—
Glancing over his shoulder, she found the lead singer of Burning Moon staring at the two of them, and nodded to him. “Oh,” she murmured to Betrayal. “Are you pressing him for information?”
“I was, but he wants another drink. I don’t think he knows much. And to be honest, Misery probably didn’t even get close to the guy. Maybe he whammied him from across the arena they were in.”
“So then why are you interrogating him?”
“I’m not interrogating him, I’m buying him a drink.”
Daria arched a brow at that as she poured another vodka straight. “Buying? I don’t see you laying down any tips.”
“I’d be happy to tip you later if you’d like.”
And dammit all if Betrayal didn’t wink at her. Cue panties, floor.
No. Bad libido.
“If you wanted a friend, you could’ve brought one of the guys with you.”
“Nope,” he said, popping the p and taking the drink when she slid it across the bar. She added a whiskey for him, and he grabbed that too with a smirk. “Then I wouldn’t be able to brag to the guys that I had a drink with Burning Moon.”
“Aw.” Daria made eyes at him. “Are you their biggest fan?”
Rolling his eyes, Betrayal refrained from answering, tipping the drink at her before taking a sip and sliding away, stalking across the floor. Daria watched him go, her eyes glued to that ass in those dark jeans.
She was so screwed.
    
HOPE
It’s fine. Just look inconspicuous.
Monday nights were the most crowded night at the drive-in, all thanks to the carload deal that came with the purchase of popcorn. The lot was packed, and Hope cursed as he purchased popcorn from the concessions stand. He’d driven in, taken advantage of the two dollar per car with a purchase of popcorn-deal, and now he just had to… well, not look like a creepy guy looking in every car window he came across. Though, how Misery would’ve acquired a car was beyond his knowledge. Maybe he would get lucky and find Misery just walking around.
With that thought in mind, Hope stuck to the outskirts of the lot, sinking back into the shadows of the trees and yes—he was munching on the popcorn he’d bought. The gravel crunched under foot, the night silent except for the excited movie-goers who chitchatted within their cars—the voices and murmurs of low conversation heard through the rolled down windows.
Hope was lingering in the air—horny teenagers eager to get a kiss or hook up in the backseat, and Hope shook his head to dispel the temptation of feeding it. Instead, he studied every shadow he spotted, every moving body, and listened for any kind of clue as to the demon he was searching for.
Three giant beeps sounded, snagging his attention as the screen blinked and began the countdown, then listed the radio station to turn to in order to hear the movie. Windows rolled up, and it was eerily silent in the lot while the opening credits rolled onto the screen in time with the waves that rolled onto the beach of the first scene.
Now that the lot was dark except for the light of the film, Hope was able to blend in more easily against the trees as he completed his first circle. He never walked directly under the screen, trying not to alert the moviegoers that he was stalking around. But as the movie wore on and he heard sniffles from within one of the cars, he began to realize the very damning possibility that Misery was not at the drive-in.
As the movie reached its climax in the plot, Hope smirked at the hope rising, picturing the weeping teenagers searching for comfort in their boyfriend’s arms. He laughed at the thought, crunching down on more popcorn and circling the lot once more.
On the off chance that Misery might have felt more like an action movie, Hope risked walking through the gate that led to the other lot. The scenes on screen were a lot more violent, exciting, but Hope found himself wondering if the love interest of the other movie lived after getting shot protecting the woman.
Grumbling, he stuck to the trees and picked up the pace, planning to scan the lot once before returning to the other movie. Misery didn’t have any need for an action flick.
When he turned back to retrace his steps, he sighed at the luck. Misery wasn’t here. So where the hell else could Hope look tomorrow?
Funerals? That just seemed so… low. But dammit, there weren’t a whole lot of places to be miserable. Shit, maybe Hope should find a bar. Some poor schmuck down on his luck—that would be a good victim for Misery.
Pleased with his thoughts, Hope shook his container of popcorn, and sought out another piece, reaching for a full kernel at the bottom. Looking down as he was, he didn’t even notice another person approaching before he slammed into them, the high-pitched “oof”
pulling him from his thoughts and his popcorn forgotten, even as it tumbled to the ground along with the girl he’d just run over.
“Oh shit, I am so sorry. I didn’t even look where I was going,” he apologized, squatting down to help her up and swiping her candy off the floor. The red pack of Twizzlers crinkled in his hand as he handed them back to her.
“No, no it’s okay. I wasn’t watching where I was going either, it’s—” And then she met his gaze and paused, just like he had. Her features were striking him as familiar, but he was unable to place them in his memory.
“Do I know you?” he asked, squinting to make out more of her face in the fading light of the movie screen.
She flipped a lock of dark hair over her shoulder before a smug smile curled her lips. “Well, what a surprise,” she purred, and then seemed to think about his question. “I sure hope so. I am quite curious to know what Hope has been up to all these years.”
I’ll be damned.
    
SOFIA
Never having been to a drive-in, Sofia glanced around with wide eyes at all the cars parked around her.
“Wow,” she murmured to herself, but a voice inside her was the one that answered.
“You have been so sheltered, little girl. Go to the concessions stand, pick something out.”
Sofia obeyed, but only because she wanted some candy, not because the bossy demon inside her told her to.
“What should I get?” she asked him inside her head.
“What looks the best?”
As she drew closer, she stared at all the options encased behind glass with multicolored lights reflecting off the packages. “Ooh… strawberry. Let’s get those.”
“Go for it, little one.”
“I really wish you wouldn’t call me that.”
“Too bad. Pick a candy and let’s go. The movie’s about to start and we need to get hidden.”
When the couple in front of her moved aside with their goodies, she stepped up to the cashier and pointed to the red roped looking candy. “Can I get a pack of... Twizzlers please?”
“That’ll be $3.50,” he answered with quick efficiency, the older man sliding open the glass doors and grabbing a pack that was hidden from view.
Sofia dug around in her pocket until she produced a five-dollar bill, received her change, and then followed Curious’s advice until she was hidden amongst the trees. The movie started and she quickly opened her pack of candy before she could make too much noise. Then she tugged a piece free and bit off the end, resisting the urge to moan as the chewy rope burst into flavor on her tongue.
“Oh my goodness, these are amazing,” she gushed to her companion.
“I knew you would pick those,” he answered, “but don’t forget to look for your demon. He’s gotta be around here somewhere.”
“Why would he be here anyway? Isn’t this a chick flick?”
“No, that’s the other movie, on the other side. This one is the action movie, and while it’s exciting, the plot twist at the end is sure to have these guys raging. He’s gotta be around here somewhere.”
“Alright, alright,” she conceded. “Do I have to stay through the whole movie? You know I’m not one for action.”
“Yes!” he insisted. “The angry part won’t happen until the end, and how else is he gonna get his fix in a small town like this?”
“Maybe there’s an underground fighting ring he’s discovered,” she mused internally. “Just like in the movies. Lots of angry people at those.”
Don’t ask her how, but Sofia could tell Curious was rolling his eyes.
“Just look for your redheaded honey,” he growled, and she hid her smile by biting into another candy rope.
Sofia did, starting her trek around the field of cars. Her own car was parked toward the back, but she couldn’t very well see everything from inside there. The gravel and dirt crunched under her feet as she began walking, staring in every window she passed for a familiar beard and red hair—but was disappointed to find that most of the car windows were tinted.
“Why do you care what they think of you? Just act like you’re looking for your car.”
Steeling herself against the embarrassment she was sure to experience, she reminded herself that finding Wrath was more important than what some dumb humans thought of her.
“You’re a human too,” Curious reminded her.
She grit her teeth against his teasing, and tried to feign a confused expression as she cut through the middle of the field, glancing in front windshields to find her demon.
By the time she’d made it to the third row of cars, she feared she’d been mistaken in her assumption that he would come here.
“It’s the most crowded night of the week, why wouldn’t he come here tonight?” she whined to her companion.
“Who knows? Just go back to the tree line and maybe you’ll spot him from another angle, or maybe he’ll spot you first.”
Sofia sighed, and did as instructed, but her heart also flipped in her chest at the thought of seeing Wrath again. Of him scooping her up in his arms and swinging her around—just like in the movies.
“Do you think I should check the other lot?” she suggested.
“Wouldn’t hurt.”
Sofia turned to do just that, and bumped right into another person. She gasped, startled, as the large stranger knocked her down in his haste.
“Oh shit, I am so sorry. I didn’t even look where I was going,” he apologized, squatting down to help her up and stealing her candy off the ground. The candy he immediately surrendered once she was on her feet again. Glancing down, she brushed the dirt and twigs from her leggings and top.
“No, no it’s okay. I wasn’t watching where I was going either, it’s—” And then she met his gaze and something about him made her pause. He’d apparently had the same thought, because his head tilted to the side and his eyes narrowed.
“Oh! That’s Hope. The demon of Hope! He’s one of the ones who lives with Daria. Pretend to be me.”
“But why? I can just be myself and—”
“Just do it! He might take you home to her, and you know that’s what Pandora wants.”
“But I don’t want that,” she whined. “I told you I wanted nothing to do with that. I want to find Wrath.”
“Maybe he can help you find Wrath, ever think of that?”
Her eye twitched as she stared at the demon before her, and tried to come up with a persona on the spot, just like Curious insisted. “Tell me what to say!”
And then he did, and she followed every command to a tee.
“Do I know you?” Hope asked.
As instructed by Curious, she flipped a lock of dark hair over her shoulder, curling her lips into what she hoped was a smug smile. “Well, what a surprise,” she said, and then answered his question. “I sure hope so. I am quite curious to know what Hope has been up to all these years.”
He paused for exactly three seconds as her words sunk in. “Holy. Shit. You’re kidding me, right?” he exclaimed, his mouth dropping open.
Faltering, she held her smile in place, even as she asked, “Wait, did I do it wrong? Does he not believe m—”
“Answer him!”
And she did. “No jokes here,” she blurted.
“Why are you in Liton? Like… what are the chances?”
“Well, actually, I’m looking for… Wrath,” she admitted. The less lies, the easier it would be to keep track of.
“Wrath?” Hope questioned, brows ducking low in confusion. “Is Wrath in town too?” Then he ran a hand over his very short hair and spoke again without waiting for her answer. “Why are there so many demons around?”
“Well, I don’t know what other demons you’re talking about.” Then she came up with a lie. “Wrath and I got separated, I don’t have a phone, and… well… this is such a crappy town I didn’t know where else to look for him!” She even let her eyes well with tears, and it worked, if the stricken look on Hope’s face was anything to go by.
“What a little actress you are,” Curious added.
“It’s not an act,” she defended herself. “I really am worried about him, I miss him and I just want to fucking find him!”
“Wait…” Hope drawled, crossing his arms. “Are Curious and Wrath together?” he asked, dumbfounded. “And since when is Curious a woman, anyway?”
Sensing her cover was about to be blown, Sofia kicked her chin up high and crossed her arms too. “Since whenever the hell I want to be. You got a problem with that?”
Now his arms parted in the universal sign for surrender. “Nope, no problems. Just didn’t know you and Wrath had a thing for each other.”
“You’re ruining my reputation, little girl,” Curious growled. “There is no way I would ever go for Wrath, in a hundred years!”
“Why not?” she teased. “Aren’t you the curiosity demon? Wouldn’t you be curious as to what his big, hard c—”
“No! Don’t go there! Stop thinking about it!”
Hiding her twitching lips, she glanced down. “Well, it’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other, and things change. Hey, speaking of, what are you doing here?” she asked, turning the questions around on him.
“Well… I’m actually looking for a friend too. Misery. He disappeared a few weeks ago, and I followed some clues that led me here.”
“Oh.” She frowned when she answered. “What are the chances, huh?”
“Are you staying anywhere?” Hope inquired suddenly.
“Well… no. It’s my first night in town. Why?”
“Me too. I only live about forty-five minutes away though, do you want to come with?”
“Oh my god, he’s practically rolling out the red carpet! Say yes!”
“You live somewhere?” she asked instead. “Aw, has Hope settled down? Domesticated?”
Rolling his eyes, he turned and with nothing else to do, Sofia followed. “Wait, don’t walk so fast! Where are you going?”
“To look for Misery one last time. Then I’m leaving. I’ll take you back with me if you want. We have a house. We, being me, Death, Betrayal, Truth, Pain, Persuasion, and Misery too, as soon as I find him.”
“Holy shit! Why are you all in one place? Wait a second…” She paused, really laying it on thick. “Did you break Pandora’s curse?”
Hope grinned at that, turning to flash her an arched brow. “Sure did. You coming or not?”
“Okay fine. You could say I’m… curious. I’m making one last circle though, to find Wrath. Meet back here in fifteen?”
“Deal.”
As they parted ways, Curious couldn’t help but speak up. “Well… that was fucking easy.”
Sofia couldn’t help but agree… and only hoped that finding Wrath would be easy too.





MISERY
T  he next afternoon, Misery stared down at his phone, flicking through the recent text messages. It was a miracle the thing hadn’t died yet, but he had kept it turned off for the most part. Once the guys had informed him Daria was safe and sound, he’d turned his phone off, refusing to face the temptation he had to call them. To check in, and find out what happened.
The conversation with Wrath echoed in his head from the night before, and while Misery wasn’t sure he was ready for a phone call, he could at least check the multitude of messages he was sure awaited him.
And it turned out he was right.
Texts from each of the guys, and several from Daria, as well as missed calls and voicemails lit up the screen.
The texts were basic, but Misery read the concern between the lines. Truth was upset, that much he could tell from the many curse words he’d typed out. Death threatened his life multiple times, and if it were possible, he would have laughed. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he propped one elbow on his knee and rested his head on his palm while he scrolled through the numerous messages. Hope was confused, which was appropriate.
The only one he didn’t have messages from? Betrayal, and Misery felt a moment of puzzlement over that, but pushed it to the side to return to Daria’s.
Daria’s were… odd.
In her messages, she never asked where he was, or when he was coming back. But she left small updates. Out of context, they might seem odd, but Misery saw them for exactly what they were supposed to be. Teases. Letting him know what he was missing out on in the hope that it would convince him to return home.
And right then, he wished he could say he wanted nothing more. But it would have been a lie. Frustrated, he tossed the phone on the bed beside him, and buried his face in his hands, into his hair, tugging at the strands.
Fuck.
Misery knew he was in trouble, because returning home wasn’t the first thing on his mind when he woke up.
It was finding the next release.
And he hated himself for that. But that was why he was here, to find a way to release it, to find a way to control it—safely. And Wrath would help with that. How they’d found each other had been complete coincidence. Ironic, another demon was exactly what he’d needed to help save himself.
At first, Misery had left because his inner demons were too much—too loud, and he couldn’t even tell what was real from what was in his head.
But then, once he’d calmed himself down by walking, the cold night air had provided a balm to slow himself down, making him think clearly.
Then he’d begun to think, really think. Why would Pain have moved to Maleston? Why would Chaos have left Persy with them?
Something was coming, and Misery wanted to be prepared. First, get his shit together… second, protect Daria by getting them ready.
For what? He had no idea but—
His thoughts halted completely as a pop of gold lit up the room, and then faded to leave a single figure standing before him. A familiar one.
Misery groaned and laid back on the bed, throwing an arm over his eyes.
“I am not in the mood for riddles, Chaos. Go away,” Misery said.
No answer was given, so he peeked beneath his arm to see Chaos standing with his hands on his hips, glaring down at him.
“What do you want?” Misery asked.
“Nope. I’ll ask the questions. What are you doing?”
“Doing? Before you arrived, I was checking my phone messages,” Misery retorted quite literally, holding up his phone as if to prove it.
Rolling his eyes, Chaos stepped closer and frowned down at him. “You know exactly what I meant and that wasn’t it. Why are you here?”
“Following your lead,” Misery answered as if that explained all. When Chaos only arched an eyebrow, he continued, “You brought us Persy. Then Pain shows up? It can’t be a coincidence, so I’m following your lead. Finding more demons.”
“But that’s not all,” he accused. “You need to get ahold of yourself. Because if you hurt Daria… I haven’t been a good father out of ignorance, but now that I know she’s mine, I will protect her to the best of my ability.”
“Real good job you did with that. She was kidnapped,” Misery growled through gritted teeth.
Chaos glared, his brows drawn low, but answered Misery with a pointed finger. “I did what I could to help that. What did you do? You ran. So don’t point fingers at me!”
As if he realized he was the one pointing fingers, he dropped his hand and tucked both of them behind his back, the perfect picture image of poised and posh. Blue suit, light pink button up, messy hair. He was… chaos, wrapped up in a pretty package.
“Don’t hurt her,” he warned with another stern look. “And be careful exactly who you trust.” Then he disappeared just as Wrath threw the door open.
Misery blinked, trying to act normal. No need for Wrath to know the King
of Chaos had just been in his guest room.
“Ready to go?”
Read: Ready to let loose?
And Misery forgot everything else.
    
DARIA
Daria sent off another text to Misery, hoping the simple updates would convince him to return home. He wasn’t missing much, to be honest, but nothing was the same without him.
She and the others were gathered in the living room, and she glanced around as she slid her phone into her back pocket. Even with the two newer housemates, without Misery and Hope, it was empty.
Part of that was soon to be remedied—and was the reason they were all gathered in the living room. Hope was coming home, but not with Misery. No, he’d found another demon.
Guess I’m running a halfway house for demons. Just what I’ve always wanted my dream home to be!
But even as the sarcasm rang through her head, she couldn’t wait to see Hope. With so many people in one home, she wouldn’t have thought she’d even notice his absence too much. But it was the opposite.
Each demon within the house was like their own beacon of light—or darkness, depending on how you looked at it—and with just one of them gone it was so much dimmer without them there.
Daria feared what it would look like if for some reason, all of them were gone. Her heart hurt just at the thought.
The jangle of keys in the back door caught her attention, and she turned her head, heart frozen, gaze glued to the kitchen entrance. The anticipation in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife, and she eyed the small family around her. Even Pain and Persy were settling in, and she couldn’t imagine their home without them.
And as Hope walked through the door and a breath of relief escaped her, she found herself crossing the room before she even knew what she was doing. Then her arms were around him and he released a huff of surprise, before his arms wrapped around her too.
“You’re back!” Safe, she added in her head.
“Of course. Did you doubt me?” he replied, his deep voiced teasing her.
It was only when she pulled back to grin up at him that she recognized the silence in the room. Cheeks flushing, she stepped back and cleared her throat, then answered his question. “Would you be mad if I said yes?”
Hope just shook his head, and movement over his shoulder caught her eye. Peeking around his arm, her eyes widened at the woman waiting in the doorway. Her hands were clasped tightly before her, eyes wide, and she swallowed hard before meeting Daria’s gaze.
Her eyes were bright green, her hair dark, but that didn’t tell Daria a whole lot about her.
Deciding not to interrogate the girl right off the bat, she waved both of them forward. “Well, get in here. We want to know all about the trip.” And the new girl, she added in her head.
The girl seemed unsure of herself, but Daria waved her forward too, offering a kind smile and hoping to set her at ease. Though, really, with Curiosity in her house now, Daria wondered exactly who should be the worried one.
    
TRUTH
When Hope walked through the door, Truth would be the first to admit he breathed a sigh of relief. Relief which quickly faded once he saw the guest he’d brought home with them. From the group text, they’d all known a new housemate would be arriving, but Truth wasn’t quite sure how he felt about it.
On one hand? More manpower should they need it. But it was still a stranger, someone he didn’t trust yet, sleeping and living alongside the people he cared for. This introduction was the most important, because it was up to Truth to discern whether they were trustworthy or not. It meant he had to ask the right questions, while leaving his inner demon open to tell the lies from the truth.
The door had barely closed behind them, shutting out a slice of evening light, before Daria launched herself across the room at Hope. As Truth’s lip twitched in a smile, he thought it seemed like he wouldn’t be the first to admit he was relieved to see his friend.
Then she released him, a blush on her cheeks, and Hope went around the room to hug and clap hands with his friends, a warm welcome if one was ever received. Daria fawned over the new girl, a brunette who trailed in quietly. Her eyes were wide, taking in the murmured conversations and exchanges of Hope with the other demons. As if she could feel him staring, her gaze darted to his and stuck.
Something seemed awfully familiar about her—what demon was she again?
“So, who are you?” Truth asked, and made sure to pair his quiet question with a kind smile.
“I’m Curious,” she said simply, green eyes blinking up at him, and the light bulb clicked.
“Oh!” he said, and then paused, making sure his inner filter kicked on. The last time he assumed something, Persy had given him a piece of her mind, but, well, he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t thrown off that Curious was a dude the last time he’d seen him. How he managed to reform into a woman… that was a different story.
“Welcome to the demon halfway house,” he said instead.
“Hey!” Daria called from the kitchen. “We are not naming this place a demon halfway house.” Then she continued to grumble, but he didn’t quite hear what she said.
Truth motioned for Curious to follow, and he spoke over his shoulder as he walked. “So, what has Curious been up to all these years?”
As they sat around the breakfast bar, Daria plopped a cup of coffee in front of the new demon. Coffee was like currency around the house. If you wanted something? As long as you brought a cup of coffee to go with the request, chances were you would receive whatever you wanted.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Curious replied to his question after she took her first sip of coffee, and grinned at Daria. “This is delicious. What creamer did you use?”
Truth shook his head at the smartass response. Curious had always been known for his—her—asshole sense of humor. As Curious and Daria talked about flavoring their coffee, Truth reached for a piece of butterscotch candy on the decorative dish Daria had put out for him, and she sent a soft smile his way.
He returned it, and waited until Hope called Daria away. The demon must have read his mind. As soon as she was gone, Truth turned to Curious.
“Okay, this normally wouldn’t be any of my business, but since you’ll be staying with us, I need to know… when did you become a woman?”
In the very beginning, when Phoebe was their mentor and all the demons were free, Curious had been a man. Did he reform as a woman when the jar was broken? Or had something happened since then?
After taking another sip of coffee, she placed her mug on the countertop and turned to him. “I would have been disappointed if you didn’t ask.” She smirked at him, before a darker look came into her eyes. “Pandora got a hold of me a while back—but now I’m… free.”
“And your appearance?”
She shrugged. “I came out this way.”
Truth thought that over for a moment, sensing the truth in her words… but what was Pandora up to? “Is Pandora after all the demons?”
Her brows furrowed low as she stared down into her mug, but then she shrugged. “I don’t know her end game, but it seems to be her goal. She was using me to get to Wrath, and now that I’m free, I just need him to know that I’m okay.”
Truth studied her, from the dark, pin-straight hair, to the green eyes, and the open expression in her gaze. But underneath all that was a pain, and confusion so twisted up he didn’t know how she was sitting there so calmly.
“Do you mean anyone in this house harm?”
There was no pause as she met his gaze head-on and said, “The last thing I want is to hurt someone here. I just want to find Wrath, but I’m thankful Hope brought me here.”
“Last thing. Are you working with or for Pandora?”
What Betrayal had done still haunted Truth—still niggled at the back of his head like an itch. He refused to let it happen again.
“I’m glad to be as far away from her as possible. I don’t work with or for her.”
No bells, flashing lights, or red flags went up, so as the candy broke apart between his molars, he nodded.
“Welcome home, Curiosity.”
It took her a second to process his words, but when she did, a slow smile curled her lips, and Truth settled back in his chair, promising to himself that he’d keep a close eye on her.
They were demons—they had enough problems on their own, and didn’t need a stranger causing more.
    
SOFIA
With a brittle smile and barely contained nerves, Sofia clenched the warm coffee mug between her hands. Truth was before her, studying her while his jaw worked over whatever he was chewing on, so it was pertinent she chose her words carefully. One slip, and he’d know. Then… she’d never find Wrath.
“Stop freaking out,” the real Curiosity told her. “It will all be okay. I’ll tell you what to say, and it’ll go smoothly. Then we can work on finding Wrath.”
Trying to push the nerves away and listen to her companion, she took a sip of the coffee Daria had sweetened perfectly. Then she spun on her stool to study the others in the room.
The demons corralled Daria in the middle of the living room, and were discussing something that made her brows dip. Sofia tried to remember all the names, but she didn’t need to. Curious supplied them for her.
Pain, Persuasion, Hope, Death, Truth, and Betrayal. They were all so different, and Betrayal was rather scary looking, but Daria didn’t seem to mind. In fact, whatever Betrayal had murmured her way made her head jerk around in his direction, sending a glare. But Sofia watched the corner of her lip twitch and knew it was nothing serious.
Actually… the way she treated them all was as if she was rather… fond of them. Though Persy and Pain were clearly in a different category, all on their own.
The way Daria had launched herself at the Hope demon when they’d arrived reminded Sofia of herself with Wrath. Her heart clenched as she watched the easy way Daria smiled at everyone in the room.
She studied the rest of the room, noticing the decor, and… shit. Even the mug in her hand was cute. It had a fox on it, and read, “Where’s my foxing coffee?”
This is a home.
The revelation almost made her bolt from her chair and run out the nearest door. Sofia, while she had good intentions, was connected to a dangerous person, and it would only be a matter of time before Pandora came around.
“Curious… you have to promise me something,” she pleaded to herself.
There was a slight pause as she studied her coffee, trying to act like nothing was wrong, when suddenly everything felt wrong.
“What is it, Sofia?” His tone was gentler than usual, and she swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat, washing it down with coffee.
“We cannot hurt the people here. We find Wrath, and we get out.”
“I hate to break it to you, doll, but we might not have control over it.”
And the thing that made Sofia hate herself just then, was that he was right.





MISERY
“T  his is fucking lame,” Misery complained to his… mentor, friend, whatever.
“Why? Why is it lame, huh?”
Misery really thought about the best way to answer his question, as they sat in the almost abandoned lot of the drive-in. The place was dead, the movie sounding through the radio and the screen awfully bright where it shone in through the windshield. It was chilly outside, but Misery was breaking out in a sweat, trying to keep his misery locked down tight.
Why would he bring me here on a dead night? “Because there’s no one here to fucking take the misery I need to let out,” he criticized, finally answering.
Wrath turned in his seat, facing Misery with a stern look. “And that’s exactly why we’re here. You used the word need, man. We can’t let your misery rule you. You’ve got to rule it. So, practicing here, right now—just releasing a tiny bit at a time, will help you get a better hold on it.”
Crossing his arms and settling back into the seat, Misery closed his eyes against the bright screen they were parked in front of. “Fine,” he grumbled.
He was pissed. This was useless—what good was releasing a tiny bit at a time? That didn’t give him any fucking clarity at all. Instead, it was like it stirred him up, made his misery irritated, impatient. It buzzed through him like a swarm of bees—if those bees were pitch-black and pissed off.
Focus, he told himself.
“Okay. Okay fine. I trust you. Let’s do this,” Misery conceded, placing his palms on his knees and leaning forward.
When Wrath didn’t say anything, Misery glanced at him only to find an odd expression on his face. Almost… regret? But then he shook his head and it was gone, to the point Misery figured he probably imagined it.
“Okay, so… with wrath, it’s like a… almost a sludge inside of me,” he said, bumping his fist into his chest. “But the best way to describe it is like one of those horrible B-movie films with terrible special effects. So the sludge is… I can separate it like marbles. And so I pluck one off, and I toss it at whoever I can.”
“That’s… pretty fucking accurate,” Misery mused, brows low as he pictured his own misery.
“So, do it,” Wrath instructed, and Misery rolled his eyes.
“Thanks for the specific instruction,” he replied dryly.
With a deep breath, Misery did his best to focus on his own black sludge. It held all the sadness, hatred, and darkness that vibrated within him, bouncing around inside until he wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t. It was just so fucking much, a never-ending struggle. Gritting his teeth against the onslaught, he tried to focus, slow down, and with a deep breath, he latched on to a piece of himself—and he hated that it even was himself.
He was misery—and everything that accompanied such a thing.
“Fucking hell,” he gritted out, and then blinked his eyes open, the movie reaching its dramatic and heart-wrenching climax just as he plucked a piece of misery out. It was too eager to go, the rest of himself vibrating with the need to get out, and he willed it into the car next to theirs, where the girl was dabbing at her eyes.
He felt no better once it was done. In fact, the rest of the misery inside him rushed to fill the space that was vacated by that small piece. His hand shook with the need to let it all go, but he clenched his teeth and twisted his head to the side to look at Wrath.
“Didn’t help,” he rasped out. “Made it worse.”
“But it’s a step forward,” Wrath argued, and Misery wanted to deck him just then.
When the rumble of the car starting up hit his ears and Wrath threw the car into reverse, Misery sent him a panicked look.
“Where are we going?”
“Home. That’s all for tonight. You’ve got to learn to only let out a little bit at once, or else it’s just going to get worse.”
It already is worse, he wanted to cry out. Instead he gritted his teeth, trying to ignore the need that bubbled inside, filling him up until he wanted to shout. He dug his nails into his pant leg, the pinch was what he needed to give him a bit of clarity, and he laid his head back against the seat.
Wrath had such solid control over his own ailment, so Misery knew it was best to listen to the experienced one.
Two weeks. It had taken two weeks to get to this point, and all he found was pain. Like his entire body was revolting at the thought of not releasing all that was within him.
Fuck.
He blinked against the lights passing them by as they made their way back into the city, and Misery thought about the one thing that brought him a modicum of peace.
Daria.
Her bright blue eyes floated through his head, and he focused on them, on her. The way she would smile, or tilt her head in confusion, her hair sliding over her shoulder as she did so.
Or… fuck, the way she’d looked underneath him, her cheeks flushed the sweetest shade of pink and her dark hair spread out on the pillows beneath her. All her pale flesh on display, the way her lips gave underneath his, and her nails leaving marks on his skin…
She was why he was doing this. And all the pain would be worth it if he could just get back to her.
The car door sounded and he blinked his eyes open to find Wrath gone, but then his own door came open, and Misery realized they were back at his place.
“Come on, man. Let’s go. Just keep a tight lid on it, and it’ll be fine. I promise,” he soothed, helping Misery out of the car.
His whole body cramped with the way he was locking himself down so tight, so he used the banister by the stairs to help him into the single floor house Wrath was renting. The other arm was gripped firmly in Wrath’s hand, helping him balance as they moved through the living room.
He stumbled right next to the couch, that damned rug getting in his way, and he caught himself on the back of the couch.
“I’m good!” he called out, and Wrath halted behind him. “I’ve got it.” Then, carefully, he made his way to his room.
Collapsing on the bed, he curled up in the fetal position, and cursed.
“This fucking sucks,” he said to absolutely no one.
With another deep breath, he winced, trying to think of anything but the agony that rocked him, the violent swirl of pain inside that demanded to be let loose.
But he couldn’t, he knew that.
But knowing it and feeling it were two very different things. And the thing he feared most was not being able to handle it.
    
WRATH
I trust you.
As Misery’s words echoed in his head, he clenched his fists at his sides and let the self-hatred within fester and flame.
The vulnerability Misery trusted him with, the desperation that lurked in his dark eyes as he tried his fucking hardest to get his shit under control in order to get back to his girl…
Wrath could relate to that, he lived that every fucking day. And it made him hate himself even more.
At the beginning of this… this fucking mission he was sent on, he swore he’d do anything to keep Sofia safe. Anything. And he still would, but it fucking hurt. He cursed Pandora for holding Sofia’s safety over his head, taking away his choices.
No, that was a lie.
He leaned against the counter, the sharp edge cutting into his palms, and bowed his head, shaking it as if that would help the disgust he felt.
Everyone had a choice—he just didn’t like his choices. Betray Sofia—possibly ending her life if he didn’t follow through with what Pandora wanted, or betray Misery, by finishing this mission and making sure he was useless.
He didn’t understand why Pandora wanted Misery out of commission, but he wasn’t allowed to ask those questions.
What he was doing… it was the lesser of two evils. And that was what he had to tell himself to get through each day. Because if he dwelled on how cruel it was to get his friend addicted to the thing he hated most—he wouldn’t be able to live with himself.
But he had to—for Sofia.
A buzz sounded from somewhere in the room, and Wrath’s shoulders slumped. Dreading whoever it was, he slowly pulled out his phone. However, the screen was dark and there was no notification awaiting him. The buzz sounded again and Wrath turned, searching for the noise. The light from a cell phone caught his attention, peeking out from underneath the back of the couch.
Scooping it off the ground, he read the text preview on the screen and froze.
New housemate. Bet you’ll want to meet her. It looks like Curious is in town.
Holy… fuck.
Wrath ran a hand through his hair as he read the message again, and then again. Through Misery’s phone, a simple text from Daria just changed everything.
Curiosity resided inside Sofia… and if Sofia was with Daria and the others… What the hell was Pandora up to?
Shaking his head, he slid the phone into his back pocket. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that Sofia was free—she wasn’t with Pandora, which meant Pandora couldn’t hurt her.
Hell, Sofia was currently in a house with more protection than even he could offer her. She was with her own damned sister. Did she even know?
His mind reeled—and his feet moved before he even realized what he was doing. Sofia was safe, he didn’t have to do this anymore. No, he needed to take Misery and get him back to Daria as soon as possible.
“Misery?” he called through the door, tapping his knuckles against the cheap wood. “Misery, we need to leave. It’s time to go home.”
When nothing sounded from inside, Wrath frowned, a queasy feeling taking root in his gut and churning until he thought he’d be sick.
Please no. Fuck, fuck, f—
He pushed the door open. The cheap, white curtains fluttered like ghosts beside the bed, the air from outside making the room ten degrees cooler, the window wide open from where Misery had slipped out.
Misery was gone.
    
MISERY
His breath fogged with each exhale, but the cold didn’t touch him. No, the thing that held his attention—gripped him with boney, bloody fingers, was his misery. It swirled in his mind, in his gut, in his entire body until he couldn’t stand it anymore.
It begged to be let out, and he had no choice but to obey. The black was circling his mind, blocking everything out—the streetlights, the cold, the scrape of his boots over the wet concrete beneath him. So loud—everything was so loud. But it would stop, it promised, as long as he let it out.
His misery wasn’t always like a lover with a soft touch across the back of his neck, a tease promising more if he gave in. After playing with it for weeks, trying to control it under the instruction of Wrath—it was furious. Now the once soft touch had claws, gripping him so tightly and painfully, he wondered if he was leaving a trail of blood behind as he walked down the dark street.
He had no memory of wrenching the window open, of slipping out of Wrath’s home. But he had, and now he had no idea where he was going. The misery was in charge now, and he had no choice but to follow it, to obey and let it take him where it wanted to go.
When they passed the front of a church, circled the building and paused beside a rear entrance, Misery shook himself, the sign with an arrow jolting just enough sense into himself to step back.
“No, no, no. Fuck, no.”
He threaded his fingers through his hair, tugged at the strands, and begged absolutely no one. His cheeks were wet with tears because it wouldn’t stop, and no one could help.
Deep breaths, deep breaths—that’s always what Wrath says.
Walk away, he yelled. But he couldn’t.
Sucking in icy air between his lips, his nostrils burned from the cold and his hands shook, but nothing helped, and the misery latched back on with deadly determination, consuming, unforgiving, and he had no choice.
He snapped.
That dark grip within clutched with claws until his gut cramped and his head hurt, but he straightened.
A tap on his shoulder made him turn, and the small bit of hope he had that someone had found him, that someone could help, died as the stranger pointed to the door.
“Rough night? I know it’s hard, man. But we can help. That’s what AA is for.”
Misery followed him inside.
    
WRATH
“Fuck. Fuck. Please don’t be in here, please,” Wrath chanted, as he paused outside the church, hours later. His search had proved fruitless so far, and he thought it completely appropriate that a fucking cold front had moved in throughout the day.
Misery was gone. Not at the coffee shop, not at the drive-in, not at the local sports bar, or hell, any bar within a five mile radius.
It was terrible of him, but a piece of Wrath hoped Misery was inside this damned church. At least the search would be over, they could leave, finally.
But fuck… the damage he could have done inside… Wrath didn’t want to think about it.
Throwing open the door, Wrath welcomed the burst of warm air that greeted him as he stepped through. Then he followed the signs pointing to what he hoped was a still in progress AA meeting. But the dimmed lights throughout the hallway crushed that hope step by step.
He passed room after room, all empty, until about halfway down, the arrows ended and pointed into the very room he stood just outside of.
And when he peeked inside? Fucking empty.
Wrath cursed, turning on his heel and stomping down the linoleum lined hallway and back out into the cold.
“Fucker,” he muttered, climbing back inside his car. There were only a few more stops he could make before he was completely out of ideas.
His tires squealed as he peeled out of the parking lot, rushing to the next destination, but he didn’t quite make it. Something caught his attention and grabbed on, causing him to slow down and stare out the passenger window.
A brawl had broken out in front of a shitty bar, one that was usually empty this time of the week. Something told him to stop, and he listened to whatever greater being was pointing in that direction.
The muffled sounds of their yells could be heard through the window, and Wrath pulled in the lot, parked, and stopped to overhear.
“James! You’ve been sober for seven months! Why the fuck would you throw that away? Lisa is looking for you!”
James threw a drunken punch at who Wrath could only guess was a relative, from the similar build and features, a brother maybe. From his words and those actions, Wrath knew he’d found who he was looking for, or at least a victim.
Fuck.
The first thing he’d told Misery when they started this, the one truth he’d given him in all of this fucked up shit, was not to mess with AA meetings or sports. That shit was dangerous, and it ruined lives.
It worried him that Misery must not care, if he’d already stepped in and taken them all there.
Wrath stomped across the lot, his anger rising—at Pandora, at Misery, but most of all, at himself. For letting it get this far, for turning his friend into a person who would destroy lives, months and years of progress of innocent people.
When he threw the door to the bar open, he spotted Misery immediately. The dark-haired demon was leaning against the jukebox in the back corner, a smug ass smirk on his face—an expression that looked as foreign as it did cruel. Misery’s dark eyes met his, and Wrath saw nothing of his friend in that gaze and he cursed. Carefully, he approached the demon in the back corner, and stopped just a foot or two away and studied him.
His arms were crossed, head tilted to the side, that smug look on his face—the Misery he knew was gone.
It seemed Wrath had finally done what Pandora had been so adamant about. And now? Now he had to undo it. And fast.
“We need to go,” Wrath said.
Misery just arched a brow. “Why? It’s so… good, here,” he stated, and motioned to the bar.
The bar was mostly empty but for ten or fifteen guys, and Wrath would bet money each of them had been at the AA meeting beforehand.
“What did you do?” Wrath asked, unable to hide the disgust in his voice.
It made Misery frown, but even that familiar expression had something… wrong in it.
“I followed the misery, gave it what it wanted. It’s quiet now,” he answered, and tilted his head back against the wall, a sigh leaving his body, and Wrath suddenly knew why he looked so different.
He was completely lax, not a tense muscle in his body. Such a contrast to the Misery he knew, the one who kept his demon in check, his powers on lockdown.
But Wrath knew it was his fault Misery had turned into this.
Wrath turned and approached the bar, motioning for the bartender to come close. “I’m the AA director for this chapter, and I don’t know what the fuck happened, but I want you to cut them all off, and call every single one of them a cab. It’s on me.” Then he slammed his credit card down, turned, and grabbed Misery by the arm.
He dragged him cursing and stumbling from the bar, until they were outside, the night cold and the mist of rain freezing where it landed against his hands and face.
“What the fuck?” Misery yelled, when Wrath finally released him.
“We’re going home, tonight. To your girl,” Wrath told him, and turned to walk to his car.
Misery didn’t follow, his voice no longer close when he replied, “The hell I am. There’s nothing to release there.”
Which is exactly my fucking point, you dense demon.
Wrath knew he’d put up a fight, so when he advanced, Misery must have read the decision on his face.
“Hey, man, we can talk about it. Let’s just go to your place, and—”
Wrath didn’t even give him time to finish his sentence, just decked him. Right there, with all his might. It only took one hit because, yeah, Wrath knew how to pack a punch and with Misery not expecting it, he couldn’t even begin to block.
He was out, and Wrath was at least kind enough to catch him before he hit the ground. In a fireman’s hold, Wrath threw the demon over his shoulder and plunked him in the backseat of his car.
Satisfied the guy was out, at least for a few minutes, he jumped in the car, made a note to cancel his card in the morning, and sped out of the lot.
He had one destination in mind, and Misery be damned, he was going home.





DARIA
Daria stared at her phone as she sent off her latest text to Misery. The ones she’d sent so far hadn’t received any kind of response, but at least he was reading them. Letting him know he wasn’t forgotten.
Far from it, actually. Misery was in the forefront of her mind, her worry and concern for her sad demon never more than a thought away.
With a sigh, she slid her phone back into her pocket and circled around the drink tower, aiming a smile for whatever patron needed serving next. Thankfully, it was no one but Death.
“You okay?” he asked, as she leaned against the bar.
It was slow for a Tuesday, but even so, the rule of watchdog still stood. One of the guys was to accompany her to work no matter what. Not that she minded so much. It gave her someone to talk to when it was too slow. And… yeah, Daria would admit, all of the demons were awfully nice to look at.
Death looked especially… dashing tonight, in dark jeans and a button up shirt to match. His long hair was up in a loose bun, sharpening the angles of his face. He looked dangerous… to her libido.
“How do you manage to make your hair look better in a bun than mine does?” she blurted, and immediately flushed when a corner of his lips quirked up.
“Who says I do?” His question was paired with a relaxed sip of his drink, a mix of absinthe and champagne—appropriately named Death in the Afternoon.
“Me. I say you do. And probably every woman in this bar,” she countered, and it seemed she had backup, as Allegra’s approach caught her eye.
“She’s right,” Allegra added as she came up to pass Death another drink. “This is from the cute redhead in the corner.” Then she winked at Daria and went back to her side of the bar.
Daria’s cheeks flamed and she resisted the frown that tried to tug at her lips. Her gaze sought out the cute redhead, and damn—she actually was a cute redhead, and her gaze was glued to the back of Death’s head, as if willing him to turn around and shoot her a panty-melting smile. Which, sure, Daria had to admit Death was really good at those.
But, honestly, could the woman not clearly see that Death was talking to Daria?
Death’s voice broke into her jealous musings—wait. Jealous? No. Not me.
“You know, from the look on your face alone, I would think that woman’s death date just moved up,” he teased.
Daria brought her gaze back to his, mirth dancing in his dark eyes.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She clearly did.
“Sure you don’t,” he placated her, taking another sip of his drink.
But then he turned around and lifted the new drink in the air, nodding his head at the woman. Even from across the bar, Daria could see the cunning calculation light up the redhead’s eyes as she most likely planned the best way to get Death in her bed.
Over my dead body. And then she frowned. Just how many men was she allowed to feel possessive of?
“Too bad she wasted her money. You are getting free drinks, after all,” Daria reminded him.
A single brow arched as he sat his drink down on the napkin, placing it perfectly in the center before turning the glass with his fingers perched over the top. When he was finished, the diamond shape of the square pointed between the two of them.
“Money isn’t the only thing she wasted. Because the only person I’m interested in going home with tonight is you.”
And not just because we’re housemates, she read in his eyes.
Her cheeks flushed and she cleared her throat before looking away.
“Well, alright then,” she murmured. “Uhm… oh, look. I’ll be right back.”
She scampered down the bar, intercepting the patron who’d walked up before Allegra could even glance in his direction.
“Hi there, what can I get for you?”
As he ordered, Daria could sense Death’s stare like a physical presence, and if she wasn’t such a chicken, she’d glance over and read his expression.
Instead, she nodded politely to the customer and made his drink, her ears and face turning redder the longer she felt a certain demon’s stare linger. When the customer was gone, after leaving a decent tip, Allegra tugged on her hand and pulled her to the side before she could turn back to Death.
“It’s so slow tonight, there’s no use in both of us being here. I would volunteer to go myself, but I’m the one with the keys, so why don’t you take off early?”
“Really? You wanna shut this place down by yourself?” Sure, the bar wasn’t huge, but it was still a pain in the ass to take care of.
“Yeah, Dave is here… somewhere, and he can help. He needs some time away from that computer screen anyway.” Allegra winked and motioned to Death. “Besides, Dante, another one of your mysterious roommates, should probably get home before he has too many drinks.”
Daria rolled her eyes and shoved Allegra in the shoulder lightly. “He’s not mysterious, he’s just a friend.”
Allegra threw a skeptical look in her direction. “Uh-huh, sure he is. How is it your mom’s friends just happened to have the hottest sons in all of Maleston, and they all decided to be your roommates, huh?” The tone she used told Daria she clearly wasn’t expecting an answer, and just wanted to lay out how absolutely lame Daria’s cover story sounded.
Now her cheeks flushed for a totally different reason, and Daria brushed a stray curl out of her face. “Okay fine, I know that doesn’t make any sense, and I promise I’ll fess up… eventually.” Maybe.
The guys still weren’t on board with revealing her secrets to her coworker, and she needed all of their approval before she went forward with it.
“I’ll hold you to that. Now get out of here.”
“Yes, boss lady,” Daria teased, and untied her apron in the back. She motioned to Death that she would be back in a moment, and slipped out the side door to grab her bag and jacket from the locker, and hang her apron up.
When she came back out front, Death was waiting by the partition, and lifted it for her.
“Thanks. Ready to get out of here? Allegra is going to close up with Dave tonight.”
“Definitely.”
He motioned her forward with one hand before falling in step beside her, intimately placing his hand on her lower back. The warmth from his palm, even through her jacket, was almost enough to have her steps faltering. She was aware of every synchronized step they took together. It was just reaching past midnight by the time they got in the car, and Daria had no idea what was different, but there was… a tension in the vehicle.
Trying to ignore it, Daria leaned back in the passenger seat and closed her eyes, intent to relax for the rest of her night.
That was, until Death spoke and ruined any figment of relaxed that she knew of.
“Just a friend, huh?” he questioned, his voice low and velvety in the silence of the car as the passing streetlights and storefronts lit the way.
Her head jerked in his direction and she laughed, but it came out more like a strangling sound. “Oh, you heard that, huh?”
“Mm… more like read your lips, but yeah.”
“You can read lips?” she asked, surprised. What other talents did Death have?
“When I want to.” He shrugged and flicked on the turn signal as they slowed down.
“And you just happened to want to read mine?”
“After discovering you were jealous of the redhead? Of course.”
Shameless. That’s exactly what Death was in that moment, and she rolled her eyes, choosing to ignore that admission. “Back to your question—I can’t exactly tell my coworker who you all are, and roommates seem to be the safest option.”
“Friendly roommates,” he corrected.
“Well, yeah,” she hedged, wondering where he was going with this.
“Does your coworker know you’re more than friendly with a few of us?”
Now her cheeks flushed again, and Daria was getting kind of tired of how easily all the demons affected her.
“Nope, didn’t think so,” he continued before she could find the courage to answer. “Just so we’re both on the same page, just friends only exists in the realm of the story you spun for Allegra. Just friends has no room here.”
Her mouth fell open as he directed the car into the driveway, at a loss for words. She opened and closed her mouth a few times, unable to voice any of the chaotically racing thoughts in her mind.
Misery, Betrayal, Truth…and shit, now Death?
Sure, they had all shared their mentor… Phoebe. Was that the kind of thing they were looking to have with her? Sharing? At this point, the thought had crossed her mind a few times, but she was still waiting on Misery…
Oh, who was she kidding? She was scared shitless. She’d lived through a failed engagement with one man. The thought of dating five at one time?
Death turned to her after shutting the car off, interrupting her thoughts, the lights through the windows of the house were barely enough to cast shadows over his face.
“I’m not asking for anything right this moment… but when you’re ready… so am I.”
Her pulse pounded in her throat and she was still speechless. Then Death reached out a hand to brush a curl behind her ear and yes, Death took her breath away. “And for the record, I think your hair looks great pulled up. It’ll be that much more fun to take down.”
Death just winked at me, she thought to herself, as he slid from the car smooth as silk.
With a shake of her head, she pulled the handle and removed herself from the car, her mind still wrapping itself around the news Death had just shared. A thing that probably shouldn’t have been news... because really, what had she expected? To live with them day in and day out and not develop feelings for them? Nonsense.
Death held the door open for her as they went inside and she sent him a smile in return before cursing herself.
Shit. What if she was leading them on? Daria wasn’t one-hundred-percent certain she could handle dating five men at once, demons or no. So was she supposed to treat them differently? Distance herself? Be less… friendly?
That thought made her stomach turn. They’d been through too much for her to suddenly act like a stranger.
Just go with the flow. Go with what feels right.
Pushing her thoughts away, as overwhelming as they were, she greeted the guys as they walked in—and Curious. She was seated on the couch, staring off into space instead of watching Betrayal flip through the TV channels. Hope had a book in his hand and was completely oblivious to everyone else as he flipped to the next page. That just left—yep, Truth was in the kitchen either making a decadent midnight snack, or a very late dinner.
“You’re home early,” Truth called out from the kitchen.
She crossed the living room and shot Hope and Betrayal a grin as she made her way to the kitchen.
“Yeah, Allegra said since it was so slow I might as well come home. And what are you making?”
“A pie. I’m trying a new recipe I found.”
Daria arched a brow at that. She’d always found pies to be rather... complicated. Her truth demon was shaping up to be quite the pastry connoisseur.
There you go again… laying claim.
Ignoring herself, Daria aimed a thumb over her shoulder. “I’m gonna go change out of my work clothes, and when I get back, I want to learn how to bake a pie too.”
“Yes, let the master teach you,” Truth teased, and she couldn’t help but smile as she turned to make her way upstairs. The steps still creaked under each movement, but she had grown used to it. The sound meant home.
A home that was empty without Misery.
Shaking the solemn thought off, she pulled out her phone to check her recent messages, even though she knew they’d be silent. Misery never responded, only read. As she pulled up their recents, Daria noticed her most recent message about Curious hadn’t been read yet.
Groaning, she tossed her phone on the bed and tried not to read too much into it. Misery was fine. If he was in trouble, or hurt, he’d reach out. The fact he was reading the messages at all gave her a little bit of comfort, helped her feel connected to him in at least that small way.
Daria quickly changed and let out a happy sigh as her bare feet hit the cold hardwood. Taking her shoes off and letting her hair down competed for the best feeling at the end of the day, no matter how long or short. Grabbing her phone and sliding it into the pocket of her comfy yoga pants, she made her way downstairs, braiding her hair as she went.
“Alright, what are we doing?” she asked Truth as she paused by the bar. She noticed the TV had been turned down and wondered if Betrayal was listening in. Catching Truth’s gaze, she pointed to the living room and made a pouty face.
His eyes narrowed a touch, knowing exactly what she was asking, before he rolled his eyes and nodded.
“Hey, Betrayal, do you wanna bake?” she called out, and bit her lip while waiting.
A noncommittal noise came from the living room, but then footsteps sounded and she silently cheered.
“It depends,” he said, crossing his arms as he entered the living room. “What are you making?”
Momentarily distracted by the way the dark green shirt stretched across his biceps, Daria didn’t answer, or even hear his question. So Truth answered for her.
“We’re making apple pie. Luckily for you, I made the crust earlier.”
Daria’s eyes widened at that. He made homemade crust? Usually, Daria just grabbed the cheapest brand from the biscuit section of the grocer and called it a day.
“Alright then, Betty Crocker, tell us what to do.”
“Us? No, I’m just here to watch,” Betrayal corrected.
“I’m going to roll the crust out, so if you wouldn’t care…” As he trailed off, his gaze mimicked the decision he seemed to be making, volleying between the two of them. “Daria, I’ve already peeled and cored the apples, if you would just slice them up. Then Betrayal, I’m going to have you start the rest of the mix.”
Betrayal narrowed his eyes at that, his request to observe clearly ignored. But with nothing more than a grumble, he stalked over to the saucepan Truth had already set up, and Daria did nothing to hide her grin.
    
TRUTH
Truth showed Daria how thick to slice each apple, and left her to it. She sliced fruit at work so he figured it was a simple job for her. However… Betrayal with a knife? No thanks.
The complicated part was getting the mix just right. So Truth stepped over to Betrayal, trying to keep an open mind around the demon.
Deep… deep inside, Truth knew Daria wanted them all to get along, but Truth was a little possessive of his—their—kitchen, and having Betrayal stomp around all uncoordinated made Truth wince. At least there was plenty of space for the three of them. Daria and her apples were situated on the counter space beside the sink before two windows showing nothing but the darkness, their own images reflecting in the glass from the bright light of the kitchen. There were a couple more feet of counter space to her left, ending with the double ovens. Behind her was the island, which had plenty of space for meal prep, and doubled as a breakfast bar for three with the back of it raised up. To her right, continued the rest of the counters and cabinets, ending with the cooktop that honestly, was right out of Truth’s dreams. As much as he loved sweets, making them was even better.
When he stopped beside the saucepan, Betrayal had picked up Truth’s phone and was already reading the recipe for the mix.
Off to a good start, at least.
“Okay, so it won’t take Daria long to do the apples, so I think we can go ahead and start on this.” Truth had already set out the ingredients, so he pointed to each one as he called them out. “Grab everything but the lemon, and we’re gonna measure it out and combine it in the pan.”
“I can follow instructions,” Betrayal grumbled, and Truth stepped back and raised his hands in surrender. “Fine, have at it. I’ll go back to my crust.”
It was pretty self-explanatory, especially with the instructions on his phone, so it only peeved Truth a little to step away and leave him to it. Peeking over Daria’s shoulder as he made his way back to the island, he saw she’d already decimated an apple and was working on the second.
That just left his dough. It was just getting to the point where it was malleable enough to roll it out, so he began with that. It was always a tedious process, making sure not to rush and adding plenty of flour along the way so it didn’t stick. Yeah, it ended up messy, but the best things in life were.
He chuckled to himself at his own joke, and focused on his task at hand. As he worked the rolling pin over the dough, he heard Betrayal and Daria start to collaborate on joining the apples and the lemon juice mixture into the pot with the spiced sauce.
Perfect timing, he thought. This was going a lot smoother than he thought it would. The smell of cinnamon and apple filtered through the air, and even had Hope drifting into the kitchen to watch and salivate over the homey scents.
Under his watchful gaze, Truth finished laying the crust over the pie pan, and just in time. The filling was ready. Betrayal brought the pot closer and Truth stepped to the side, letting Daria in between them to watch. And Truth might have leaned in to watch a little too closely, making sure Daria knew he was there, and even with the heavy scent of cinnamon in the air, the citrus of her shampoo reached him.
“Careful!” Daria yipped when Betrayal tipped the pan over into the pie crust, the filling pouring out far too fast and splashing as it plopped slice by slice into the pan.
“Don’t freak out, it’s fine, see?” Betrayal mumbled, but the slightest shade of red tinged his cheeks, and Truth had to stop himself from laughing. Hope, however, had no qualms about sharing his amusement and the deep, low chuckle that came from him distracted Daria, her head turning toward him slightly.
Betrayal was so out of his element, but Truth had to give him credit for owning it.
“Now for the fun part,” he announced, and slid the pan into the fridge to cool before clapping his hands together. A small dusting of flour burst into the air at the action, and Daria laughed, the sound making his stomach flip.
“Double crust. We want it to look nice, right?” he asked, and Daria beamed at him before she turned to share her excitement with Betrayal. As she did, she seemed to blink, and Truth would have paid good fucking money to know what thought just ran through her head.
“What’s the point? We’re just gonna eat it,” Betrayal muttered, and Daria slapped a hand against his bicep.
“The point is that we’ll get to appreciate all of our hard work, and not just because I’m sure it tastes great.”
“It does smell pretty good in here,” Hope added, and Daria turned that grin on him. It was like a weapon and she had no earthly idea what it did to them.
“It’s kinda hard to mess up apple pie.” Truth rolled his eyes, and then cleared his throat when he saw the warning in Daria’s gaze. “Okay then, so. Decorating. We can make it look however we want because I made plenty of crust. Do you wanna try braiding, or what?”
“Oh I’ve seen those! They always turn out so pretty. Let’s do that.” Daria bumped her elbow into Betrayal’s side, and he harrumphed before nodding.
“Fine. Let’s… braid. Pie crust.” His eyes narrowed as if he couldn’t believe what had just come out of his mouth.
“Do you even know how to braid?” Truth teased.
“Hell no. But she does,” he pointed out, and flicked Daria’s braid over her shoulder.
Her cheeks flushed the tiniest bit, and dammit—Daria was so damned pretty.
Misery needed to get home, and fast, because Truth wanted nothing more than to kiss her again. But she’d set a boundary and he’d be damned if he’d cross it or dare make her uncomfortable.
Truth let himself study her for a moment longer, the dark wisps of hair around her face, her skintight yoga pants that honestly should have been outlawed, and even though the shirt she wore was baggy, it did nothing to hide the curves he knew were underneath. Betrayal snapped his fingers and Truth pulled himself out of his reverie, and ran a hand through his hair.
Shit. Get it together.
Clearing his throat and totally ignoring the fact he’d zoned out while checking Daria out, he turned to the pie crust awaiting them. “Okay, braiding. First, we need to cut some strips for us to braid. Did you wanna add anything else?”
“Can we do something fancy with the edges of the crust too?”
Truth cocked his head to the side and tried to picture some images he’d looked up of other designs, and nodded. “Yeah, easily. It’s pretty basic,” he explained as he moved around the kitchen. Pulling a drawer open, he got out a pizza cutter, and when he turned he faltered because, yeah, Daria had just been checking out his ass. Her cheeks flushed pink as her gaze flicked away, but he just grinned and stepped back to the counter where the crust was flattened and laid out.
“I’m gonna slice six strips, and then you guys can braid. I’ll work on the edges of the crust.”
He carefully ran the pizza cutter through the dough, creating six even-ish slices of dough.
“Good luck,” he teased Betrayal, who poked an elbow into his side when he went to put the pizza cutter in the sink.
“Don’t make me use this on you,” Truth threatened, and Betrayal scoffed.
“Oh please, that dull blade could barely cut the dough, let alone draw bl—”
“Hey!” Daria said, and even while her voice sounded sharp, her lips were twitching. “Get along.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Truth saluted her with a wink before he pulled the pie out of the fridge. The edges of the pie crust hadn’t been trimmed yet, and he was glad he’d put that off for a bit, because he planned to use it just like Daria suggested.
Grabbing the scissors from the chopping block, he took a seat at the breakfast bar beside Hope and set the pie down. Daria’s blue-eyed gaze darted to his. She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and Truth cursed Misery yet again. Looking away before he did or said something he’d regret, he focused on his pie crust. Using the scissors, he snipped into the edge at an angle, so it made a leaf shape, and then he gently pulled the small slice of dough to the left. When he made another slice, he pulled it to the right, and alternated all the way around the crust.
“Fuck, what happened?” Betrayal growled, and Daria’s bright laugh pulled his attention away.
Betrayal’s braid was a mess, and not because of the flour that decorated the counter.
“Looks like you got your strands crossed…like a long time ago, man,” Truth teased, as he leaned over the counter to look.
In contrast, Daria’s braid was nearly perfect, the flat, thin slices neatly laid over the other and tucked in at the bottom.
“No! Don’t undo it!” she cried when Betrayal went to start over. “It’s great. Leave it.”
Daria is perfect for us, he thought, when she tried to convince Betrayal his braid wasn’t a complete disaster.
And they were all in trouble if Misery didn’t come home.
    
DARIA
As Truth set her braid and Betrayal’s mess of dough over the top of the pie crust, she marveled at the simple but delicate way he’d done up the edges of the crust.
“Hey… have you thought about getting a job yet?” Daria asked, avoiding his gaze in favor of all the flour sprinkled over his shirt. And the muscles underneath.
“Why? Are you sayin’ I’m a bum?” he inquired, with a terribly executed accent as he slid the pie back in the fridge.
“Shut up,” she chastised while smacking his arm. “Maybe you could get a job at a local pastry shop. Learn some things, and get paid for it since you seem to love it so much.”
He paused by the sink where he’d turned on the water to wash his hands. “You know what… that’s actually not the worst idea you’ve ever had.”
Daria shrugged and flicked a lock of hair over her shoulder. “Genius, I know.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” he teased, and Daria marveled at how… easy talking to Truth was. They just fell into a perfect rhythm whenever they were together, effortless. And she didn’t know what it was. Maybe it was the open way he portrayed himself, or the goofy sense of humor. Hell, maybe it was just because he was the first demon she’d met—alongside Misery.
Speaking of, Daria whipped out her phone to snap a picture of the pie, unbaked, but with the cutest looking decorations she’d ever seen. The white light of the fridge highlighted all the imperfections, and that made it even better.
“If anyone needs to get a job, it’s this guy. He goes through like ninety percent of the groceries we buy. And that’s because he buys mostly sweets,” Betrayal joked, and Daria laughed as she glanced down at her phone as they began to bicker. At least it was good-natured, and Daria knew she’d been right to pull Betrayal into the kitchen.
With a wistful smile, she sent the pictures off to Misery, hoping and praying he would get the message—that he was missing out on so much. Daria didn’t know what had sent him running off, but she wanted nothing more than for him to come ho—
A frantic knock on the front door caught everyone’s attention, and the entire house froze. Lowering her phone to the counter, she shared a concerned glance with Truth before the pounding started up again.
Heart in her throat, Daria stared as the guys gathered around her, Betrayal and Death taking the front, Hope behind them, and then Truth glued himself to her side as they pushed Curious behind them. Even Pain and Persy came down from upstairs, on alert and clearly not concerned about the proximity of each other.
It was Death who reached for the doorknob. He turned to give them a nod before he threw the door open, and Daria’s heart stopped beating.
Because right there with a snarl twisting his lips and a curse falling from his mouth—and something darker, unusual, in his gaze—was Misery.





MISERY
C onsciousness came to him slowly, like a rolling fog just thick enough to block out his memory for a moment. When it jolted back into him with the same force of Wrath’s remembered fist, Misery jerked up, glancing around, only to realize he was in the backseat of Wrath’s car.
And Wrath himself was behind the wheel, his honeyed orbs glaring at him in the rearview mirror where Misery met his gaze.
“‘Bout time you woke up. We’re almost there,” he muttered, before focusing back on the road.
It was dark—well into the night if the clock on the dash was correct.
“Where are we going?” he asked, and shifted in the backseat, unsure why he was so uncomfortable. “How hard did you hit me?”
Oh God, what did I do? He moaned as he remembered the AA meeting, all those lost people trying to put their lives back together. He’d ruined that.
“Why? What’s wrong?” At the worry in his voice, Misery glanced up to see Wrath’s brows drawn low, his fists clenched around the steering wheel.
“I don’t know, I just feel weird.”
Rubbing a hand over the center of his chest, Misery tried to dissect what was wrong. His head didn’t really hurt, it was actually the opposite, which was weird for someone who’d had the lights knocked out of them only a while ago.
As Misery stared down at his hand braced on his knee, the other rubbing over his chest, he felt it. Like a movement out of the corner of his eye, the familiar black sludge swept through, and he was powerless to stop it. All he could do was send a pleading look to Wrath, who met his gaze with a tortured expression. “Don’t take me there,” was all he got out before all his inhibitions and worries left him on a wave of darkness until nothing remained but need.
It rushed in, snuffing out everything that made him Misery until nothing was left but misery.
And it wanted out. Having emptied himself out into those pathetic assholes at that AA meeting, he was surprised it wanted release so soon. But it did, and it was desperate.
With a laziness in his bones he’d never felt before, he placed an elbow on the shoulder of each front seat and leaned up to glance at the road. “Can we make a pit stop?”
Wrath’s knuckles whitened where they gripped the steering wheel. “Why?” Wrath gritted out, and Misery just grinned, leaning forward to turn on the radio.
That band was playing, the one from the concert, and he sighed wistfully. “On second thought, can we just follow this band around the country? It was so… good,” Misery murmured, moaning as he remembered emptying himself into the crowd, the lighter than air sensation he’d been left with as the crowd and band absorbed his misery and kept on rocking.
The road thinned and then just as the song ended, they pulled into a driveway. “Oh shit,” Misery cursed as he recognized the house. “You didn’t,” he growled, and jerked away from the front seat, intending to burst from the car and run in the opposite direction. Unfortunately, the fucking door was locked from the inside so he could do little else but wait. The only thing around here were demons, and they were useless to him. He couldn’t feed misery to demons, they couldn’t take it, they weren’t made to.
The cold night air rushed in as Wrath tore the back door open, and Misery didn’t have a chance in hell of slipping past him.
Didn’t stop him from trying.
“No you don’t,” Wrath barked and grabbed him by the back of the neck. “I will knock you out again.”
“Try it,” Misery dared, and jerked himself from Wrath’s hold. But the demon was quicker, and didn’t have a detached part of himself… relieved to be there. So when Wrath grabbed him by the wrist, twisted his arm behind his back and jerked upward, Misery cursed.
A part of himself, the one that was full of emotions and sappy memories, rejoiced at the thought of coming home, but he shoved that part deep. All he wanted was his next release and he wouldn’t fucking find it here.
But Wrath wrenched up on his arm and Misery’s curse choked off as the force of his hold sent pain radiating upward. Then he wrapped an arm around his neck and Wrath barked an order.
“Move,” Wrath growled low by his ear, and not wanting his arm to pop out of its socket, he obeyed. All the while thinking of all the ways he was going to kill this motherfucker for bringing him here.
The automatic porch lights were blinding as Wrath marched him up the stairs and onto the wooden porch. Then he knocked on the door, momentarily removing his hold from around Misery’s throat.
Misery heard the scuffle of movement on the other side of the door, and suddenly, he sensed a well of worry from the occupants inside.
Well, well, well. It seems they’ve missed me.
Wrath knocked one more time, the sound sharp and loud as his knuckles slammed against the wood, and then the door jerked open.
He met the shocked faces of the others with a sneer, zeroing in on the freckled cheeks and blue eyes of the woman Misery had missed so much.
“Honey, I’m home.”
    
DARIA
As Misery’s voice reached her ears, Daria couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing. The same dark hair hung down in the same dark eyes, and he was dressed in the same dark clothes as always. But the cruelty in that gaze, the sneer on his lips, and the harsh tone to his voice was unrecognizable.
She must have made a sound, but she’d be damned if she could remember what, because Truth pulled her backwards, wrapping his arms around her as if to protect her from the person in their doorway. It didn’t even register how intimate the movement was, with one arm wrapped around her chest and the other her stomach.
It just didn’t compute—that was Misery. Misery was… he was hers.
But as that dark gaze, the same one she’d measured to a night sky full of light even in the shadows, zapped between her and Truth, his lips twitched.
“Ohh… I see. Getting close with Truth while I was gone, hmm?”
Those words, and those eyes, dead and dull, didn’t belong to the demon she’d come to care for. Truth’s hold tightened around her, and Daria couldn’t even find the words to form a thought. All she could do was stare, her heart pounding against her chest as her palms began to sweat and her stomach turned over.
What happened to him?
A cry startled her, and she jerked to the side as Curious ran forward. “Wrath!” she shouted, but Betrayal caught her before she could get too close.
The redhead with a death grip on Misery cursed and looked at the group before him.
“Hey, babe.” His voice softened as he greeted her. Then he glanced around at the others. “Well? Someone gonna take this asshole so I can see my girl?”
All of the commotion around her fell to the background, faded out, until the only thing she focused on was Misery. He struggled against their hold as he was passed to Hope and Betrayal, but all Daria could do was stare in disbelief.
Wrath stepped back and moved around all three of them, and Daria was still speechless as she stared at the stranger before her.
“What?” he barked out, and she flinched back against Truth when Misery addressed her. “Miss me?”
Betrayal reached around and slapped a hand over Misery’s mouth, then leaned in to say something too low for Daria to hear. But from the tic in Betrayal’s jaw, it wasn’t anything nice.
Misery’s eyes darkened, if that were possible, before Betrayal cursed and jerked his hand away.
“Asshole just bit me!”
“If you wanna gag me, you’re gonna have to do it properly,” he taunted.
Death stepped forward then, and Daria didn’t think she’d ever seen him so… tense. The muscles under his shirt rolled as he stalked closer, and Daria ached at the sneer on Misery’s face.
Who is he?
Death reached forward and grabbed Misery’s jaw, his fingertips turning white where he held Misery still for him to study. Unable to see Death’s face, Daria could only imagine what he looked like, and thought Misery would be smart if he were afraid just then.
Because even Daria was afraid of this person Misery had turned into. And why? What had happened to make him look at her like she was a stranger? To taunt and sneer and glance over her as if she were nothing?
Death jerked away from him, his hand falling to his side and wiping across his jeans as if he couldn’t even touch him. “Take him to one of the empty rooms. There’s some rope in the garage. I’ll bring it up in a minute. Just get him away from her,” he ordered, clearly meaning Daria, and she opened her mouth to argue, but Truth released her then, settling for gripping her hand in his own, and then tightened his hold. Turning her head, she met his gaze to see a sad truth there, and she nodded but looked away, unable to come to terms with everything just then.
As soon as Betrayal and Hope took away their missing demon, she turned to Wrath, and her heart flipped as she saw the gentle way he caressed Curious’s cheek. That should have been her and Misery, but something was wrong with him and she needed to know why.
“What happened to him?” she demanded, not the least bit sorry when she ruined their moment.
Wrath froze, his shoulders tensing up instantly, and he whispered something to Curious, who only gripped his hand tighter in response.
“No. I’m staying right here,” she argued in a hushed tone.
With a stern look and another whispered conversation, Curious finally nodded, even though her jaw clenched. Then, with a backwards glance and another squeeze of her hand in his, she ventured off to sit in the kitchen.
“I think we should sit down for this,” Wrath suggested, running a hand through the longer strands of red hair.
Daria wanted to argue, but after coming face to face with Misery, she didn’t know if she could handle the story of how he got that way without exploding, or passing the fuck out. Before she could say anything, Death nodded and motioned for Wrath to enter the living room, where he sat in the recliner Hope had been occupying when she’d arrived home hours ago.
Truth and Death framed her as they sat on the couch together, and Daria perched on the very edge, her stomach cramped with nerves and worry and her back stick straight with tension.
“Let me start off by saying, I’m here for her,” he pointed toward the kitchen where Curious was no doubt listening in, “and I’m here to help Misery get better.”
A piece of hope bloomed in her chest, and she leaned forward, her fingers clenching down on the couch cushions on either side of her. “So he can get better? What’s wrong with him?”
“Before we get into that, you need to know who’s behind this,” he hedged, and his tongue flicked out to wet his lips, and Daria recognized it for what it was—nerves.
She went on alert, a red flag waving in the back of her mind, and she grit her teeth together. Whether that was to keep herself from screaming accusations or throwing up, she couldn’t tell.
“Get on with it,” Death demanded, and Daria was thankful that at least one of them was coherent.
Wrath’s gaze met hers, something in his eyes flaring. Maybe sympathy? And with a deep breath, he began to speak.
    
WRATH
“Oh my God. I was baking fucking pie! While you were turning his mind inside out!” Daria screeched, ready to get up and murder him, and Wrath didn’t blame her one bit. He’d taken Misery’s trust, his pain and need, and ground it into dust and then poisoned him with it.
Truth and Death both stopped her with a hand on each arm, and she growled, all while Wrath waited for them to demand he get the fuck out.
“I know,” Wrath murmured, a pleading note in his voice he couldn’t hide. Revulsion spread through him—at himself, his own actions that had led them here. “But you have to know, I never would have done it if not for Pandora.”
Before Daria could leap off the couch and claw his eyes out, he continued, “She was holding Curious over my head, threatening her safety if I didn’t comply.”
Daria crossed her arms, making it clear she was not one to sympathize with his situation, not when one of hers had been harmed. Respect lit him up and he looked at the woman a little differently than how Misery had described her. Sure, she was pretty, and open and accepting of them as demons, but she was also a protector.
“Why would Pandora want you to change Misery?” she asked, pulling his mind back to the conversation at hand.
“I wasn’t allowed to ask those questions. I just obeyed,” he gritted out. He’d been too afraid to ask, worried over Sofia’s safety.
“Okay, fine. Where was Pandora keeping Curious? Does she have even more demons?”
Wrath remembered the first time he’d met Pandora, when he’d been taken from his job one evening, and had woken up someplace unfamiliar. It’d also been the first time he’d met Sofia. “As far as I know, she has a compound or a house somewhere, but I’ve only ever been there once. And before you ask, there’s no way I could find it a second time. I was drugged and blindfolded when I was taken there.”
“Well, aren’t you just a well of information?” Daria bit out.
Wrath shoved his fingers through his hair and huffed out a frustrated sigh. “Listen. I hate what was done to Misery—”
“You mean what you did to him.”
He wanted to scream. “Yes, alright? I hated myself the entire time, and I will never forgive myself for hurting him. But I thought I had no choice, no other options. Until I intercepted your text when he dropped his phone. When I figured out Curious was here, safe with you, I knew we needed to come back right away.”
“How did you know she was safe here?”
Misery’s voice echoed in his ears, of all the times he’d spoken so highly of Daria. “Daria, Misery talked about you all the fucking time. And from what he said, I know there isn’t a safer place for her to be. If you don’t want me around, that’s fine, I’ll go. But please just let her stay here, out of Pandora’s reach.”
Please keep her safe, he begged silently.
“How did you know where we lived?” Death questioned.
Wrath sighed and dug in his back pocket, pulling out the same phone he’d picked up off the floor in his own home. “You shared your location with him, so I followed.”
Now he just hoped they would let Sofia stay.
Wrath didn’t know where he would go, but he would find somewhere in town, somewhere nearby so he could keep an eye on her—just to make sure she was safe. Worrying his lip, his thoughts turned inward, he completely missed the look Death and Daria shared, but her voice brought him back.
“You’re not going anywhere,” she announced, and there was a certain confidence to her suddenly, in the set of her shoulders and the determination in her gaze. “You’re going to help us undo whatever it is you’ve done to Misery. Then we’ll see how we feel.”
The fight seemed to leave him, and Wrath slumped back in the chair, pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes. For a moment, he resisted the urge to leap over the coffee table and hug her. For some reason, he didn’t think that would be well accepted.
“Now, how do we undo what you’ve done?”
After swallowing the sudden lump in his throat, Wrath sat up and braced his palms on his knees. “He’s not going to like it.”
    
“ARE YOU SHITTING ME, Sof? You’re lying to them—to her! Your family. Why would you agree to that?”
Later that night, Wrath was curled around Sofia as they lay in the bedroom provided by Daria and the other demons. Fuck, but it was so good just to hold her again, to be near her. It’d been too long. They faced each other on the bed, on their sides, and Wrath brushed a thumb gently over her cheek, even if the words he’d spoken had been harsh.
Her face flamed at the accusation, before she looked away with guilt obvious in every line of her face. She kept her voice soft as she answered, “I had no choice, okay? I wanted out, and this is the only way she would’ve let me walk away.”
Wrath gulped, sensing nothing but disaster to come from this. Sofia was Pandora’s greatest accomplishment, and greatest manipulation. For that reason alone, Pandora held on to her even tighter, making her a prisoner more than the daughter Sofia believed she was.
“Why couldn’t you just approach them with the truth?”
Now her eyes met his straight on, even with her cheeks still flushed. “He… Curious wanted to know what would happen. And when I first met Hope… the first thing that came out wasn’t even my words.”
Wrath tried to corral the growl that built in his throat. “That curious little fucker. Tell him to leave you the hell alone.”
It was quiet between them for a few seconds, and then she winced. “He says… he says he can’t help it. That if he’s gonna be stuck inside, he’s gonna have fun while he can.”
“No. Don’t let him get to you. We’ll figure a way out of this, all of it. Release the assholes inside of you and then—”
“What Wrath? And then what? You know a happily ever after isn’t in the cards for me. It never has been,” Sofia scoffed. “I’m not stupid. I know Pandora isn’t and has never been my real mother.”
He paused at that, wondering just what she’d been through that had brought her to that realization while they’d been separated. The pain in her eyes made him want to wrap her up and never let her go, to protect her from any danger. “I know this is going to be hard to hear, but listen anyway. You’re just an end game to her. She’s never cared about you, and that’s never been more apparent than now.”
Wrath softened his voice when tears welled in her eyes, and a little piece of his heart broke for her. “She sent you into the proverbial lion’s den.”
“That’s bullshit and you know it. Daria, the others—this is their home, and they’re just looking out for one another. They would never hurt me.”
He wiped a tear away as it tracked out of the corner of her eye and wobbled over the bridge of her nose. “I know that, and you know that. But Pandora didn’t. She doesn’t know how they’ll react if they find out who you are, and that you’ve been lying.”
In response, she shook her head and he sensed the spark of anger light inside her. His wrath perked right up in response.
“If they find out the truth, I can’t imagine Daria would turn her back on her family. She’s too… she’s good,” Sofia whispered, her anger fading away, and his demon settled back down.
“You’re good too, you know,” he soothed. “You just haven’t had a chance to show it. But now we do. We know Pandora is coming, or she will, when she figures out you aren’t falling for her bullshit, and when she realizes I’ve dropped off the grid.”
She nodded and moved closer, tucking herself into his arms and he rested his chin on the top of her head.
“I want to do good by them,” she whispered into his chest.
Wrath thought of Misery, alone in the spare room, tied up. “We will. I have a lot to make up for, and they don’t know it yet, but we can help. I’m so glad I picked up his phone,” he admitted. If he hadn’t, he would have never known that Sofia was safe, that he wasn’t under Pandora’s control anymore. “There’s one thing though.”
She pulled away slightly to stare at him. “What is it?”
“If we want to keep this a secret, you can’t go near Misery. His demon is actively seeking an outlet. He’ll sense that you’re human, and try to use you. Stay away from that room.”
Her complexion paled a bit and she nodded. “Okay, I will. Promise.”
Framing her cheeks with his hands, he pulled her close and placed a kiss on her lips. She took his breath away, and he moved in for more before she suddenly laughed.
“Not the sound I wanted to hear right then,” he muttered drily.
Shaking her head, she lifted a hand and traced the shape of his brow with her dainty fingers. “I’m sorry. It’s hard to… focus, when Curious is yelling in my ear about how gross you are.”
“He’s a lying fucker. I’m irresistible and he knows it,” Wrath scoffed.
The smile that curled her lips made his heart do flips in his chest. “That you are, Wrath, that you are.”
Pulling her close again, he sighed as he stared at the wall over her head. “This is just one, big, chaotic mess. Now we just have to figure out how to work it to our advantage.”





BETRAYAL
Betrayal thought killing Daria had been the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life. But listening to Misery scream and rage behind the closed door, pain and agony in every furious shout, came to a close second.
“The last thing he needs right now is to release everything. We’ve got to start him off with small doses, but I don’t know how. We can’t exactly parade him in town and let him have free rein over all the innocents. Not while the demon is in control,” Wrath explained.
Betrayal thought about that for a moment, the worry creasing Daria’s brow making him want to take her in his arms. Then an idea came to him, and he snapped his fingers. “Maybe if we piss him off enough, he’ll come out,” Betrayal suggested, “then we can convince him to work with us on getting himself better.”
“Well, how the hell are we gonna do that?” Daria pleaded.
Betrayal smirked at them, trying not to let Daria’s frown get to him. “He doesn’t know what I did yet, with Pandora. This will be the first time he’s heard about it. Want to bet he’s going to be absolutely livid?”
“No bets.” Daria crossed her arms and seemed to think about the idea for a moment. “Just… do you really think that will work?” Daria sighed, and Betrayal fought the urge to cross the short distance between them and wrap her in his arms. That wasn’t his privilege… yet. But he planned to get back to that point.
“Absolutely. He’s protective of you, and he’s gonna want to kick my ass.”
When she nodded, he slapped his hands together as if breaking up a pep talk, and winked. “Alright, so we’re agreed? I’m gonna go fess up.”
With Death and Wrath’s go-ahead, he turned on his heel and pulled the door open, only faltering for a millisecond at the sight of his friend tied up.
Misery’s hair was hanging down in his eyes, obscuring most of his expression, but Betrayal could see the tightness around his mouth from the way he was clenching his jaw. When his head slowly raised, ragged breaths panting from between his teeth, it took everything in Betrayal not to flinch, and he wanted to strangle that fucker Wrath. There wasn’t an ounce of Misery in that expression—no, it was dead and dark inside and Betrayal had a moment’s doubt of how they could ever shine light into it, into him, again.
As he shut the door behind him, he refused to meet the gaze of those waiting in the hallway, lest they see how shaken he was.
Then he turned back around and leaned against the door, crossing his arms and propping one foot up against the wood as he forced an expression of cold calculation on his face.
Misery jerked at the ropes tying him to the chair, but with his hands forced down by his sides, he didn’t move much.
“This isn’t a fuckin’ circus. You come in here to talk or you just staring at the show?” Misery growled, the sound more low and deadly than Betrayal had ever heard, and he shook his head.
“Honestly, came to catch you up on some things. See, you’ve been fucking missing for almost three weeks. There’s some shit you need to know.”
“Oh joy. Just print me a newsletter,” he scoffed with a roll of his eyes.
It made Betrayal want to smack the shit out of him, but he kept his composure. It’s not the Misery you know. But if Daria was listening, she would be heartbroken at the coldness in his tone.
Anger and frustration fueling him, Betrayal stalked closer and began circling the demon tied to the chair. “Yeah… they decided it should be me to come in here and… confess, for lack of a better word.”
Nothing. He didn’t seem to care at all, but Betrayal knew that was the demon, knew he had to do or say something that would get a rise out of him.
“You know, you ran off when you couldn’t function because Daria had been taken… abducted outside the bar.”
From behind Misery, Betrayal waited as Misery’s fists tightened where they were strapped down to the arms of the chair, and saw the shadows dance across his cheeks as he gritted his teeth. Got him, he thought, and Betrayal pushed aside the anger with himself, his guilt over what he’d done to Daria.
This was Misery, his friend. And he was also someone Daria cared for, and at the very least, Betrayal wanted to help her be happy, and fixing this clusterfuck was a step toward that.
So he leaned in and gritted out a taunt with as much cruelty as he could muster. “Too bad you’re only just now learning I was the one behind it all.”
Not giving Misery time to digest his words, he steamrolled over any curse that left his mouth, trying to amp him up. “Well,” he continued, “technically it was Pandora’s idea. But I helped reel Daria in. Even let her bodyguard beat the shit out of me.” He rounded the chair and stopped right before Misery, wanting to see his face. “All hoping it would convince Daria to put us back in the jar. Because that’s where we belong, you know. Case in point.” Betrayal waved a hand at Misery, who glared daggers back. But then he shook his head, as if the demon were trying to clear his mind of the one Betrayal was speaking to.
His head dropped down, his long hair hiding his face from view, but when his voice came through clear, if a little weak, Betrayal wanted to shout with joy. “Please—Please tell me she fucking knows.”
“She knows—now,” Betrayal sneered, keeping on. He leaned down, bracing his hands on top of Misery’s wrists, applying pressure as he leaned into him until Misery had no choice but to lean back. The chair squeaked in protest, but Betrayal ignored it, adding extra pressure until he felt Misery’s veins flex under his palms. “Of course, that wasn’t the case when I fucked her on Pandora’s orders.”
Not true. But the snarl that came from Misery was exactly what he was looking for.
“Yep,” Betrayal continued. “Figured if I made her fall in love with me, then broke her heart, she wouldn’t be so opposed to the idea of putting us all back.”
Misery’s jaw clenched and his head jerked to the side as if unable to look at him.
“You didn’t,” he argued, the words forced out as though it cost him great effort to speak.
Yes, lover boy. Come outta there to defend your woman.
“Except… I did.” Betrayal grabbed his chin and brought him back face to face to land the final blow. “She fell for it too. Didn’t even know I was lying the whole time I was inside of her. But I can promise you—her screams sounded just as sweet.”
That did it. Misery yelled, jerking against his binds to get at Betrayal, a vein popping out on his forehead as he screamed. It had to go on for a full minute, and when he ran out of air, he sucked in a ragged breath and shook his head. A soft haze fell over his dark eyes, something familiar appearing there, and Betrayal gripped his wrists as if he could hold his friend there.
“Misery?” he asked, easing his grip and kneeling down in front of him, only to find Misery’s eyes closed.
The demon before him didn’t speak for a long moment, and Betrayal was too afraid to say anything, afraid it would chase him back into where he was trying to crawl out of, so he remained silent. Begging and praying that he would pull through.
And, finally, Misery did, a tortured expression bleeding onto his face as he finally opened his eyes and sucked in a sharp breath.
“Did you hurt her? Is she okay? Where is she?” he questioned, desperation in every single word, and Betrayal sagged.
The door burst open behind him and Betrayal jerked around just as Daria rushed into the room. Then he turned back to his friend. “Yeah, man. She’s okay, see for yourself.”
Her hand was shaking as she stopped beside Betrayal with a hand on his shoulder, then leaned down to push Misery’s hair out of his face.
“H-hey.” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard before continuing, “I should be the one asking you that. What do you need? What can I do?”
But Misery was in protection mode, and ignored her questions. “Did he hurt you? Because if he did, I can kill him if you want.”
The words were said with such sincerity and solemnness that Betrayal had to turn his head and bury a laugh into his shoulder. Even so, he didn’t hide his grin when he turned back to them, and Daria breathed a sigh of relief, her hand squeezing his shoulder in a job well done. And he’d be damned if her appreciation didn’t make him want to preen like a fucking peacock.
“I mean, he did push me out of a window, but I’m mostly over it.”
Mostly? Baby steps.
“But you, Misery, we need to help you. But you’ve gotta help us too, can you do that?” As she spoke, she brushed her hand over his cheek and—it was like watching a TV flicker off and back on. Misery faded in and out, and he winced even as he nuzzled into her touch.
Betrayal’s elation faded into nothing as Misery gritted his teeth again and sucked in a breath. “Don’t touch me,” he barked, and Daria flinched, jerking away instantly.
But it was too late, and Misery shook his head as if fighting off a fog, and when he blinked it was back—the misery that ruled their friend.
It was in the way his shoulders relaxed, a sigh falling from his lips, the blankness in his gaze—but most of all, it was the sneer he shot at Daria.
He used it like a weapon, and her soft gasp of shock was exactly what that bastard wanted. Then she stumbled back, and Betrayal was on his feet and catching her with an arm under her shoulders before he could blink.
Her hand landed against his chest, her fingers fisting his shirt, and a sob tore from her throat, the sound strangled. Blue eyes wide, she turned her gaze to Betrayal and seemed to be begging for something.
“Oh, come on,” the demon taunted from the chair, “you can take more than that…”
Oh shit.
Betrayal moved fast, steadying Daria and hurrying her out the door as fast as he could. Misery’s mocking laugh followed them out, and Betrayal cursed as they stopped in the hallway before he slammed the door shut behind him. Daria was still unsteady, but Hope must have been listening, because he scooped her up and took off, trying to get as much space between her and Misery as possible.
“What happened?” Death demanded, as he took the stairs two at a time from the bottom floor and stopped before Betrayal. “Is Daria okay?”
Betrayal motioned for him to lower his voice, because the last thing Betrayal wanted was for that evil fucker in the next room to get some sick satisfaction from hurting Daria.
Running a hand through his hair, he couldn’t help the growl that escaped—part anger, part fury, and tugged at the strands before Death snapped his fingers in his face.
“You can be pissed later. What happened?”
“He’s still in there.” Betrayal delivered the good news first. “But he’s struggling to come out of it. I had him for a minute, and the first thing he asked was if Daria was okay.” Betrayal let out a breath, trying to erase that memory, the one of Misery fading away from his mind. Then he explained the shift in his friend, the one triggered by Daria’s touch, and the way he’d tried to force his misery on her.
“It has to be because she’s half-human,” Wrath’s voice interjected, and they both turned to see the demon climb the stairs. “It’s pent-up, used to getting its way and having somewhere to go, someone to torment. Now that there’s only demons around, it’s irritated, wanting out and unable to go anywhere. When it felt Daria’s human half, it must have sensed it and taken over to give itself some relief.”
As much as Betrayal hated the guy, what he said made a lot of sense.
“This is so fucked up,” Betrayal growled, trying to hold onto his anger, because otherwise it was just fucking sad and he didn’t know what to do with that emotion. Misery was battling the worst demon of all—addiction to his own concept.
And there wasn’t a damn thing any of them could do to help.
    
DARIA
As Hope carted her outside, Daria tried to slow her racing heart, tried to swallow past the lump in her throat that had swelled the moment she’d seen Misery in that room. Tied to the chair, battling against something unseen. The cruel words he’d said still echoed in her ears, but none of that was even the worst part.
No, the worst part was the misery that echoed in her own chest, the utter sadness that had taken root inside and sprouted thorns. And still, what hurt the most was that Misery himself had been the one to make her feel this way. He’d purposefully used his curse against her and even though she knew it wasn’t him… it still gutted her.
The chill in the air danced over her skin, raising goosebumps, but not even the cold could snap her out of the spiral. All she saw was the dead look in his eyes, his cruel words playing a haunting song inside her head.
“Hey.” Hope’s soft, deep voice reached into the dark place she was falling into and pulled her out. “Daria, snap out of it.”
She blinked up at him and suddenly everything came into focus. They were outside, in the cold, with the soft rush of water in the background. She turned, sucked in a deep breath, and watched the moonlight play across the top of the water for a moment. A white cloud appeared when she finally exhaled, and a shiver worked its way up her spine. Hope stepped in close and without even thinking, she met him halfway. His arms came around her, and she sighed as he made the night more bearable.
“We can go inside if you’d…” He trailed off when she shook her head adamantly.
“No, that’s okay. I need a few more minutes,” she admitted, shaking her head to clear her mind of the vision of Misery up there in that chair. “Why did this happen?” she asked suddenly. “Why can’t Pandora just leave us alone—leave you guys alone? You’re not hurting anyone.”
His arms flexed beneath her touch and that was when Daria realized she’d dug her nails into his skin. “Sorry,” she squeaked, and made to move away, but Hope pulled her close again. Daria didn’t fight it—she needed it.
“I don’t think Pandora is herself either,” he murmured, and Daria tilted her head to the side, the movement asking the question for her.
When he answered, his deep voice seemed to reach for her like a caress, his words chosen carefully and slowly. “Pandora has always been a little… intense. I mean, she was chosen by the gods to watch after us. Then Chaos made her immortal. I think it’s all gone to her head and she’s not thinking clearly. In her mind, I can imagine she just… exists for this one purpose. And then Samena tried to take that away from her.”
“And me,” Daria finished what he didn’t say.
“And you,” he agreed.
The conversation died for a moment, the silence soaking in before Daria resurrected it as a thought occurred to her.
“Do you think that’s why she went after Misery? To get to me?”
“It’s possible. She knows you care for Betrayal now. I bet she was keeping tabs on us, and went after him when he decided to run off.”
His words did not inspire a fuzzy feeling in her chest, and she chuckled. “You’re not doing a very good job of giving me a lot of hope.”
“I know. I’m sorry,” he said, and Daria felt a slight pressure against the top of her head. Had he just kissed her? And why did her stomach flip at the thought? “I try to remain neutral. False hope, even if offered with good intentions, can be more dangerous than little or no hope at all.”
Daria swallowed hard, her hands flexing against the back of his where they rested against her stomach. “How Pandora could think any of you are evil is beyond me. You’ve each shown nothing but restraint and… kindness, since I’ve known you.” She paused, unable to resist a little teasing. “Well, besides the whole killing me over and over again thing.”
But Hope took it a little more serious than she did. “I’m still so damned sorry for that.”
Guilt descended, and she winced, reminding herself that while they all lived together, it was still a slippery slope in getting to know all of their different personalities. Daria turned in his arms, until she could stare up at his pale green eyes, so bright against his mahogany skin that gleamed even in the night.
“I didn’t mean it like that. I’m sorry,” she apologized, contrite. “Please don’t feel bad. I know you did what you had to.”
An easy smile tugged at his lips and she sucked in a silent breath. Hope was beautiful.
“And we’ll do the same to get Misery back. Whatever it takes,” he promised.
“Damn right we will. I want to strangle Wrath for what he’s done,” she admitted, her heart ripping wide open at the thought of him hurting Misery.
Trying not to let her thoughts get too dark, she sat down on the grass before pulling Hope down beside her. The clouds moved quickly across the moon, but the stars still peeked through in spurts, giving the illusion that they twinkled. It was relaxing, to see the night that delivered some sense of calmness and Daria let some of her anger slip away.
“You’re not the only one who’s angry, but Wrath’s a good guy too, at least from what Truth says. And he clearly cares for Curious very deeply. He’d do anything to keep her safe, and I know you relate to that, right? You were the one wanting to run off half-cocked to hunt Misery down.”
“As opposed to the guy who did run off half-cocked to hunt him down?” she countered, elbowing him in the side as a smile curled her lips.
“Hey, at least I brought someone home,” he defended, and she laughed before a damning question dawned on her.
Her smile fell away. “How many demons do you think Pandora’s already captured?”
He was quiet for a long moment, until Daria wasn’t even sure if he was going to answer her. “I don’t have an answer for that,” he finally admitted. “But I think it means something that so many have drifted to this area—to us. First Persy, thanks to your dad, and then Pain randomly showing up? And now Curious and Wrath. It can’t be a coincidence.”
“Better we have them than she does,” Daria mused, her mood not lightening any at the thought of the woman who killed her mother and stole her sister.
“Hey,” Hope prompted, and she turned her head to him only to see that he was staring up at the sky.
She followed along, staring up and spotting a star brighter than the others, still visible even when the thin clouds passed over it.
“Yeah?”
“It’s dark up there,” he commented, and she almost cracked a joke about Captain Obvious, but refrained.
“Yeah,” she hedged.
“It’s dark, and cold, and the clouds keep trying to hide the light. But that star?” He pointed with his index finger, and she followed the line of his finger to the same star she’d noticed only a moment ago. “It doesn’t give a shit, and keeps gleaming anyway, peeking out when it can. Think about that when you’re with Misery. He’s still in there, but there’s a whole lot of dark in the way. Don’t forget that.”
That lump returned and she swallowed against it, her chest seizing with the sadness that overwhelmed her. “I just want him to be okay,” she whispered, and Hope pulled her to him, until she buried her head in his chest and sucked in a shaky breath. Her stomach cramped with the tension of holding her tears at bay.
“I know, and he will be. He’s not gonna leave you,” Hope murmured, his voice low, quiet in the late night air, but it packed a punch that made her choke back a sob.
Because that’s exactly what she was afraid of.
What if Misery couldn’t fight his way back to her, to them?
What if Daria was too late to tell him how she felt?
With her fears riding her hard, the cold fighting its way in between her and Hope, Daria cried, and he murmured sweet nothings that in that single moment, were everything.





DARIA
“I  want to talk to him,” Daria repeated as she crossed her arms and leaned against the kitchen island. Light streamed in through the French doors as the sun rose higher in the sky with each hour that passed. Hours that had been used up trying to reach the one person who was unreachable.
“I’m sorry, I’m gonna need you to repeat that again,” Betrayal growled from the kitchen table, “because it sounds like you want to talk to the only person in this house that wants to hurt you.”
Daria swallowed hard, facing off with him as she argued, “If you really need me to repeat that, I think you need to get your ears checked.”
“No,” he stated, as if his word was the end of the conversation.
“No one else is going to reach him like I can.” And she said that not out of some misplaced sense of entitlement. The others had tried multiple times, and Misery had laughed them out of the room before they even got more than a few words out. “And you know it. If he won’t listen to me, then he can at least… if his misery leaps out at me, I can take it.”
As Daria stared at all of them, her sun-kissed Truth, dark Death, beautiful Hope, and hurt Betrayal… she knew she had to do something. She wasn’t the only one hurting from this, from Misery. They’d known him for thousands of years, and now they had to stand by and watch their friend battle an unseen evil. If there was even the slightest possibility that she could help, who was she to stand back and let them handle it alone?
“Daria.” Death caught her attention with his low voice, one packed with worry. And if Death was worried? Yeah, her ears perked up. She pulled a one eighty to face him on the other side of the bar from her, arms braced on the island. “The AA meeting he interrupted? That Wrath told us about? Two of them committed suicide, and that was from his influence,” he gritted out, his finger pointing to the floor above them. The floor Misery was on.
Her heart lurched in her chest, aching for those men and their families, but she couldn’t let that distract her. “I’m only half-human,” she pointed out, though her voice was weaker than when she’d spoken before. Refusing to let that deter her, she continued. “It won’t affect me as badly, and I have you guys here as a buffer. It’ll be fine, and I’m not stupid. If it gets to be too much, I can leave.”
Death scrubbed a hand over his face before he met her gaze, frustration evident in the lines of his face and the darkness of his eyes. “We can’t stop you, but I don’t approve of this. He’s dangerous to you.”
“He’s dangerous to all of us if we can’t get him better,” she countered, and Death looked away.
“Are you sure about this?” Truth asked. He leaned against the half wall separating the kitchen from the living room, and his big blue eyes almost begged her not to answer.
“I am.”
“At least let one of us—”
“No,” she interrupted Hope as he tried to convince her to change her plan. “He’s only going to listen to me, and any of you will just distract me.”
“Fine. But if I even suspect he’s hurting you—”
“Then you can come to the rescue,” she assured Betrayal, as he growled from the table.
His eyes narrowed on her, and she refused to back down from the stare he locked her in. “Fine,” he finally conceded.
“Fine,” she agreed. Picking up her coffee mug, she took a sip, awfully pleased with herself that she’d won the stare down. But then the hard part came—actually confronting Misery, coming face to face with a stranger wearing her lover’s mask.
“I’ll yell if I need anything, but seriously, let me do this alone,” she said, meeting each of their gazes, one by one.
Just as they finally nodded, agreeing to her cold terms, Persy stumbled into the kitchen, one eyelid cracked open, blonde hair in a bun on her head, and her laptop clutched in her arms as if it were a teddy bear. “Is someone going to shut him up anytime soon? All he did was moan and groan all night.”
“How are you just now waking up? It’s past noon,” Daria remarked with a laugh, turning to grab a mug from the cabinet. Truth, having obviously read her mind, handed her a hot chocolate packet, and she passed them off to Persy.
“Thanks. I was up all night. It’s hard to sleep when he’s banging that chair against the floor right next to your room,” she grumbled, and Daria winced.
Yeah, Persy had gotten the short end of the stick there. “Sorry,” Daria apologized on behalf of Misery.
“It’s okay, really. It gave me an idea. Do you know where Wrath is?”
“I think he and Curious are outside,” Betrayal answered, gesturing outside, where the two of them were clearly visible through the French doors. They were sitting in front of the water, much in the same way Daria and Hope had the night before.
“I need his cell phone. You said he worked for Pandora at one point, right?” Persy asked, suddenly chipper, and Daria wondered if it was from the promise of showing off her skills.
“Yeah…” Daria hedged.
“Well, she had to contact him someway, right? Let’s trace her call. Maybe we can get a location and, I don’t know, do what you want with it.” She shrugged, pouring milk into a pan that was heating on the cooktop.
“Not a bad idea,” Death mused, and then shot her a smile. And even though it wasn’t aimed at her, the way his lips curled made Daria’s stomach flip.
A shout came from upstairs and Daria winced, tearing her gaze from where she’d paused to study Death. “Okay, you guys work on that, and I’m going to go talk to our neighborhood pain in the ass.”
“You called?” Pain joked, as he entered the kitchen. Daria rolled her eyes, and a scoff came from Persy as she tended her afternoon drink.
“You got something to say?” Pain challenged, his eyes cutting in Persy’s direction. The frown on his face though, it held more than annoyance at her attitude. Daria detected a bit of… hurt in those gray orbs.
Daria backed away from the drama soon to unfold, she was sure, and as she took the steps to the second floor, she wondered just how long they had before the obvious tension between Pain and Persy exploded. And would it be good? Or bad?
Pushing the thoughts aside, Daria tried to step lightly, but with a house so old, the floor groaned anyway, alerting anyone within the surrounding rooms to her advance. And by anyone, she meant Misery.
Daria froze outside of the room that contained Misery as his yelled curses faded. They turned to muttered curses that still carried through the door, and the telltale sounds of the chair scraping across the floor followed right behind. Leaning her head against the door, she took a deep breath and ignored the spear of hurt that pierced her at the sounds that unfortunately, were becoming familiar. All this time, she’d wanted nothing but Misery to return home, and now that he was here, he wanted nothing but to leave. The irony was not lost on her, but she wished Misery wasn’t lost too.
You can do this.
Betrayal had seen firsthand what Misery could do, how different he was, and that was why he’d been so against the thought of her coming up here. But Daria just couldn’t leave Misery to suffer. Not without trying.
And after an entire morning of the others failing, she hoped, prayed, begged that she would be able to do… something. Anything.
Because that’s what it came down to—Daria was willing to do anything, say anything, to get Misery back—her Misery. The one who held her close at night and bought her silly key chains and hated the taste of her sweetened coffee.
Misery was hurting. He was alone and lost and vulnerable, and Daria thought maybe, just maybe, it was time for her to be vulnerable too.
She just had to be prepared for Misery to throw it back in her face.
Steeling herself against the hurt that was sure to come, she took another deep breath, clenched her coffee mug tight, and opened the door.
Misery glanced up with a snarl on his face, clearly annoyed at being interrupted in his… clever attempt at escape. The chair was knocked over on its side, and with his hair hanging down to obscure most of his face, what with gravity working against him, Daria couldn’t help but fight a smile.
“Having fun?” she inquired. “It sounded like you threw a rave in here all night. What with the screaming, and the yelling, and the banging…” She tilted her head at him, and he tried to shake the hair out of his eyes, only for the dark locks to hide his left eye again. He didn’t say anything, and she watched the tic in his jaw work. “Comfy down there?”
He didn’t answer, and she sat her mug aside before trailing across the room slowly. The entire time, Misery followed her with his gaze, until she stood behind him. He tried to crane his neck back to look at her, but she grabbed the back of the chair and hefted, her breath exploding out of her at the effort.
“Damn. You’re a lot heavier than you look,” she commented. With another huff, she got him upright, and he rocked so violently she feared he’d topple over to the other side.
Once he was steady, Daria put distance between them, going back to her mug of coffee and picking it up as if it were a shield. Then she studied the stranger wearing a familiar face. He probably could have used a shower. Dark strands of hair hung down in his face and his bearded shadow was coming in strong at a few days old. But even underneath all that, it was still Misery. The one thing she couldn’t reconcile was the emptiness of that gaze.
His lips suddenly quirked up, and Daria braced herself.
“Back for more? Can’t blame you there. It’s addicting, isn’t it? I would know…”
That cocky, casual smirk on his lips was something Daria wasn’t quite sure what to do with.
“I just came to chat,” she responded, finally settling on the words, and approached the only other chair in the room to take a seat. The cushion sank beneath her as she sat, and she curled her legs up in the chair before sipping her coffee.
Misery didn’t say anything, just continued to study her, and she was momentarily thankful he hadn’t gone straight to tormenting her with a dose of his demon.
Maybe he’s closer to the surface than we think.
“Clear something up for me,” she began, lowering her mug, her shield, to her lap and gripping it tight.
“What makes you think I want to do that?”
“I have a feeling you like talking about yourself.”
“If you want me to monologue, I should warn you I’m not that kind of villain.”
Dammit. Daria tried to hide her smile, but a Misery with jokes… that was new.
“How do you work?”
When he just stared at her, one dark brow disappearing under his long hair, she sighed. “I mean, I thought demons just… are. Betrayal is betrayal, and Hope is hope. How is it that you’re like a separate being?”
His brows furrowed low as he shifted in his seat. The movement lifted his sleeves up the tiniest bit, revealing reddened skin from the tight hold of the rope. It took everything in her not to leap across the room and loosen them, to make him more comfortable.
He finally settled, and Daria jerked her gaze back to his face, steeling her own features and refusing to show an ounce of worry.
“What if I’m not a separate being?” he finally replied, tilting his head to the side to study her. “How does that make you feel?”
Daria refused to answer, slowly processing the words he’d spoken. If they weren’t separate, then this… stranger before her wasn’t a stranger at all.
“Oh, she doesn’t like that,” he taunted in a low tone. Then he tsked, and she watched as his lips parted to make each mocking noise. “Addiction doesn’t work like that—for anyone. Human, demon… other.”
How he managed to speak with such a lazy, chilling tone in his voice and match his posture even though he was tied to the chair with no slack in the rope, she couldn’t fathom. “What if I said the Misery you know and who you see now aren’t two different people? You probably have me labeled as the evil one, the addict. The thing that’s tainting the man you care for.” Her eyes must have widened, because he smirked. “Bingo.”
Her fingers tightened around the mug in her hands as if to ward off a blow, but he continued as if he didn’t care. And maybe he didn’t.
“You can treat addiction. Talk to a therapist. Go to weekly meetings. Doesn’t make alcohol, the next hit, another release any less appealing.” His graveyard gaze darkened, and Daria wondered if everything he said was true. If the Misery she knew and cared for was buried so deep he couldn’t climb back out. “Addiction never goes away. And do you know what that means, Daria?”
She shook her head, her breath shaking as she released it on an exhale, as terrified of his next words as she was of losing Misery.
“It means I’m not going anywhere. I’m Misery two-point-fucking-oh.”
Daria stood as if a bolt of lightning had zapped right down her spine, causing a splash of coffee to tsunami over the lip of the mug. Shaking the hot liquid off her hand, she sat the mug down on the top of the dresser and began to pace. The smirk of satisfaction that curled his lips made her want to cross the room and smack it right off. Instead, she crossed her arms as her feet tapped out a grueling map around the room.
“So you’re saying we’re stuck with you?” she asked, and then continued without giving him time to answer. “Your taunting, rude, heartless remarks and your smart mouth? That cold look in your eyes? The incessant need you have to run off to who the fuck knows where and just dump all your misery out into the nearest crowd of humans? Is that what you’re saying?”
“Sounds like you’ve summed it up just right, babe.”
Daria gritted her teeth at the pet name, turning and placing her hands on the arm of his chair, careful to avoid skin-to-skin contact. Meeting his gaze head-on, she searched the dark depths for anything, but was beginning to understand that this was all she’d get. The revelation gave her a boost of courage to push the next words out between her lips.
“Well that’s not gonna work for me. You see, because I’m in love with Misery. And you aren’t the person I fell in love with.”
His eyes widened just the tiniest fraction, and Daria’s heart stopped. Then it was gone, and his lips twitched. “Aw, it’s true. Absence does make the heart grow fonder.” Then he leaned forward, the rope biting into his skin as he drew closer to her face. “Better get used to it. I’m not going anywhere.”
Without even realizing, her hands gripped his wrists, nails digging into his flesh as her aggravation, her desperation and pain, swallowed her up and made her growl. “Why do I have to get used to it? If you’re really Misery two-point-oh,” she mocked, “why can’t you meet us, meet me, halfway?”
He didn’t answer, studying her intently as if trying to read the thoughts in her head.
“Show me you can do that. Work with us. You can’t just run off and inflict misery on humans whenever you want. Show me you understand that. Show me that you’re still in there somewhere.”
“Come here,” he demanded, and Daria narrowed her eyes at the sudden desperate note in his voice. With less than an arm’s reach between them, she couldn’t move much closer unless he wanted to—oh.
But she wouldn’t play his game. “Can’t get much closer, Misery,” she replied, trying out the sound of his name on her lips in regard to the demon sitting before her.
“Yes you can,” he argued, his voice low, the dark cadence like velvet as it raced across her senses and lulled her under a spell. Maybe she was too easy when it came to her demons, but because it was Misery, she went.
As she erased the space between them, his eyes drifted shut, and if she hadn’t been staring so intently, she wouldn’t have noticed the minuscule amount of ease that lightened his features, and a burst of hope flamed to life inside her.
Then the distance was gone, and her lips brushed over his, hovering so close that each breath was shared between them. The rope groaned in protest as he leaned forward that last fraction and kissed her, and it was then that Daria understood everything he’d said to be true.
Because the person whose lips met hers was Misery. He had the same taste as her dark, sad demon, tilted his head in the exact fashion Misery did, and his lips fit against hers perfectly—like always. But the way his lips ate at hers hinted at something more.
His tongue demanded entry at the seam of her mouth and she opened to him, getting lost in everything that kiss represented. Easing her grip on his wrists, she moved forward, and he relaxed back into the chair, his head tilting up to hers as if he didn’t want the kiss to end.
The rope groaned in protest again, and she imagined it was because he wanted to touch her, and Daria wanted that too, more than anything. But she didn’t want to break their connection. The only proof she had that Misery wasn’t totally lost to them, to her, was in the way he nipped her lips and moaned for more.
That was when it registered—what it was that was different. There was no hesitation whatsoever in his movements, limited as they were. He didn’t think twice about demanding she kiss him, there was no tension in him, no fear or debilitating sadness or worry.
He wasn’t afraid of himself anymore.
The thought crossed her mind that maybe she should be the worried one, but by then it was too late. A wave of crippling agony hit her at the same time the door behind them opened, and Daria yelped as she backed away, but he’d caught hold of her hands in his and refused to let go.
His gaze lightened just a tad, like the stars she’d seen in the sky the night before. And even though her entire body cramped under the wave of misery he flooded her with, she was relieved to have given him a moment’s peace.
A yell sounded, Daria couldn’t quite identify whose it was or what was said, and then she was jerked away, and the walls around her spun as she was picked up and rushed from the room.
But even without Misery’s touch, the damage was done. The sadness soaked into her bones, weighing her down until she felt like she couldn’t even take a deep breath.
This was misery.
And it was nothing like the time Misery had used his curse to edge her over and over again, no this was another pain all together.
“What happened?” someone shouted, and it interrupted her thoughts. The room moved again—no, wait that was her—and cushions dipped beneath her as she was laid out on the couch. Death leaned over her with worry rampant on his features, and Daria lazily brushed her fingers over the knot between his brows.
“Misery 2.0 happened.” And then she passed out and only hoped that when she woke, her heart would be in one piece.





PANDORA
“Y ou shouldn’t have sent her if you were just going to worry the whole time.”
Pandora froze, one foot in the air as she paused her incessant pacing. She used that foot to spin her body around, throwing a glare with the force of a physical hit toward her companion. Though companion wasn’t quite the right word.
“Deceit, if you don’t have anything helpful to say, don’t say it,” she barked, and Deceit rolled his eyes, but otherwise remained silent.
Too bad killing the demons was out of the question, because that demon tested her patience like no other. He was the most obedient though, and that was something Pandora could respect.
“She is my daughter, and I can worry all I want,” she said and continued her anxious route around the room.
The demon muttered something under his breath, and Pandora caught a single word that made her pause again. Then she turned and stalked across the room, stopping before the demon. The bored look on his face was a lie, just like the demon himself, and she sensed the fear underneath.
“Care to share with the class?” she spat.
“I said, she’s not really your daughter.”
“She might as well be. I practically raised her,” she argued. “Keep your unwanted opinions to yourself. It’s the last time I’ll suggest you keep your mouth shut.”
His teeth clacked together as he ground them in frustration, but he did indeed shut his mouth, and kept it that way.
Now that she could focus, Pandora paced with her fingers interlocked behind her back, her mind moving as quickly as her feet. She had not heard from Sofia since Pandora had given her a chance to leave the house, to find Daria and worm her way into the household. Would Sofia betray her?
Her heart twisted at the thought, and her steady pace faltered a beat. No. Absolutely not. She wouldn’t dare.
Pandora had raised her from the time she was only five years young. For all Sofia knew, Pandora was her mother. And good daughters obeyed their mothers, didn’t they?
Yes. Sofia was surely just waiting until she had something helpful to share.
And if she didn’t? Well, Sofia knew very well the consequences of disobeying her mother.
    
DARIA
Daria worked that evening, and amongst pouring drinks and pasting on a smile, her thoughts kept returning to her visit with Misery.
Hope was her watch buddy tonight, and he sat at the end of the bar, by the far wall so he could see everyone come and go. When she had a lull in customers, she made her way back over to him.
“How’s that one?” she asked, motioning to the Sunshine cocktail he was nursing. For the past few hours, she’d been trying to discover what his favorite was. The one he sipped in the moment had white rum, French vermouth, pineapple juice, and a dash of grenadine. He didn’t seem impressed and she narrowed her eyes.
“It’s okay,” he finally announced.
Crossing her arms, Daria tapped her foot underneath the bar as she studied him. He hadn’t loved the piña colada she’d served him, and that was the third fruity drink she’d tried on him.
With no luck, and no hints from him, she was beginning to think maybe it was time to try something different. Daria wasn’t quite sure why her mind had gone to sunshine and sunrises when it came to the Hope demon.
“Alright, let’s try something different. Let me know when you finish that one.”
Daria knew hope was a two-sided emotion, and suspected his demon matched. Hope could be just as dark as it was light. As she thought about what she knew of Hope, she recalled the way he buried himself in a book every chance he got. How he was always the quietest of the group, yet seemed to make up for that with the attention to detail he perceived. He was quite a prolific thinker too, she remembered as she thought of his analogy of Misery to the stars. And how right he’d been.
“Uh, hello?” someone asked, and she blinked to see a man at the bar, waving a hand in her face.
“Hi! Sorry about that,” she apologized in a rush. “What can I get for you?”
“A midori sour, please.”
“Sure!” Daria offered him a smile as she got started on mixing his drink. It didn’t take long, and just as she was adding the cherries to his glass, it came to her what she should make for Hope.
“One midori sour,” she announced, sliding him the drink and grabbing change. He left a tip and she gave him another smile as he walked away.
Then she got to mixing, because she was too eager to wait for Hope to finish his current one. He’d like this one better anyway, she just knew it.
When she finally made her way over to him, his brow arched at the noticeably darker drink she held. A dark caramel color, the Dark and Stormy was definitely a step up from what she’d been introducing him to.
“Ginger beer. Dark rum. Lime juice,” she announced, and carefully slid his glass across the bar.
Daria practically bounced on her toes as he pushed the yellow drink to the side and picked up the new one. His pale green gaze stayed locked on hers as his lips closed around the rim of the glass and tasted what she’d made.
Is it hot in here?
“It’s called a Dark and Stormy,” she explained, when his eyebrows shot up and he gave her a half smile.
His Adam’s apple bobbed as he sipped the drink again. “This is the one.”
“Is it too immature if I break out in a cheer?” she teased, and took the yellow drink away to pour it out.
When she turned around, Hope lifted his gaze from where he’d most certainly been checking out her ass. Hiding her smile, she glanced over her shoulder to survey the stretch of bar that was empty… for now.
“You seem like you feel good tonight,” he noted aloud, and Daria turned back to him.
“Is there a reason I shouldn’t?” she inquired, puzzled.
“Well… you did get hit with the full force of Misery today. And yet here you are at work, slinging drinks and sharing smiles.”
And flirting with you.
Then she cocked her head, and realized he was right. “I mean… I’m still upset about it, but that’s just because of everything in general, not because of his powers or whatever.” She waved her hand in the air as she finished her sentence to get her point across. “Is that weird? That I’m okay now?”
But from the brow arched high, she knew the answer without him having to speak a word.
“Okay, so it is weird,” she continued while worry burrowed its way inside. “What does that mean? Is there something wrong with me?”
“Not anything bad. If you think about last night, you did come down pretty fast then too. I know he only whammied you for a moment, but most humans would’ve had to recuperate for hours, if not days.” He must not have been counting the hours it had taken her to cry all her emotions out into his chest. And he was right not to, she realized. That had just been pent-up stress and upset over Misery that needed an outlet—it hadn’t been misery.
“And today? Taking the brunt of it by being so close to him?” He zoned out, following whatever rabbit trail he was on inside his head. Daria was just thankful he wasn’t focusing on the blush that heated her cheeks at the way he so casually mentioned her closeness to Misery.
Once Death had carried her from the room, it hadn’t become a secret that she’d been making out with the enemy—Betrayal’s phrase, not hers. And that was after she’d told them what Misery had said.
Daria’s head still spun from what she’d learned, trying to wrap itself around the thought that Misery was basically a new person. Someone with more confidence and less worries. The Misery she knew and loved was still in there, just… freer.
Could she love him the way she loved the Misery she knew?
There was only one damned way to find out.
    
DARIA
“The hell you are,” Betrayal barked, and Daria crossed her arms to put her head in one hand and shake it. Of course he was the one to disagree.
She lifted her head and glared at him from across the room where she was sitting on the counter. “It should work. Hope noticed something really important tonight.”
“Nothing so important as to allow you to—to do that!” Betrayal groaned and tugged on his beard, the shzzing sound bringing back memories of her own fingers running through it as she kissed him. Then of course she had to follow that thought to the very explosive conclusion, just like the one he’d given her between her th—
Are you sure you’re not just horny? her inner self asked.
Okay, listen—
“What the hell are you grinning about?” he demanded, and Daria pulled herself from her inner thoughts.
“Uh… nothing. I’m good. Too good, which is my point!” she continued. “I’m not as affected by Misery’s curse as we thought I’d be. And Hope and I think it’s because of my heritage.”
They stared blankly at her and she rolled her eyes. “Chaos. Hello, I’m his daughter? We think my chaos takes the Misery and… digests it, for lack of a better word. Much quicker than any human, and there’s no lasting side effects.”
“That we know of, yet,” Truth added, and Daria cut a glance in his direction.
She faltered in her confidence when she noticed he had a hint of worry in those blue eyes. Was she not thinking as clearly as she hoped?
“Do you really not think it’s a good idea?” she asked, cheeks flaming at the thought of admitting the next part. “I mean, the first time with Misery, he used the curse on me and it, uhm… was pretty nice.”
Explosive. Mind-blowing. Knee weakening.
Okay, I get it.
“He’s still Misery. And even though it did get out of hand this morning, I don’t think he truly means me harm. And if it gets out of hand again, I can stop,” she reasoned, trying to defend herself.
“Of course you think that, you’re practically blinded by how you feel about him,” Betrayal scoffed.
Her cheeks flushed, embarrassment rising high and irritation getting the best of her. “And you would know what that looks like, wouldn’t you?” she shot back, and as soon as the words rolled off of her tongue, she instantly regretted them by the way his jaw clenched and he looked away. It didn’t matter that that was exactly what he had been aiming for when he’d been working with Pandora.
Shit.
“Okay, wait,” Death interjected, and put a stop to the arguments, lest it get any more out of hand.
“Let us think on it,” he offered. “This whole situation is a lot to take in, to adjust to. Especially after what you shared with us this morning. We’re still coming to terms with who he’s become, let that settle first before we throw this into the mix. And he’s still… volatile. Maybe we should wait a few days.”
“That’s… fair,” she conceded. “But what are we going to do in the meantime?”
Death began to pace, his slim legs eating up the space between the kitchen and dining room, the largest area in the house. They’d cleared out the rickety four-seater table, and the chair in front of the bay window, then replaced them both with a table big enough for eight people. With the table shoved back, it left a wide-open area between the kitchen breakfast bar and the dining room.
“Misery said he’s this new mix of the old him, and this one who just lets his misery out whenever and wherever, right?”
“Right.” Kind of. But she let him roll with it.
“Well, why don’t you take the time to… get used to this new Misery. I know I said he’s still volatile, but he also asked for you all fucking day.”
“Because he wants to fuck with her again. If not just fuck her,” Betrayal growled. He leaned against the space between the two sets of French doors, and Daria gritted her teeth at his crude words.
“Yes, or, he wants to apologize,” Truth interjected from his seat at the kitchen bar.
Sending him a grateful smile, she resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at Betrayal. Someone was on her side.
“So I should get to know him? Is that what you’re saying?” she questioned for clarification.
Death drew closer, so close she sat up straight and for half a second considered widening her legs for him to fit between. Not the place.
She gulped as he stared at her, his eyes flicking back and forth between hers, and for the very first time, Daria realized his dark eyes weren’t just dark—they had the slightest hint of violet in them. Shades of the deepest amethyst and the coolest plum. From far away, yes, they looked black and as dark as what Death represented. But up close and with the kitchen lights brightening the room, it was an entirely different story—one Daria wanted to read from cover to cover.
“He’s different. Get to know him again before you take this next step. After what you said this morning, he has the power to hurt you now, and he knows it.”
His words were just for her, though they were spoken in a room full of people. Daria swallowed, reading the worry in his gaze as he studied her.
So he’d been listening then, even though she’d asked them to stay away. He’d heard her admission to Misery, her confession. And Daria realized he was right.
By admitting out loud that she loved Misery, she’d unknowingly handed him all the power. He could twist and turn it, shape it into a dagger only to use it against her and make it hurt. Or she could trust the Misery she loved, the one she knew for certain was still in there. Some part of him had to rejoice at her admission, right? The part that bought her silly keychains and—
“Wrath!” she yelled suddenly, breaking away from Death’s intense gaze and her own internal thoughts.
The demon rounded the corner, a little too fast, and she rolled her eyes. If he wanted to listen to the conversation, he should have just joined them.
She lowered her voice as she asked, “Did Misery ever carry a keychain with him, when he was with you?”
Wrath cocked his head, as if she asked the most outrageous question in the world. “Uh… he didn’t really need to use keys when he was with me, so if he has one, I never saw it.”
Daria tapped her finger against her lip, brows lowering in concentration. That didn’t mean he didn’t still have it.
“Is it okay if I start this whole, getting to know him journey tonight?”
She had asked Death directly, but out of the corner of her eye, Truth nodded, a grin on his face. “I was with him when he bought that. I bet he still has it.”
It comforted her to know that someone was on the same wavelength she was.
Maybe she wasn’t crazy after all.
Or just horny.
    
MISERY
Footsteps tapped down the hallway, and Misery froze as they drew closer. The cadence of the walk and the short space between steps told him it was Daria, and damn if his gaze didn’t fall to the doorknob as he impatiently waited for it to move and for her to step through.
All day, as the hours passed and the sunlight traced its way across the hardwood floors, he’d tried to push her out of his mind, in the same way he’d pushed some of his misery into her that morning. The same way he’d tried to push aside the guilt that lingered over his actions.
He hadn’t meant to hurt her, but he’d been unable to resist the call of it.
At war with himself, half of Misery wanted to tell them all to fuck off if they couldn’t accept who he was, and the other half just wanted them to give him a chance to prove himself. He might be a little different, but he wasn’t… evil, or whatever it was they assumed about him.
Evil might be a bit of a stretch, Daria had claimed she… loved him. Which was mind-boggling all in itself.
His thoughts came to a screeching halt as the knob twisted and the door opened, revealing Daria as she stepped through. He steeled his features and clamped his lips shut, because he was seconds away from begging for forgiveness.
But she didn’t even speak to him, and he didn’t know what to do with that. Scream in outrage, hurt her more to warn her of how dangerous he was? Or just… wait?
He chose the latter option, because she only hesitated for a moment, as she traced her gaze over his figure where he was slumped down in the chair. Then she moved forward, her steps as soft as the bright blue of her eyes. He lifted his head as she moved closer, until he was staring up at her only a few inches away.
It was on the tip of his tongue, his I’m sorry,
but he didn’t know how welcomed it would be and he didn’t want her to think he was only saying it because it was expected.
“We’re gonna take this one day at a time,” she finally said, and his heart leapt in his chest.
“What does that mean?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.
“It means exactly what you think it means. But first…” She leaned down, closer, erasing the inches separating them, and Misery readied himself for her kiss.
But she didn’t kiss him. No, instead, her hands fell to his waistline and he jacked up off the chair as if he’d been electrocuted.
“Excuse me, ma’am, don’t you need consent for that?” he choked out, not even trying to hide the erection that had come to life when she drifted her fingertips over his pockets—wait. “What are you doing?”
“Looking for something,” she answered simply, while her hands flattened against the very top of his thighs. He swallowed back a groan as she came so close to where he wanted her to touch him, then skirted away.
“Lift your hips,” she demanded, and fuck him and everything else, but he did without even arguing.
She frisked him, her hands running over his ass until she paused over his back left pocket. His eyes shuttered closed as he realized what she was looking for, too caught up in her touch to try to stop her.
When she slid her hand in his pocket to retrieve the item, she pinched his ass and yeah, he let out a pretty undignified gasp and a curse to go with it.
“You’re a tease,” he stated, when she finally released him from her hold and backed away.
“And you never let go of this,” she announced proudly, dangling the keychain from her finger. It was that damned purple one, the martini glass that said I don’t give a sip. The same one he’d left for her the morning she’d run away from his questions.
She hadn’t answered his question—but she’d at least kept the keychain close—until she was taken. Then he’d lost his shit, stolen it back, and run off.
“So what?”
“So… it means you can hide behind your problems all you want. You can sit there and curse at me, at us. You can hit me with all the misery you need to let out. But this?” She dangled the plastic keychain, making it clack in the sudden silence of the room. “This tells me that you still care. And I’m holding on to this until you show me otherwise.”
A long moment passed where their stares battled, where she dared him to argue. Where part of him wanted to argue. In the end, he gritted his teeth and shrugged. “Fine. Take it.”
Ignoring the flare of annoyance in her blue eyes, he resettled himself in the chair and waited for her to speak again. She hadn’t come in there just for the keychain, and he could practically see the gears turning as she waffled over what to say next.
For a split second, he considered filling the silence with an apology, but he couldn’t apologize for who he was. However, she wanted him to meet her halfway. Did that mean he was a step closer to being released?
Because even then, right there, the darkness swirled inside and begged to be freed. A constant battle waged, of trying to tame it, and then it taking over. But it was a part of him, a part he wanted to embrace, and when he did? It was more freeing than any of them could ever imagine. He didn’t want to give that up. Not for them. Not for anyone.
“Tell me about Phoebe,” she finally said, as she pulled the extra chair close once again and took a seat. Misery reared back, momentarily dumbfounded.
How did she even—Betrayal. He had to have been the one to tell her.
Where did he even start with that?
“Phoebe was our mentor,” he began, and part of himself didn’t even know why he was following her commands. He read the question in her eyes, and volunteered the answer to that too, as if he was looking for gold stars of a job well done. “And… our lover. But I’m sure you know that already, right? What do you really want to know?”
Her gaze darted from his and the slightest color pinked her cheeks. She cleared her throat and from the tension in her shoulders she was like nerves personified. “Well… ah, I guess I’m just curious as to how that… worked.”
Fighting back a chuckle at her obvious discomfort, he couldn’t help himself as he replied, “Well, it was ancient Greece. Orgies weren’t that looked down upon.”
A flush rose up from her neck to color her cheeks just like how the sky turned that first shade of blush pink in the mornings. Taking pity on her, he added, “I’m kidding. I wouldn’t touch Betrayal with a ten-foot pole.” Her cheeks colored even deeper, and he couldn’t help but tease, “Although it seems you don’t have the same reservations. Why? He hurt you.”
Anger swirled inside of him at the thought, the memory of Betrayal’s words echoing inside of him like a taunt. He’d planned to use Daria for Pandora’s purposes, and while that clearly hadn’t worked out for them, it still infuriated Misery to think of Betrayal using Daria like that.
“He lied to you,” she said, and Misery traced her features, wanting to find truth in her words. “He didn’t sleep with me to help his plan. I suspect… or at least, I hope it was an unforeseen side effect of faking it.”
Why did he even care?
That answer was simple—he cared for Daria. About her well-being. About her health—her heart. And who held it.
“I’m sorry,” she blurted, her eyes wide, and Misery focused on her again. Her face turned down, and she stared at her hands in her lap, her fingers that traced and played with the key chain.
What the hell’s she got to be sorry for?
“Why?”
“For…” She trailed off, her cheeks bringing back that flush that colored her face so prettily. “For letting things advance with Betrayal without waiting to talk to you.”
Not that she could have talked to him anyway… he’d been blowing off steam with Wrath. But… “Why do you need to talk to me?” he inquired, tilting his head. “You made it more than clear we aren’t… exclusive, or whatever you want to call it.”
She flinched, and he realized his words were taken as a jab, and he hadn’t meant them that way. It was just a fact. He’d asked what she wanted them to be, and she hadn’t answered either way. Therefore, she didn’t need his… what? Approval? Permission? Forgiveness?
None of that was his to owe—he didn’t have that privilege to offer those to her, and in return, she didn’t have to ask for them.
“I’m still sorry. While I didn’t let us put a label on it, we still have… something. I don’t want you to think it doesn’t matter.”
It didn’t go unnoticed that she used present tense words, and his heart flipped inside his chest. He didn’t know why he’d expected that to change, but he realized some part of him had expected her to… move on. Which was dumb, because if that was the case, she wouldn’t be sitting before him still trying to reach him on some deeper level. It turned out, she didn’t have to reach that far. Him and his demon were both listening.
“Are you asking because you care about me, or because you don’t want to feel guilty as you pursue the others?”
Wow, insecure asshole, much?
She flinched, but met his gaze and held it. “That’s a fair question, and one I deserve. But when I was trapped in that room with Betrayal, and I had no idea who had taken us or where we were, all I could think about was our conversation, and how much of a coward I was. I regretted not facing it, facing us, and what we have, and I’m sorry I made excuses. But I was scared and… I didn’t know what it would mean. Truth slept in the bed with us most nights, and where would he fit into a relationship with us? I just didn’t know.”
Her hands brushed her hair back and fisted it for a few seconds, before she took a deep breath and leveled that sky blue gaze at him. “You said you would wait until I was ready to give you another answer. Are you done waiting?”
Are you done with me, her pleading gaze seemed to ask.
Misery was surprised to find that his need had taken a background during this conversation. Instead of wrapping him in tight tendrils of dark need and craving, and interrupting his every thought, he found it tucked away in the back, still waiting—but waiting patiently for its turn.
Am I done waiting for her?
It seemed that for once the two parts of himself were aligned, in sync, and they just had one thought.
“It depends, are you ready to give me an answer?”





DARIA
C losing the door behind her, Daria released a breath and all the tension that had tightened her shoulders with it. Then she turned, and a tall, dark figure stole her gaze.
“We need to talk,” Betrayal muttered, and then turned to stalk down the end of the hallway. Regret welled up inside her, their many heated conversations replaying in her head in an instant.
The tight set of his shoulders told her it was in her best interest not to argue, so she followed. He led them to the end of the hall and to the bay tower, where he motioned her up, and she dutifully went. Up the short set of stairs and out the door to the small terrace that bridged the two towers on the back of the house. The night was cold, but the moon was bright, and it lit up the space perfectly.
Daria leaned both palms on the iron railing and released a deep breath that turned into clouds. As they evaporated, she studied the scene in front of her, the moon rippling off the water, the soft hiss of it in the background, and as Betrayal moved closer to share his heat with her, she figured it was about as perfect as it got.
“Betrayal, I’m so—”
“No, you were right earlier,” he interrupted, and she glanced over at him where he leaned against the railing beside her. The moon did little but cast his face in shadow, so he was hard to read.
“When we were in that room, I was hoping your feelings for me would blind you. Then the plan was to hurt you so badly you wanted nothing more but to lock us all up again. I’m glad it never came to that. But I also can’t tell you how sorry I am that the truth came out the way it did.”
His jaw clenched and his gaze flicked away. Was he having the same homicidal thoughts about Pandora? How she had manipulated him, and her—hoping to get what she wanted by using them as pawns?
Betrayal spoke again, pulling her from her bitter thoughts. “And I’m sorry that I’ve been so… harsh when it comes to Misery. I think…” He trailed off and took a deep breath before his gaze fell back to hers. “It just drives me crazy to think he could hurt you… the same way I did, or worse.”
“I don’t think he’ll hurt me. Really. Every time I talk to him, he seems more comfortable. Less tense, as if the battle he’s been waging is finally wearing down.”
“Yeah. But who’s winning it?”
Her brow furrowed as she thought back on their conversation. He most certainly had seemed more himself, though she was still getting used to his jokes and his smile that he seemed to share more readily.
“I really hope it’s Misery,” she admitted. Staring out at the water, the end of their conversation floated through her mind, and she frowned.
“It depends, are you ready to give me an answer?”
Daria had an answer on the tip of her tongue, opened her mouth to declare it out loud, but Misery cleared his throat and spoke again before she could speak. And maybe that was the purpose. “I will never be done with you. And if you can wait for me, I can do the same in return. As for the others? Regardless, you don’t have to seek permission, or forgiveness from me. I don’t own you. But just remember, I was first.”
The darkness in his gaze still haunted her—but not because she had sensed something unsettling in their depths. No, there had been a need, a want, and a heat that Daria had wanted to act on right then and there, but she hadn’t. That part of her plan would have to wait.
Misery was right. He had been first, and he didn’t own her. But what if he considered himself less? And that’s what she was really afraid of, that she’d hurt him and he’d close himself off to her. She had avoided his questions, his commitment, only to turn around and run into the arms of the others. That was why she’d had to talk to him tonight. Discovering he still held on to the key chain—on to her—made butterflies take flight in her stomach.
“What’s wrong?” Betrayal inquired. “Did he say something to up—”
“No! No, the complete opposite.” She dug the keychain out of her pocket to show him, and she beamed at the smile that tugged Betrayal’s lips up.
“Told you he was still in there. He still cares, even if he’s a little twisted up inside right now.”
“I still want you to be cautious. He’s a weakness for you. Just like we were for Phoe—”
He cut himself off, his words fading into the night air, but their intent was still loud and clear.
“Just like you were a weakness for Phoebe?”
Well, doesn’t this sound familiar?
“We’ve had this discussion before. I’m not her.”
“I… know. I know. Really. But it doesn’t make my—” He cleared his throat to cover up the word he spoke, as if he was uncomfortable saying it out loud. “Fearslessvalid.”
Her lips twitched. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite get that.”
He crossed his arms over his chest like a barrier, and refused to meet her gaze. “I said, it doesn’t make my fears any less valid.”
“Aww… does the big bad bear care?” A laugh exploded out of her. “You’re a big gothic Care Bear,” she cried, motioning to his dark jeans and matching short-sleeved, button up shirt and big boots. “What’s your Care Bear name?” she cackled. “Grumpy Bear is taken, so you could be…” Her words trailed off into more laughs, until she grabbed her stomach and wiped tears from her eyes. “Your name could be Bitchy Bear!”
“Oh God, it hurts!” she cried out, her abs sore and her cheeks hurting from the grin that pulled them up. Betrayal moved closer, and when Daria glanced at him, she burst into giggles all over again. “I can’t even look at you! Make it sto—”
Betrayal did indeed make it stop. He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to him, one of his palms landing on her lower back to pull her closer.
Her giggles died and turned to a gasp as his lips covered hers, and her amusement faded in favor of the heat that flashed through her entire body. A thought flashed through her head that they really needed to find better opportunities to kiss more, other than shutting each other up. Because kissing was definitely one thing Betrayal excelled at. His beard tickled her cheeks, but his lips were so soft as they moved against hers, working her under a spell beneath the moonlight. She wrapped her arms around his neck to balance herself as Betrayal backed her up until she met the side of the house. A shiver ran down her spine as the cold siding at her back contrasted against the heat of Betrayal pressed against her. It exploded in goosebumps that rolled over her body like a caress, and she moaned as Betrayal gripped her waist and pulled her up. She wrapped her legs around him, and he pressed her into the wall, grinding his erection against her until she tried to tug him closer.
Her fingers turned to claws and unwrapped from his neck, only to grip his shoulders as he ground his hips into hers. All thought left her brain as that friction worked its perfect magic, until only one thought remained: more.
One of his hands trailed heat up her side, just barely brushing against the swell of her breast and over the front of her throat, before he fisted the hair at the back of her neck. Then he used his new leverage and tilted her head back, pulling her lips from his for her breath to explode in clouds, fogging the distance between them.
Heat bloomed against her throat, a wet swipe of his tongue, and it coaxed the quietest whimper from her lips. Fisting her own fingers through his short hair, she tried to tug his lips back to hers, but that apparently wasn’t in his plans. He leaned back, his dark eyes completely shadowed by the light of the moon that rested behind him.
“You piss me off, you know that?” he asked, and the question was so off topic, Daria almost choked on her surprise.
“Excuse me?” she ground out, sliding her hands from his shoulders in a hold that pulled him closer, to lay flat against his chest and tried to push him away.
“No, let me finish,” he said, and pressed closer until she had nowhere to go.
She gave up the fight and tried not to laugh. Instead of trapped between a rock and a hard place, she was trapped between the wall and a rock-hard Betrayal.
“See? There you go. Smiling. That’s what I’m talking about.” Frustration knotted his brows together and she lifted a hand to smooth it out with her thumb.
“What? I can’t smile?”
“No. It’s distracting. You are distracting. We’re having a nice, serious conversation and you suddenly gotta burst out into laughter. And you’re so self-sacrificial—you gotta save everyone. You infuriate me like no one else,” he admitted, “and if I have to kiss your mouth shut every time you annoy me, we’re gonna have problems.”
She heard the affection in his voice, and that’s the only reason she didn’t shove him away. “Why’s that?”
“Because then you’d never get a moment of peace,” he replied.
Then he swooped down to take her mouth again, cutting off any argument she might have had. Which, let’s face it, wouldn’t have been a very good one.
His lips moved against hers in a soft, sweet dance of something very close to affection. She wrapped her arms back around his neck, pulling him closer, but his hips no longer moved in that spell-inducing rhythm. It was only their lips that came together and apart, sharing the same breath like it was a tide and she the moon and he the gravitational pull that kept sucking her back in for more. His tongue traced her bottom lip for entrance and she opened easily, meeting him halfway. The intensity grew, until it wasn’t just simply a meeting of mouths or an action to silence the other, but it was a truce, one stamped and sealed just like their lips, eagerness and need lacing each movement.
He pulled back suddenly, and she wished she could see his face better, but she imagined his eyes darkening as his pupil expanded with lust. “I know I still have a lot to make up for,” he murmured.
Daria hummed in agreement and leaned forward to nip at the side of his jaw, right past his beard, which tickled her cheek as she moved to his throat. “Tons,” she agreed.
“Because I regret ever hurting you,” he continued, his voice low and gravelly, and dare she say even cracking as she nipped at him.
“Mhm…” She darted her tongue out to trace the beginnings of ink in a design she needed more light to recognize.
“And I swear I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you, even if takes a lifetime.”
“Sure, yeah.” Completely distracted, she unbuttoned the first button on his shirt, tugging the fabric aside and kissed the ink that trailed across all of his warm, smooth skin.
“Are you even listening to me?” he inquired, the slightest growl in his voice.
But that growl just reminded her of the way he sounded when he tossed her across the bed, and she tightened her thighs around him.
“Totally. You’ll do anything. Got it,” she mumbled incoherently, as she kissed down his chest, releasing the buttons of his shirt as she went. She preened at the goosebumps that rippled across his skin.
“I want you,” he told her, and for some reason, the dark velvet of his voice caressed her skin and got her attention.
She peered up at him as she traced the edges of a tattoo on his pec with her fingertip. “Am I giving you any sign other than yes, right now?”
His eyebrows shot sky high as he took in her words. “Dora’s box, I don’t know what the hell you and Misery talked about, but remind me to buy the guy a gift.”
Daria laughed, but otherwise ignored him and went back to her task of revealing all of her tattooed demon. His shirt finally came apart, the only thing holding it in place was her own thighs.
“Shit, it’s cold as balls out here,” he grumbled.
“Are you seriously complaining right now?” She arched a brow at him as she ran her palms over his chest.
“What? No. Nope, not at all.” He shook his head and Daria’s lips tugged up into a smile.
“That’s what I thought. And besides, I’m almost certain your balls are far from cold at the moment.”
“Care to see for yourself?”
Daria laughed. A full on, head thrown back, full-bodied laugh. “I’ll take that suggestion into consideration.”
She squeezed her thighs against him one more time before she wiggled free and dropped to her knees. Right there, on the cold deck flooring of the bay tower bridge. Leaning up, she nipped and kissed his abs, the hills and valleys of his sharply cut stomach, and for a moment, she thought it so unfair. They just materialized as these perfect specimens of man. How was Daria supposed to resist?
Hiding a smile against his flesh, she figured it was time to level the playing field.
Her fingertips traced over his waistband before plucking at the button on his jeans. But then she darted away and danced her fingertips over the hard length trapped behind the fabric.
“Tease.” His voice grumbled from above, and she smirked before tucking her fingers into his pants, intending to tug them down.
But something scratched at the inside of her mind, and she paused.
“Playing field…” She murmured.
“What?” Betrayal groaned as she paused, and she glanced up to find his head tilted down at her in confusion.
“Pandora used you as a pawn,” she stated, her brain latching on to the thought and tugging her focus away from the man in front of her.
“I’d really rather not talk about her right now,” Betrayal grumbled, and cupped her cheek as if to capture her attention.
But it was too late for that. She stood, pecked him on the lips, and headed to the door.
“Wait, no, what happened?”
“I have an idea,” she called. “Let’s go get the others.”
“But we…” He trailed off, and she glanced back with her hand on the doorknob. He thrust a hand through his hair, making some of it stand straight up before he heaved a heavy sigh.
“Fine.”
“I’ll make it up to you,” she promised, and sent him a wink before opening the door and rushing into the warmth of the house.
Without Betrayal pressed up against her, it really was cold as balls out there.





DARIA
A fter yelling the house down, Daria gathered everyone into the kitchen and dining room. The lights of the kitchen blocked out any of the beautiful moon outside, the windows and French doors only showing them their own reflections.
Persy flicked her ponytail over her shoulder and sighed from where she sat in the bay window, clacking at her keyboard. “So… the tracing didn’t work. It would help if Pandora would place a call, but she has yet to do so. And Wrath says he never calls her so…”
They turned to him and he shrugged from his spot at the breakfast bar. “What? I wasn’t allowed to call, and doing so would tip her right off. I say we lure her in.”
“But how?”
Daria glanced to Betrayal who sat next to her, and he nodded. “Betrayal and I were thinking…”
“Oh is that what we’re calling it now a days?” Truth asked, and heat rushed to Daria’s cheeks until she was sure they were red with embarrassment.
Among the chuckles around the room, she cleared her throat. “Pandora is using us like pawns. First Betrayal, and then Wrath, and who knows how many others she’s manipulating with their loved ones. We need to turn the game around on her, level the playing field. So… why don’t we send someone in? To kind of… play both sides?”
“Like a double agent?” When Daria nodded in response to Truth’s question, he leaned forward on his forearms and snatched a piece of candy from the bowl in the center of the table.
“That could work, right?” He turned to Death as he popped the candy in his mouth and Death nodded.
“It’s a good idea, in theory, but who would we send?”
Now that was a good question. With everything going on with Misery, the thought of any of her demons out of her sight and in the midst of danger was enough to make Daria’s palms sweat.
“Well, she won’t trust me now. She’ll see right through it. Plus, I’m not leaving her,” Wrath declared, wrapping an arm around Curious’s shoulders. Her cheeks flamed red and Daria couldn’t help the internal awe that sounded off. They were cute together, and Wrath’s protectiveness was something to admire.
“Fair enough, and I think you’re right,” Daria agreed. “She won’t believe me, and Betrayal’s out too.”
“I’m out, obviously. Can’t lie, and all that.” Truth shrugged, a sheepish smile curling his lips.
Momentarily, Daria considered sending Pain or hell, even Persy, if she was up to it. But then she thought about the slow progress they were making, and didn’t want to risk fucking that up. They could be in the same room now without threatening murder, and that was… improvement. And they needed Persy and her skills too badly to send her away, which meant Pain had to stay too.
Daria didn’t feel comfortable asking others to sacrifice on her behalf—it wasn’t right. How could she ask someone to do something if she wasn’t willing to do the same?
The short answer… she couldn’t. She could come up with an excuse not to send every person in the house, which meant they were back at square one.
“I’m not asking anyone to sacrifice themselves on my behalf. So we need to come up with something else. Say we do get someone on the inside, what then? We lure her into a trap? We take her captive? Make her change her ways?”
Yeah, cause that’s going so fucking well with Misery.
“Don’t get me wrong… but I kind of assumed we were just gonna kill her.” Betrayal shrugged with his palms raised.
The suggestion made Daria pause, as if the thought hadn’t even crossed her mind. To be honest… it hadn’t. And she realized now that was naïve of her.
Like this was a fairy tale, where everyone lived happily ever after and the villains recognized their awful ways and turned their lives around? Not very fucking likely.
God, she hadn’t even considered the thought that… that this would end in death.
Speak of the demon… her gaze cut to his and she blurted her question before she even thought twice. “Can you see how she dies?”
His brows knotted in confusion before he shook his head. “No. Pandora’s bloodline has always been off limits to my abilities. It’s why I couldn’t see your mother or—” His words cut off abruptly, but Daria knew he’d been about to bring up her sister. Shadows arced across his face, hollowing his cheeks as he ground his teeth together. She could only imagine it infuriated him that he couldn’t see that Sofia hadn’t died in that house fire. But that wasn’t his fault, and Daria suddenly wanted to cross the room and wrap her arms around him.
Comforting Death… what had her life become?
A yawn suddenly split her jaw, and she glanced at the time on the microwave. It was well into the late morning, and Daria glanced around at the haggard appearances of her friends.
Even Persy looked drained at this point, the ever-bubbly blonde’s ponytail slumped low on her head, and her shoulders dipped in disappointment to match.
“We can table this for now. We’re all tired, and coming up with a half-assed plan is almost worse than no plan at all. Let’s revisit and see what we can come up with tomorrow. If we can come up with something she wants, maybe we can lure her in.”
Agreements were mumbled around the room, and one by one they departed. Truth sought her out, but she simply shook her head. She needed some space to think, because while her body was tired, her mind wasn’t ready to sleep yet. It wanted to obsess over everything a little longer and she refused to keep Truth awake with her tossing and turning.
In the safety of her room, she slumped against the door and shook her head. Betrayal’s words echoed in her head and she couldn’t shake them off.
He just assumed they were going to kill Pandora.
Murder? Oh God. Her breath seized in her chest, flashbacks of chaopados flipping through her mind like a worn-out magazine. It wasn’t a terrible idea, and at least once it was done, they’d know they were all safe… for good. Hell, she’d done it before, why not do it again?
She winced, unable to fool herself. No, she wasn’t that person.
Chaopados… All of their faces still haunted her, and she still regretted her actions that night. The sights and smells and the sounds of their screams. It was all too much, and Daria knew she wouldn’t be able to do that again. No matter what.
She laughed bitterly, running her fingers through her hair. No, she couldn’t murder someone.
Huffing a breath, she began to pace, her thoughts racing with denials and arguments.
Daria didn’t know what she needed then. Maybe just someone to fucking talk to, someone who wasn’t involved. Someone like… her mom.
Her chest tightened, and even though she’d never had that kind of relationship with her mom, she once again mourned what could never be.
Not with her at least…
Before the thought even finished developing in her mind, Daria blinked and realized a slow forming smoke was curling through her room, one with a golden tint to it.
Oh shit—
Poof. The room around her disappeared for a moment, complete darkness taking its place instead. When it cleared, the familiar rooms of Chaos’s paradise surrounded her. The first thing her gaze landed on was the theater room where she and Misery had, ah… awkward.
The next thing was her father, dear old dad, curled up in a recliner in front of the fireplace. The very same fireplace where she had lost her shit once she’d discovered he’d been smoking some kind of godly weed to fuck with her guys’ heads.
Without being asked, she drifted across the floor in his direction, drawn as much by her curiosity of her father as the comforting image he made. The heat from the fire warmed her as she settled in the chair next to his, and a blanket poofed into existence, draping over her in a cozy manner.
“Hi,” she said lamely, when he didn’t greet her or say anything.
When he still didn’t answer, only sipped a glass of Bourbon, she took a moment to really study him. Immediately, she noticed a difference. In place of his tidy, well cut suit and perfectly styled hair, he wore sweatpants and a t-shirt, and his hair was a wreck, and not the purposeful kind. And when he finally turned to face her, the frown on her lips pulled deeper. Dark circles bruised his eyes, from worry or lack of sleep, or both, and Daria had to admit it was the first time she’d seen him appear… human, for lack of a better word.
It instantly made worry slice through her, at the thought of something wrong with him.
“Are you okay?” she inquired, not bothering to hide her concern for him.
He slurped his drink before he answered, turning back to the fire.
Maybe I’m not the only one that needs someone to talk to, she thought, and her heart ached for the man that was her father, yet someone she knew so little about.
“I am not,” he finally answered, and she wished she could conjure blankets like he could, because he looked like he could use some comfort just then.
“Do you wanna talk about it?”
“No. And that’s the problem. Because it seems like it’s becoming less possible to keep it to myself. At least… without hurting others.”
When he didn’t speak for another long moment, Daria tried coaxing him. “Well… I need someone to talk to about my problems too. So, I’ll share if you share,” she offered.
A corner of his lips quirked up, and she held her breath.
“You remind me a lot of her, you know?” he asked, and she tilted her head as he studied her.
“Unlike the other gods, I never planned to have children. I didn’t go around sowing my wild oats. I preferred to keep to myself. I had everything I ever wanted, I was older than the universe, and… I liked it like that. Until I met Samena.”
Daria’s heart launched into her throat, and she tried to swallow past it as he continued talking.
“I liked her more than I did my solitude, even though she didn’t know who I was, or maybe in spite of that fact. She was kind, adventurous, unexpected.” A wistful smile tugged at his lips and Daria’s heart ached at the pain she heard in his voice.
Her mom had done a good job conning him. Chaos—the beginning of everything, and Daria struggled to wrap her head around that fact. It just proved that no one was invincible when it came to love.
“But I knew it could never be more than what it was—a fun reprieve from this,” he said, motioning to the big empty palace of everything perfect.
Oh shit. Her father was lonely, and Daria didn’t know how to handle that, because she related, or at least she had at one time. Before she’d met the demons—before she’d become Pandora’s curse. On the verge of homelessness, she’d never wished for a friend more, and now she had an abundance, a whole mansion full of them.
Whereas her father had… this. White marble with gold veins that oozed class and of course, riches. But it was cold, the kind that not even the fireplace in front of them could warm.
“I never knew she was pregnant. Never knew I was a father, until I saw you in that hallway, reigning chaos around you. And I was thrilled. Until I realized who made up the other half of your DNA.”
Daria stuttered at that, her mouth dropping open as if to argue, but what was she going to argue with? Facts? So she kept her mouth shut and let him continue.
“Your mother wasn’t the first woman I let get too close, but she was the last.”
Who was the first? she wanted to ask.
As she stared, his drink automatically refilled itself, the level of alcohol rising in the glass until he brought it back to his lips to drain a large gulp.
“She was the last, because I refused to fuck her up like I did the first one.” His lips twitched in a sad mimicry of a smile. “You’re probably familiar with her—Pandora.”
Daria froze on the seat next to him, her cheeks flushing in part embarrassment and part anger. She knew he had something to do with Pandora, but what? And whose side was he on now? Hopefully she was about to fucking find out, or she’d find her own damn way back home.
“You know the basic story—she was created to watch the jar. Her husband opened the jar because he was part of chaopados, and then she sacrificed her entire life and all her children to the same fate, watching the demons. Simply put…” His hands waved around as if trying to snatch the word he was looking for from the air. “I felt bad,” he finished, and then shrugged. “It was my cult that ruined her life after all. So… I got close to her, planned on watching after her. But then I started to realize something.”
Another gulp of his drink followed the words, and Daria sucked in a sharp breath at the same time he did, unconsciously preparing herself for whatever he said next. “I noticed she seemed… not right, in some ways. She obsessed over the jar, over her role as the demon keeper. Chaopados had helped the demons escape. Pandora set out almost immediately to find those that had gotten loose, like it was her sole purpose in life. And soon… I realized it was.” He sat up straight, staring into the flames, where they rose higher and flicked sparks onto the cold marble to sizzle out and leave black smudges.
“The gods fucking made her, but they didn’t complete her. She’s cold, she’s calculating, she’s manipulative. And none of that is her fault. They made her that way, because they made her with one fucking purpose—to keep the demons locked up and away from humanity.”
Daria wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead, where the flames were putting off more heat than she could handle. Her heart pounded at the information she learned, until all of her focus narrowed down to the words that poured out of Chaos.
“I wanted to help her, tried to show her there was more to life than that. In some ways, I think I loved her,” he murmured, seeming to muse to himself, before snapping back into the conversation. “But the more time I spent with her, the more I realized what was wrong. I tried to help, I did. I made her immortal, hoping she would find the beauty in life and enjoy it. Instead, it just solidified her goal, twisted her mind. Because she had not one lifetime to dedicate to her search, to spend every waking minute on her hunt, and then ultimately fail. She had hundreds of lifetimes to fail. And don’t misunderstand me. I don’t mean I spent a week with her. I spent years. Decades. And every century that passed that she couldn’t hunt down the demons? The more unhinged she became. I eventually left her to be. Let the other gods handle it. They’re the ones that created her, they’re the ones that should fix it, right?”
Daria gulped, the thought of the other gods interfering was almost scarier than Pandora herself.
“But they don’t give a shit. They’re much too content on their little mountain, enjoying each other and their retirements, or whatever the fuck they’re doing up there.”
The flames died down, his shoulders slumped, and his drink was emptied as he tossed it back and then set the glass to the side.
“I fucked up. And because of my actions, it’s all come back to me now, to you. It’s hurting you. My daughter.” He turned to her, a sheen coating his eyes that matched her own, and she gulped as she tried not to let it affect her.
“I’m so sorry,” he said, his voice cracking before he cleared it. “It’s like it’s come full cycle—just like everything else. Everything is a cycle, Daria. I wanted you to know, because you need to understand what you’re up against. This isn’t someone who can be swayed. Millennia have passed where she’s failed over and over, only to start again with renewed vigor, each time growing more determined not to fail. The gods cursed her as surely as she cursed you.”
“What do you suggest we do?”
He seemed to steel himself against his answer, his jaw clenched as he stared at her. “Whatever you have to.”
Her thoughts mirrored the ones she’d had earlier, and her heart seemed to freeze. He was talking about killing Pandora, just like Betrayal had.
“Is that why you sent us Persy? You knew this was coming?”
“Pandora is ruthless. You need all the help you can get.”
Daria glanced down at her lap, where her fingers clenched the blanket so tightly, she worried she might rip it. Releasing it, she stretched out her fingers, the blood flowing back into them as she worked them open and closed.
“I don’t want to be that person,” she whispered, more to herself than him. “I hurt all those people, the ones in Maleston. They had families and loved ones, and I just killed them—”
“You weren’t in control of that, and you know it. Chaos is… well, it’s chaos. Impossible to control, especially with you just coming into it. I suspect having the curse awakened inside of you unlocked it somehow, and you can’t be blamed for something out of your control.”
She didn’t argue, but only because there was nothing he could say that would change her mind. Daria had killed all those people, and she had to live with it for the rest of her life. Did she really want to add someone else to that list?
“You already knew what I wanted to talk about, didn’t you?” she inquired.
“I did. I hoped learning about her would ease some of the guilt you’re so eager to feel.”
Their gazes clashed, hazel to blue, father to daughter, knowledge to confusion. “It doesn’t. Now I just feel bad.” She stood, throwing her arms up in the air and pacing, her footsteps soft against the marble, her bare feet cold where her skin met each step. “You’re lonely here in this big… place of yours. Mom used you to make me, and ew, but then she just discarded you. Just like the gods did Pandora! She was just a pawn! And that’s not her fault. If it comes down to it, I don’t think I can… I can’t kill her,” Daria cried, finally turning to him.
She instantly stepped back, because he was right in front of her, and tears slipped over her lashes as she saw the sympathy in his gaze. Then his arms wrapped around her, and it was just what she needed. The tears fell freely as he spoke in her ear and she wrapped her arms around him too.
“You can, because it will save the ones you love.”
A shuddering breath trailed past her lips and she squeezed her eyes shut as he whispered, “I’m on your side, Daria. Always will be.”
“Will you show me how to control it?” she asked. “I don’t want to hurt anyone else.”
And that was where her true fears lay. The bystanders. The passersby. The pawns Pandora decided to pull into the game she was playing. Daria didn’t want to hurt innocent people, and her powers were far too strong to control. She was too emotional.
“I would love nothing more,” he answered, and Daria sighed into her dad’s arms.





PANDORA
“I  still haven’t heard from her!” Pandora said. “And Wrath has completely ignored all of my calls, so I can only assume he has either gotten rid of his phone or… Or—Dammit! I knew he was too soft! I should have never chosen him to handle Misery’s downfall.”
“Then why did you bother with him?” Deceit asked from his place on the couch. Her couch. Not that it mattered, she was too anxious to sit. She needed to move. She needed action.
“Because I had it on good authority that he would obey.”
“Whose authority?”
“Sofia’s.” Her daughter’s.
Deceit chuckled. “So… you listened to your daughter praise the man she’s in love with?”
Pandora paused, turning away from the sun shining into the window to face the demon, her heart in her throat. “Excuse me?”
Cocking his head at her, Deceit seemed to think for a long moment. Who knew the demon had such brain power? “Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”
“I’m not daft. I know Wrath fancies her, and that’s why he made such a good pawn. But she wouldn’t dare look twice at the likes of a demon.”
She wouldn’t dare. Sofia knew the threat they posed to all of humanity, knew the importance of their life’s work.
“Wouldn’t she though? If that demon was the one charged with her care for oh… say, seventy-five percent of the time?” Deceit chuckled and looked over at her from where he lounged on her furniture. “Are you sure you aren’t daft? She is a young girl—in the midst of a transition to a young, independent woman. One with needs, yes?”
“She has everything she needs here!” Pandora shouted.
“Think again.” Then he frowned as if seeing her through new eyes. “Surely you aren’t serious? You were married once, you know how it is.”
The blood in her veins froze as an ice-cold fury filled her up. “Don’t you dare imply what I think you are.”
On her watch? Wrath would not have dared to touch Sofia. And Sofia—that girl would not… she couldn’t have…
Pandora stalked across the wooden floors to stand before Deceit, who looked up at her with a hint of concern. That pinched expression on his face only heightened her anger.
“My daughter would not betray me for a demon. Is that what you are suggesting?”
Her voice was deadly calm, and if Deceit were smart, he would tread lightly.
He spoke slowly, as if carefully choosing each word, as if sensing that she was at her wit’s end.
“I think… I think Sofia was starved for attention, and would accept it from anyone who was willing to give it to her. Including a demon.”
The breath froze in her throat. Her heart stopped in her chest. And her fury raged out of control, but instead of reddening her face and exploding through her like a fiery hot inferno of anger, it stopped her in her place.
“Change of plan,” she announced. “We need to get Sofia back. I will die before I allow her to shack up with the likes of a demon.”
Something crossed her companion’s eyes, like a shadow darting behind a corner, but she ignored it.
Pandora had sacrificed everything for Sofia, had worked to give her everything she deserved, and this was how her daughter repaid her? By… consorting with the enemy Pandora was created to capture?
“When we get her back, she will never, and I mean never leave that godforsaken room again. Get it ready, and then come to my office,” she told him, and then she left.
Inside her office, she pulled up the Internet, an invention that even throughout all of her lifetimes, was her favorite.
Her fingers clacked against the keys as she typed out Maleston Realty.
Pandora had a home to find.
    
DARIA
The sound of muffled conversation caught her attention as Daria paused at the top of the stairs. Just having left her dad’s… home, she guessed she could call it, she still reeled over the connection they had made. The information she had learned.
The voices rose again, and she tilted her head. It wasn’t so much the sound, but the tension that laced every word. Frowning, she made her way downstairs, instant worry piercing through her as she feared whatever had made them all so upset. The steps groaned underneath her weight as she descended, and the conversation paused. Then the pounding of footsteps sounded and Truth’s blue eyes widened when he rounded the corner out of the kitchen.
“Where have you been?” Truth barked, before rushing forward to scoop her up in his arms. He hugged her tight, and to keep herself from being swung around, she grabbed on and hugged him in return.
Death came around the corner next and he shouted, “Found her!”
“I—Dad poofed me out of my room, and we talked a little,” Daria explained in a rush, and Truth finally released her as she talked. Betrayal came in the front door by the living room, catching the tail end of her words, and the sound of the French doors in the kitchen shutting preceded Hope’s arrival too.
“A little? Try all night! It’s late afternoon! We’ve been looking everywhere for you!” Betrayal growled as he stalked forward. Then it was his turn to hug her and she swallowed hard. She hadn’t meant to worry them. Did time move differently in Chaos’s realm or whatever it was?
“I’m sorry,” she started. “I didn’t mean to—”
Before she could even finish her apology, a loud, anguished yell sounded from upstairs, and she flinched. “Is that Misery?”
“Yeah… uh… he’s maybe, not so happy that he had to stay tied up while you were missing,” Death explained, and Daria heard an odd note in his voice. When she glanced over, a smile twitched at his lips. “I think you might need to go make sure he’s okay.”
“Uhm…” Her words trailed off as she was passed into Hope’s arms, and Daria’s heart pounded at their concern, at the safety she felt in each of their arms. “Okay, I can do that. But then we need to talk… What’s wrong?”
Death frowned, his focus fading out even while his gaze remained locked on her face. Like a cloud had suddenly covered the moon. The light still shone, but it was suddenly a little dimmer, a little out of focus.
He shook his head, his long hair acting like a shield against whatever it was he was sensing. Running his hands through those strands, he tugged at them in frustration before finally meeting her worried gaze. “I’m not… Do you remember James?”
Daria nodded, even while her stomach twisted as if her intestines had grown thorns. “He helped me buy this house, of course I remember him.”
Don’t say it, she begged.
But he did anyway, shaking his head with regret. “He just passed on. He’s dead.”
The breath left her lungs on a shuddering breath. “What? Why?”
Death stepped forward as if to console her, and Daria forced herself not to back away. James had been so sweet and helpful and…
“I don’t know, but the cause wasn’t natural.”
“Guys!” Persy’s voice came from upstairs in a slow growing panic that made a chill run down Daria’s spine. Footsteps pounded past Daria and before she could even turn to see what it was, Pain shot past her and up the stairs.
They followed, at a much less frantic pace, and when they entered Persy’s room, Daria whistled. Two long desks were crammed together in front of the window, taking up the entire wall, and three monitors covered the space, along with blinking tech that Daria didn’t know what to make of. And that didn’t even cover the shelves. Persy’s room was more of a workspace than a bedroom, as proven by the bed she’d moved into the corner as if it were an afterthought. How it all fit in her room, Daria had no idea, but somehow, it worked. And when the rest of them piled in, it was truly a tight fit.
“What’s going on?” a voice called out behind them, and Daria turned to see Wrath and Curious paused outside the door. “Is everything okay?” Wrath asked.
Static murmuring caught their attention and it was almost comical how all of their heads turned toward the right, where shelves of more tech, either old or abandoned or maybe just not used that much took up space.
“The police scanner. They found a crime scene, including a body. They said James’s name, the real estate agent,” Persy rushed to explain. Pain stood beside her where she had turned in her chair to stare at the blinking radio.
When details of the death came through, Daria winced, her fists clenching in anger.
“Did they just say tortured?” Daria questioned, more to herself than anyone. It was broad fucking daylight. Who the hell committed torture and murder in the middle of the day?
Someone unhinged, she thought.
Daria couldn’t believe James was gone. He was so nice, and had been so patient with her while she turned down home after home, looking the part of a small-town hipster in his khakis and small print button up.
Persy’s lips quivered and Pain flexed his fists, opening and closing as if he were fighting the urge to go to her.
As they listened to the scanner for more details, Daria tried to piece together the static-y conversation, and slipped her hand into the person’s beside her. She didn’t even know who it was at first, but they squeezed back. Dazedly, she turned her head only to find Truth’s ocean blue gaze staring at her, worry lining his face. Squeezing his hand again, she gave him a shaky smile and focused on the information they needed.
A bystander had heard a scream outside of an abandoned warehouse in the downtown area, and called the cops, but by the time they’d arrived, the victim was already dead.
They ‘had a fresh one?’ Who the fuck talks like that?
“The sirens must have tipped them off, and they killed him to cover their tracks.”
“Them?” Daria repeated bitterly, staring ahead but seeing nothing. “We all know who it was. Pandora is looking for us. Maleston Realty has a monopoly on the realtor business. It wouldn’t have taken much sleuthing to figure out who sold me this house. Hell, my name is on the paperwork,” she scoffed.
“Hey.” Truth bumped his shoulder into hers and she turned her head. “It’ll be okay.”
If Truth spoke it, it had to be true, right? It would be okay.
Daria wanted to scream. The thought that she was the cause, even inadvertently, of another death, it made her want to… well, honestly she wanted to crawl into a ball and cry for a few hours or hell, why not days? Who was counting?
But if Pandora had gotten to James, then she was coming, and they needed to be ready.
    
MISERY
When the door finally cracked open well into the evening, Misery sagged in relief.
“You’re okay,” he announced, when what he really wanted to say was about fucking time.
But that was just worry and his own concern turned into irritation, and as soon as he got a good glimpse of her face, he realized that was the last thing she needed.
That morning, when he’d heard the shouts of concern echo through the house, his stomach had dropped with worry, and he’d been tense ever since. And every time he’d heard a confirmation shouted of “Not here,” from each of the guys as they spread out to search the house, panic had pierced him sure as an arrow until finally, he’d heard she’d been found. But then something else had happened to cause alarm, and in the room next to his, he’d heard the police scanner confirm the death of someone, but he didn’t know who. Whoever it was, though, was someone who could dim the light in Daria’s smile. Because when one was offered in his direction, it lacked its usual vibrancy, and Misery tilted his head to the side to study Daria more closely.
“I am that,” she replied, and then drew closer. She was stressed, he could tell that much. Her features were pinched with worry and her hands came together in front of her to twist and turn, a physical tell of her anxiety.
Daria collapsed more than sat in the chair across from him, and gave him an exhausted smile. “Can we just… talk? Like normal?”
Do we not usually talk like normal?
No, because you’re too busy being a dick.
“I mean, no show boating or intimidation tactics, no threats or anything else—just you and me,” she clarified, as if she was reading his mind, and Misery offered a small nod. Daria was vulnerable, Misery realized. She looked exhausted, emotionally and physically, and Misery wanted nothing more but to wrap his arms around her and tell her it would be okay.
“Do you remember the first time we were together?” she asked suddenly, and her blue eyes captured his gaze and held it—like a siren calling to him from the depths of the ocean.
As if I could forget, he thought, and was about to speak, but her low, seductive voice kept on.
“You showed me the best kind of misery, remember?”
When he edged her over and over again until she was desperate and begging? Fuck yes, he remembered it, and his cock did too, if the rapid swelling going on behind his zipper was any sign.
Misery nodded his head and rasped out, “Yeah.”
“Would that be something that would help you? If you were able to release your misery that way, slowly, instead of hitting me like a Mack truck?”
Any kind of release would help his demon, and Misery would be a right idiot not to jump at the chance. Not only of letting himself have some peace, but at being with Daria again.
But something stopped him from agreeing, something in the back of his mind that made him wary of her offer. So he paused, and after a long moment, something clicked, something that finally told him why the thought made him uncomfortable.
It would be too much like using her. Like her asshole ex had done. And she was more than a means to a better end, an antidote to make him feel better.
Misery was a damned fool for even considering turning down an offer like that. But another part of him… he didn’t want Daria to be with him as a way to cure him, or whatever else she was thinking.
Everything between them thus far had been natural, intoxicating, beautiful, and amazing. Giving in now, with a goal in mind, would ruin that.
“No,” he blurted out, before he could talk some sense into himself.
“No? Really?” she inquired in surprise, and her gaze darkened with the pain of rejection.
Shit.
“It’s just—I don’t want you to be with me just because you think it will help. It should be… natural. Organic.”
Her breath left her in a sigh, and she leaned forward and put her head in her hands. “I do too. But we don’t have time for organic. Pandora killed James.”
James… the name rang a bell but—wait.
“The real estate guy?”
“Yeah. We figure she’s trying to track us down, and used him to get to us. So if she’s as close as we think she is… we’re going to need everyone on our side, and that includes you, Mr. 2.0.”
His lips twitched at the nickname, but he focused less on the words she spoke and more on the emotion he sensed right beneath.
“Are you okay?” His voice was soft as he asked, and he didn’t know if it was the concern he showed or what he had asked, but as he watched her, Daria’s face crumpled. Tears welled, and Misery’s heart ached at the pain on her face. Pain he’d done absolutely nothing to put there.
“I just want everything to stop,” she said.
Misery twisted against his bonds just like his heart twisted in his chest and he wanted nothing more than to be able to cross the room and take her into his arms.
“Daria,” he called, and she turned her head to the side and sucked in a sharp breath, and he watched the tears dry from her eyes as she composed herself. “Untie me.”
When his words reached her, she looked up at him instantly, startled by his words, and successfully distracted. “And why should I do that?”
Misery barely held himself back from snapping, from saying Because I fucking said so. Instead, he clamped his lips shut until he could trust the words that rolled off his tongue, and when they did, what came out was, “So I can hold you, dammit.”
Because holding her meant proximity, and proximity meant release—stop, he told himself. Daria was more than just a vessel for his misery and pain.
And as she moved closer, her hesitation prominent, but her movements sure, she stopped right before him her hands on his wrists. “Okay. But please don’t make me regret this,” she pleaded.
Misery didn’t know what it was about her words that seemed to reach inside and wrap a fist around his heart. Maybe it was the pleading, desperate, sad look in her eyes that broke him. Or maybe he was suddenly just tired. Of this back and forth, this battle he felt he’d been waging for a thousand years.
He’d been looking for a way to prove himself to her all this time—getting his shit together, yeah that worked out real well, finding more demons for whatever was coming, contributing to the household. All these things he’d been looking for to prove himself worth her affection and now… her love. And here was his chance, right the fuck in front of him.
Now he just hoped he didn’t fuck it up.





DARIA
With every beat of her heart, Daria hoped she wasn’t making a mistake. Staring up at Misery from her spot on the floor, she held his gaze for another long moment before she plucked at the knots holding him hostage. When she freed the first wrist, she half expected him to reach for the opposite hand immediately, eager and desperate to be free so he could run and find the nearest group of humans to wipe out with a wave of misery. Instead, he simply sighed, flexed his fingers back and forth, and offered her a smile. One that took her breath away.
Sucking in air between lips that quivered, she worked on the second knot, and silently cursed Betrayal. Was he a fucking boy scout at one point? Who tied knots like this?
A frustrated huff fell out as she finally got the rope to separate and release Misery’s second wrist, and she risked a glance at him. He was too busy studying her, so she rubbed a thumb over the reddened skin where the ropes had scraped his flesh raw. He didn’t even blink, and she moved on to the ones that tied his ankles to the feet of the chair.
She sat back, crisscrossing her legs, and got to work on the other knots. Her heart pounded louder with each bit of slack she created in the rope, and she didn’t know why. Was she nervous? Afraid he would run off?
Daria couldn’t pinpoint it, but by the time she released the last rope, tears welled in her eyes as she braced for Misery’s action. The chair scraped against the floor as he stood, and she couldn’t even find it in her to look up at his face, too terrified of what she would find. Her palms lay flat on the floor and she bowed her head, blinking rapidly to clear her vision, but instead it became worse until the floor and her hands blurred into one and a single drop landed on the back of her hand. She blinked again, and when she opened her eyes, it was to Misery’s knees on the floor, his black jeans stretched tight across his thighs. No words were spoken, but his hands landed on the back of hers, and she brought her head up so sharply she almost nailed him in the chin.
Then his soft touch drifted from her hands to her wrists, up her arms and over her shoulders until he cupped the back of her neck, his thumbs splayed over the edge of her jaw.
“Why are you crying?” he asked, his voice so gentle and careful, and Daria’s chin quivered, but she wasn’t able to look away from him. His hold made sure of that, but even more was the softness in his eyes—eyes that once again were dark as the night sky. It captured her and held her hostage like she was just another star to twinkle like so many did in his gaze.
That was what made her finally give in to the crushing pressure in her chest and the hard lump in her throat—meeting his gaze and not feeling like she was looking at a stranger.
She didn’t know who moved first, if he pulled her forward or if she launched herself across the space between them, but it didn’t matter. What did matter was that she ended up in his arms, his hold tight around her and her head buried in his neck, his lips against her shoulder.
“What’s wrong?”
But Daria didn’t have an answer for him then either, not when his voice was so low and smooth and full of worry and concern. So she just hugged him tighter and tried to get a handle on her thoughts that were running too wild for her to get a grasp on.
A moment later, she must have found her voice, or maybe she just couldn’t hold it back anymore, but what exploded out of her was an epic word vomit, sure to show Misery the error of his ways and make him regret making her cry. “Y-You were gone and then you were here—but not really. You weren’t you and I didn’t know if you’d ever be okay again. And then Pandora killed James who helped me get this house and she’s gonna try to take you all away from me and you need to get better so you can help but I thought you were gonna run away and—” She sucked in a deep breath, ready to let loose the other half of her panicked thoughts, but Misery pulled back with wide eyes. As if he didn’t know what to do, but also feared what came next, he pulled her closer and crushed his lips to hers.
It did the job. All thought fled her mind even as she flinched as if in anticipation of the well of misery that would surely come next—hurting and breaking her heart even more. But instead, it was just the simple meeting of their lips, yet it was so much more than that. It was a rekindling, sparks flying between them while her blood heated and she wanted to be closer to that fire, to Misery. Their hushed breaths only made way for their lips to meet again like licks of flame.
Daria wanted to be consumed by that flame, by the fire that burned between them, but she stopped gradually, receding from his touch before going back for more, slower, until finally she stared up at him with a clear head and a full heart.
The last waning light of the sun dipping below the horizon framed him as she pulled away, creating a halo effect. The irony was not lost on her.
“What was that?” she whispered.
Her heart still fluttered wildly, but not because of the panic she’d felt moments ago, instead it was all because of the man in front of her. Her tears were dry, her throat no longer ached with a well of emotion, and she no longer suffered from the spiraling thoughts of despair and worry.
“I don’t...” Misery trailed off, a foggy look in his gaze, and it wasn’t from the kiss. “Do you feel... different?”
“Different how?” Her hands flexed around her hold on his arms as if bracing herself.
“Different than you did a few minutes ago?”
“That’s a mighty big ego you have there, if you think a little kiss is gonna—”
“That’s not what I mean,” he insisted, and one of his hands fell from his soft hold against her cheek to rub at his chest. The other drifted until his thumb tapped beneath her eyes, tracing a dried path of tears.
“I guess I do feel... better,” she said. “I was upset over you, and James, and now I’m...”
“Not?” he offered, and she nodded.
Daria didn’t know how to phrase what she felt. It was true, she had been upset, her thoughts racing and her emotions swirling, but now she was... lighter. There wasn’t a hint of the emotions that had made her feel so... heavy. Sad.
Miserable?
“I feel different too, ah... this is gonna sound weird.” The hand that rubbed at his chest, he moved to run through the black strands of his hair. “I feel... full? Content. But it’s like... the misery is settled down.”
Everything is a cycle, she thought back on her father’s words and stared at the man before her.
It couldn’t be a coincidence that she suddenly felt lighter, and Misery was content?
“Did you just feed off of me?”
“What?” He released her like lightning, falling back into an ungraceful heap.
“You empty yourself out into whoever can take it, but you never replenish.”
“It does it on its own,” Misery explained, but his words weren’t laced with confidence.
“My dad stressed the words last night, everything is a cycle. What if that’s how your misery works?”
Misery stared at her for the longest moment before his brows furrowed and he looked down, as if studying himself.
“I didn’t know,” he murmured.
“Why would you?” Daria asked, excitement brewing at this new revelation. “It’s only your second time out in the human world, right? With your demon all to yourself? It seems like it would be normal for there to be things to still discover about yourself.”
“I guess...” Misery didn’t seem nearly as relieved as she was.
“But what about releasing the misery? That’s still an issue, right?”
When he nodded, she offered the obvious solution. “So... use me,” she said with a shrug.
“What? No.” He shook his head as if unable to consider the thought.
“Why not?”
“Because that’s exactly what it would be—using you—and I can’t do that to you.”
Her heart melted a little bit more for the dark and tortured demon in front of her. He was afraid of hurting her, both physically and emotionally, and that realization just made her even more sure of her decision.
“Is it though? You don’t intend to leave me after, right? You’re gonna stay?” Please, she added in her head, even though she already knew the answer.
“Of course. I wouldn’t leave. Not... now.”
“Then it’s okay,” she replied, and leaned forward to frame his face with her hands. “Just like in the theater.”
As she stared, his pupils expanded, and he shifted beneath her gaze. He was remembering, and he liked what he saw.
Good, she thought.
“Please? Let me help,” she whispered, moving closer in an uncoordinated shimmy of her knees over the hard floor. Her lips hovered over his, brushing with the next words she spoke. “Take me.”
And then she dipped down, tilting her head just right until he met her, their lips meeting in a kiss full of passion and need and regret and sorrow—but also hope and apologies and all the things they wanted to say but couldn’t find words for.
His arms wrapped around her, circling her waist before he stood, bringing her with him and stalking to the bed in the corner of the room. But he didn’t tumble down onto the mattress with her.
No. In a perfectly coordinated move, he lowered them until she was seated on the bed, and him before her. He nipped her lips with his teeth once before soothing over the spot with his tongue, and then he pulled away.
And then stood before her slowly, rising to his full height and towering over her in a pure display of dark virility.
A shiver tickled its way up the vertebrae of her spine, but she couldn’t look away from the midnight gaze that captured her like prey.
The dark, deep tone of his voice only added to the effect, and Daria rubbed her thighs together.
His eyes tracked the movement, his tongue darting out to wet his lips, and Daria swallowed.
“It’s a part of me. I’ll live with it for the rest of my life. And that’s… it’s literally forever. Are you sure you’re ready for that?”
Misery’s question only made her more sure. “I said I love you, and I meant all of you. The struggles too.”
“Will you be able to tell me if it gets to be too much?” A hint of worry flared in his eyes, and she wanted to erase it even as it warmed her heart. “You can use the word… martini?” he offered, and the suggestion brought a smile to her face.
“That’s perfect.”
“Just like you.”
With Misery standing before her, she craned her neck back to meet his gaze, and while she swayed under the spell of everything that was him, he stepped closer. Her legs parted instantly, making room for him as he invaded her space, took up everything until he was the only thing she could see. He reached forward, and her heart jumped in her throat as his hand cupped the back of her neck, and then he was leaning down and brushing his lips against hers, light as a feather. The action was so intimate, so careful, that it brought more tears to her eyes, but she pushed them aside. In that moment, where Misery was finally hers again, there was no room for tears. Not when her heart fluttered with so much excitement and hope.
Just when she reached up to grip his wrist, to pull him closer, he paused and laid his forehead against hers.
“I need you,” he whispered.
“And you have me.”
Her promise seemed to be what he needed, because he stood to his full height again, towering over her, and then tugged his shirt off by the back of the neck. Following his lead, Daria reached down to pull at the hem of her shirt, but Misery stopped her with a hand on top of hers. “Nope,” he said. “That’s my job.”
Planting her palms on the bed, Daria leaned back and enjoyed the view. She’d missed him. Missed his arms around her, missed his voice, and just seeing his dark beauty. So she looked her fill as he revealed himself to her.
His pale skin like moonlight and his lean strength evident in every muscle. He advanced toward her and she moved back on the bed. The mattress dipped toward Misery when he placed a still jean-clad knee on the bed and then he was above her, parting her thighs and taking her mouth as his palms framed her head.
She reached for him, eager to touch and feel him, to know he was really there, but he gripped both her wrists and placed them above her head. Then he tore his mouth from hers and stared down at her.
“Leave them there,” he commanded, his voice low and deep, scraping against her like velvet, and Daria nodded helplessly.
Misery obliterated any other thoughts she might have had, nipping at her bottom lip until she opened to him. At first, it was just a tease, his tongue swiping into her mouth with the promise of more, then retreating, coming back to play all over again. And just when Daria was ready to forego the rules and move, to grab his face and hold him to her, he moved first.
Trailing his lips over her cheek, her jaw, nipping and licking at her neck, it was all designed to drive her crazy. Her hands flexed into fists as she resisted the urge to touch, but she heaved a sigh instead, holding back.
His hands traced her sides over the fabric of her shirt, his lips hovered, and his eyes stayed locked on hers. Finally, when he reached her waist, he touched her, his fingers dancing underneath her shirt to play across her skin, the warmth of his fingertips sending waves of goosebumps across her flesh. Then he was drifting upwards, tugging the shirt with his touch until she was bared to the cooler air in the room. The shirt went over her head, but he didn’t tug it all the way off, instead left it wrapped around her wrists.
Fate must have been looking out earlier that morning, because her bra was front clasp, and Misery tackled that next. With a twist of his fingers, he popped it open and spread the cups, leaving them to frame her flesh as her nipples puckered at the first kiss of cool air.
The shirt crumpled in her hands as she twisted at the fabric with her fingers, wishing she was touching Misery instead, but the idea that she wasn’t supposed to move made her blood heat, made things low in her body tighten. So she waited, watched, and anticipated what he would do next.
His gaze flicked to hers before moving back down, studying all of her bared skin, and her stomach concaved as he gave Daria all of his attention.
For the moment, he completely ignored her breasts, and she resisted the urge to huff, wanting his touch, his kiss, his hands—everywhere. Instead, his fingers teased along the waistband of her pants, and she froze, silently urging him to follow the path he was so close to.
Another smirk tugged at his lips as he watched her body tense, and she wanted to kiss it right off his face. Instead, he was the one who kissed her, as he leaned over her body and mouthed at the skin of her hipbones. All the while his fingers finally acted on their promise, popping the button of her jeans open and then tugging them down her hips. They caught around her ankles, and she deftly lifted a leg to help him slip her feet through. Then it was just her panties, and the breath left her lungs in a whoosh when he stripped those off too as if they were little more than an afterthought.
He laid down on his stomach between her thighs, and every touch of his skin against the insides of her legs was so intimate, it took her breath away. Her heart jumped in her chest, and her fingers pulled at the shirt around her wrists, when what she really wanted to do was slide them through his hair and drag him where she wanted him most.
Instead, he took his sweet time, brushing his lips along her thighs and using his breath like a caress until she was shaking with anticipation.
He nipped and kissed at the flesh of her thighs, his fingers following and soothing the marks he left behind. His touch was almost as sharp as the nips, desperation barely contained in every movement. His gaze roamed across all of her exposed skin, until their gazes clashed, and in his eyes she saw his battle for control. Breath she hadn’t even been aware she was holding exploded on a loud sigh when, finally, his tongue flicked out to tease the seam of her lips. Then as if that one taste would never be enough, he drifted his hands up to part her with his thumbs.
Already it was too much, and she let her eyelids drift closed so she could focus on all the sensations wreaking havoc on her body. The wet swipe of his tongue between her legs teased and flicked at her clit, until she was humming from pleasure. Lower he went, until his tongue prodded at her entrance, lapping at her arousal, the proof that she was ready for more.
Even though he’d just begun, Daria already wanted more, more, more. So when he finally teased her entrance with the tip of his finger, her hips rolled into his touch, and he took her signal to heart. First just one, and then adding another once he realized just how ready she was. Daria jerked against him when he crooked those two fingers inside her, a cry pouring from her lips.
If his goal was to get her to the edge as fast as possible, it was working. His tongue refocused on her clit, his fingers moved inside of her, and when he sealed his lips around her clit and then flicked his tongue rapidly back and forth, she lost it.
Her entire body tensed for a split second before she cried out, her hips rolling into the release as he slowly brought her down with sweet kisses, wet licks, and teasing fingers.
And when it was over and she carefully drifted back down to earth, Misery had his head propped on her hipbone, where the sexiest, cocky grin curled his lips.
“That’s all you get for now,” he taunted, and Daria swallowed at the dangerous look in his gaze. His tongue swiped over his lips, tasting her again, and her body clenched down on nothing. His fingers trailed a glistening stripe across her inner thigh, and she shivered as her own wetness cooled against her skin. “Hope you enjoyed that,” he spoke again, his voice low and dark and everything that touched all the right buttons. “‘Cause it’ll be a while before you get another one.”
Daria gulped, and her hands tugged at the shirt wrapped around her wrists.
Just what had she gotten herself into?
    
MISERY
Misery backed away from Daria, sucking two of his fingers into his mouth just to taste her again. She watched the movement, her tongue darting out to wet her lips, and his cock throbbed in response. She was so sensitive and there was nothing he loved more than making her come apart.
His feet hit the hardwood floor and he unbuttoned and rid himself of his pants. Then he crawled back up the bed, never taking his eyes off Daria. She was lovely, all pale skin and freckles and long, dark hair that spread across the pillows like a web. One he was eager to get tangled up in, because he was already so tangled up in her. Part of him couldn’t believe he was here again—with her. Touching her and tasting her and kissing her and—fuck, he wanted her. He wanted all of her, all the time, forever, and then some.
But he didn’t want to overwhelm her, so he had started slow. Giving her a taste of what she wouldn’t get to enjoy for a while. The misery swelling up inside him like a black wave was eager for its time to play too, but it was cooperating for the most part.
He would be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous to hold Daria’s trust so closely, but he wanted to take care of her. Anything else wasn’t an option, and he had to remind himself of that when he wanted to move too fast.
Bracing himself above her, he brushed a lock of her hair out of her face and dipped down to brush his lips against hers.
“Is it okay if I leave the shirt in place?” He meant the one that bound her wrists together.
Watching her tug and struggle not to touch him was part of the appeal, and he knew it was for her too. From the way her pulse pounded in her neck, and her thighs rubbed against him, to the way her breath would hitch every time she met resistance. So no, it wasn’t a surprise at all when she nodded eagerly.
“Remember to stop me if it’s too much,” he warned again.
Because he wasn’t sure if once he started, he would stop—but the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her.
He kissed the pulse in her neck, grinning as it leapt out at him. Trailing a line of kisses down, he licked and sucked and marked her all the way to her breasts, where he finally paid them the attention due.
Taut, pink tips awaited him and he brushed his lips over one, darting his gaze up to watch her reaction as he opened his mouth and curled his lips around it. Flicking his tongue back and forth, he stimulated one while his fingers drifted up to gently tug and tease the other. She sucked in a sharp breath, her chest rising beneath him as she inhaled through wet, red lips, since she’d been worrying them between her teeth.
As she sucked the bottom one in again, he released her nipple and trailed his fingers up until he rested his thumb against that bottom lip. He tugged it free of her hold with a pop, and released her nipple with a sound very similar. “Don’t bite down,” he warned.
The thought of her hurting herself, even accidentally, didn’t sit well with him, and he wondered if this was such a good idea after all. But then she rolled her hips against him as if to hurry him up, and his cock brushed against her thigh and he knew damn well he wasn’t going to stop there.
Bracing himself on his palms, he leaned down to nip at the fleshy part of her breast, and her sharp gasp was music to his ears.
Then he was the one sucking in a breath as his cock brushed against her lips, against the wetness from her release and her arousal. He leaned down to kiss her, just hovering his mouth over hers, sharing the same breath, as he reached down to position himself at her entrance. The groan that tumbled out of him couldn’t be helped as he entered her, her walls clenching around him as he nudged his hips against hers to go deeper.
Since her hands were occupied, he pulled back to study her expression as he rolled into her, inch by inch, making sure she was okay.
And once her gaze caught his, she tilted her head to the side. “Stop holding back,” she ordered, and it was like her words flipped a fucking switch inside him.
“Fuck,” he hissed, his slow rhythm stuttering. “I promise we can go slow later, but right now I just need you,” he whispered.
She nodded, reaching up to nip at his lips and that was all the signal he needed. He cocked his hips back and rolled them forward in one smooth thrust, sliding all the way inside.
A rocky moan shredded his throat as she clenched around him, and his hips kicked into hers again out of reflex.
“You’re amazing,” he rasped out, and leaned down to take her lips again, almost in apology, because he sure as hell wasn’t about to hold back.
Bracing himself on his forearms, he framed her face with his hands, sucking her bottom lip into his mouth, because if someone was going to redden and plump it, it was going to be him.
He tugged his hips back slowly, refusing to rush the feel of her clamped around him, her lips dragging against his cock as he pulled almost all the way out. Then he bucked into her hard, his hips slamming into hers, knocking the breath from her lips to drift over his own.
And then he was lost. In her skin, her gasps, the sweet noises she made and the sound of their flesh smacking together. It was everything he wanted, needed, and still he had to have more.
He sat up until he was kneeling, and draped her thighs across his own, pulling her to him. Her arms went over his head, the shirt still capturing them. And then gripping her hips, he thrust up into her at the same time he tugged her down, hard and fast and everything they both needed.
Her cries were muffled into his neck, but he paid attention to the way she clamped down on him, could sense she was drawing closer with every thrust of his cock inside her.
And just when she was there, her bound hands fisting into his hair, he opened himself up and released a small wave of misery, just enough to knock her back down. She groaned into his skin, her nails digging into his scalp, but no words left her lips, so he didn’t stop.
Every smack of their flesh and every small gasp that echoed in his ear only flamed the fire that was burning between them, within each of them.
The only difference was that Daria’s would only grow hotter, spark higher and brighter until he doused her with a dose of misery, reducing her to whimpering embers.
And then he’d start all over again.
By the third time he’d edged her, she was a shaking mess, and he treasured each gasping sigh that left her lips, each curse aimed in his direction, but the one thing that he didn’t hear?
For him to stop.
He kissed the side of her neck, brushing damp strands of hair from her face, and removed her hands from around his neck. Searching her blue eyes, he found a haze of summer sky, but no hesitation whatsoever, just need.
“More,” she pleaded.
And more he would give.
    
DARIA
Daria whimpered as Misery pulled out of her, but he was so gentle as he repositioned her, removing the shirt from her hands and the straps of her bra from her arms. Then he planted them at the small of her back and rolled her over, until her face was pressed into the mattress and her ass was high in the air. He didn’t bind her hands, but kept one of his own wrapped around her wrists instead.
The bed dipped as he shifted behind her, and then the head of his cock pressed against her entrance before he slammed inside. She cried out, the sound muffled into the bed, but God, it felt so good.
And it was torture at the same time. Every time she was close to bursting, he blanketed her with just a touch of misery, until the orgasm slipped from her greedy fingers and she was left hanging. Over and over again.
His hips smacked against hers, and in this new position it hit her in the perfect spot, and she was soaring again in no time, so close, so fucking—and there it was. The misery swept in and snatched her from the air just as she reached the summit and she plummeted with a frustrated cry. But she didn’t tell him to stop.
Misery released her hands and Daria laid one beneath her face. His hands massaged and spread her cheeks, probably getting the perfect look at the way he speared her on his cock.
It was like a drug, Misery was, and now she knew why he’d fallen so hard for the release he could be given. But if Daria didn’t get to come soon, she was going to—
A breathy scream tore from her throat when a thumb massaged over her pucker, and she didn’t know if the sound startled him or what, but it disappeared just as quickly.
Daria didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed that he’d st—
No, because that was relief, when the pressure reappeared with a slight wetness, and she shivered at just the thought. Even though she was hot and so close to the edge again, goosebumps traveled up her spine and spread across her flesh in excitement.
Misery edged her organically this time, pulling almost all the way out of her, until just the head of his cock spread her lips apart, and then amped her up again as one hand dipped beneath her hips to roll her clit until she tightened around him. The deep gasp that came from him made her do it again, tightening her muscles around him to tease, but when she released, his thumb applied pressure until he pushed into her ass just the slightest.
“Oh fuck,” she breathed, slamming her eyelids closed.
But they flew right open again as another curse exploded out of her, because Misery slammed back inside her at the same time he worked his thumb into her a little bit more.
“Too much?” he asked, as if daring her to say no.
“No—fuck no, it’s good,” she rambled and moaned as he pulled out and thrust into her again.
He started a bracing rhythm, plunging his cock into her in the same pace he worked his thumb in and out of her ass, until she soaked his cock and she was hoarse from shouting. Even though Daria knew it was pointless, she was desperate and tried to hide her orgasm from him, tried to keep rocking against him even though all she wanted to do was pause and let it wash over her, but he sensed her trick. Misery swooped in again and stole the orgasm from her and she cursed out a complaint, but it didn’t deter him.
She tried not to growl as he slowly withdrew from her and flipped her over again, but he must have spied the frustration on her face. A dark, sexy chuckle rumbled out of his chest as he braced himself over her and entered her again.
Her limbs were loose as she blinked up at him, getting lost in the dark look in Misery’s eyes. She swore his eyes were a whole shade lighter, even though the pupil ate up most of the color. Her body tensed, the misery descended, and she was torn back from the edge again, all while she clawed at his shoulders and cursed his name.
It was like Misery held the string that weaved her together, tugging it just enough to fray her edges, then letting go, and she was unraveling more with each minute that passed.
Misery bucked against her, and his every touch plucked at another loose strand in her thread. Her legs shook and her breath caught with every move he made. Heart pounding, she could do little else but ride the waves that he brought upon her only to take them away, but she could tell every time the misery swept across her, the lighter he became. It was his touch, the loosening of his shoulders, the color of his eyes and the set of his mouth.
And while he was riding the wave of ecstasy, Daria was holding on by a thread.
Everything was so much—she was too sensitive, too close to the edge and never able to reach it, even though she was desperate to just cross the edge and fly, but that thread holding her back was a curse and a blessing because suddenly, the edge was too close, too much and she was too scared to go over it. Tears blurred her vision and a single word scraped past her throat like a weapon.
“Martini,” she rasped out.





MISERY
A s soon as Misery saw the tears in her eyes, he fucking broke. The misery receded so deep inside him he didn’t even know if it was still there, and the second that word left her lips he stopped. He slowly, but God, not slow enough, because he was already too late, pulled out of her, and grabbed the blanket they’d fucked off the side of the bed to wrap her up in it.
Then he laid beside her and pulled her into his arms.
“It’s okay, fuck, Daria I’m so sorry.” All he wanted to do was curse himself, but instead he whispered sweet nothings and petted her hair back from her face. Her cheeks were stained red with the flush of what they’d done, streaked through with tears that shook her whole body.
He didn’t know what to do and he was near panic, so afraid that he’d hurt her. He just needed to hear her voice. But this wasn’t about him, so he pulled her closer, kissed her temple, and continued talking to her in the gentlest voice he had, all while stroking his fingers through her hair.
Long, agonizing moments later, she calmed enough to take a deep, even breath, and his heart stopped in his chest.
“Will you be okay long enough for me to start a bath?” he asked, leaning up to peer down at her.
Those blue eyes were wide, watery, but when she blinked at him it wasn’t with fear or hatred, and he relaxed the tiniest bit. His heart still ached that he’d pushed her too far.
“I’m okay,” she said, and tried to roll over, but he stopped her.
“No, stay right here. I’ll be back.”
And then he was off the bed, gently so as not to jostle her, and sprinting across the room to the joined bathroom, keeping an eye on her the entire time. The clawfoot tub was huge, thank God, because there was no way he was letting her out of his sight.
Once the water was pouring out at the perfect temperature, he wrapped a towel around his waist and ran back to the bedroom to find she’d done the opposite of what he’d said. Still wrapped in the blanket, she lay curled up on her side facing the bathroom.
“You’re acting like you almost killed me. Stop panicking,” she chided softly.
Misery leaned down to pick her up and gave her a stern glance. “No, stop that. I’m taking care of you right now.” Plus, he kind of wanted to kick his own ass a little longer.
The bathroom was already warm from the steam of the hot water, so after he sat Daria down on the bathroom counter, he adjusted the temp. Then he searched through the cabinets for some bubbles, and found some kind of apple tart citrus nonsense. Once he had Daria’s approval, he poured enough in the tub for the bubbles to start building.
Then he grabbed a rinse cup off the fresh stack and filled it with cold water. At his arched brow, she dropped the hand she’d lifted to take the cup from him, and instead let him tip it against her lips. Once the cup was empty, he braced his hands on either side of Daria’s thighs and leaned in close to her.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured, making sure to hold her gaze so she would know just how serious he was. There weren’t words enough to express his disappointment with himself. Daria had shed tears because of him, and if he had to bleed the same amount, he’d happily hunt down a knife and let her be the one to slice him up. Hell, he could cut out his heart and hand it to her on a silver platter and it wouldn’t be enough for her.
The smile that tilted her lips up wasn’t a full one, and while he wanted to curse and kick his own ass some more, he had to take in to account that she was probably exhausted.
You might not wanna smile either if you got fucked six ways to Sunday and then didn’t come.
“I love you,” she said in response, and Misery blinked just to be sure he wasn’t dreaming. Honestly, he was surprised he didn’t fall right the fuck over, and instead framed her face with his hands oh so gently.
“I love you too.”
Her gaze flicked between his and the bath, and he looked over his shoulder to see the bubbles reaching the lip of the tub, so he rushed to shut the water off.
Carefully, he peeled the blanket away from Daria’s skin and then picked her back up to take her to the bath. His heart swelled as she wrapped her arms around his neck, leaning on him, and he promised to himself to try to be everything she’d ever need. She laughed softly and muttered something about being able to walk, but he completely ignored it.
A low hiss sounded when he lowered her in and he paused, fearful that it was too much, but she tapped his neck to keep going, so he loosened his hold to let her relax back into the water.
A tired, soft hum sounded deep in her throat and he swallowed hard.
“Get in here,” she murmured, and he realized he’d been staring for far too long.
He slipped the towel off his hips and with a palm on her shoulders, carefully lifted her up while he eased in behind her. She fit between his legs perfectly, her back against his chest, and they both released deep sighs when they relaxed into the water.
In slow, relaxing motions, he cupped the hot water in his hands and trailed it up her shoulders, letting it stream over the back of her neck and run in rivulets between her breasts, and back into the water below.
“That’s nice,” she mumbled, and he kissed the side of her neck.
Shit. What if you’d really hurt her?
He wouldn’t have been able to handle that, and swore to himself he’d never use her like that again, no matter how much she suggested it.
Pushing all of that to the side, he focused on making her feel good now, taking care of her, making her feel loved.
Because she was everything to him, and it seemed even the misery buried deep inside him sensed that too.
    
DARIA
The water steamed up around them, and she let herself drift in the half asleep place she’d been floating in ever since Misery had told her he loved her.
But it didn’t stop her heart from soaring when he said it again, cupping hot water to trail over the back of her neck, only further relaxing her.
“I meant what I said, you know that, right?” he whispered, the words no more than a breath from his lips. “Don’t doubt that for a single second, ever.”
Her heart leapt against her chest as if rejoicing, and Daria nodded drowsily against his chest. “I love you too.” And then she frowned, for some reason the tense conversation they’d had that seemed so long ago invading her thoughts. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t ready, before. When you asked—”
“Stop right there,” he commanded, and brushed her hair over to one side of her neck. “You don’t apologize for that. You weren’t ready yet, and there’s nothing wrong with that. What’s important is that you were honest. I’m sorry if I made you feel rushed.”
Daria was shaking her head before he was finished speaking. “You didn’t. I knew how I felt, I was just too chicken to admit it.”
He tensed behind her, but before he could argue she said, “But in case it’s not clear enough now, we’re exclusive, or whatever you wanna call it, capiche?”
Tilting her head to the side, she eyed him over her shoulder and rolled her eyes for effect. “Well, as exclusive as we can be when you know Truth is going to be knocking on the door tonight.”
“Not to mention that you’re sleeping with Betrayal,” he teased, but then swallowed hard and kissed her temple. “I’m yours.”
“And I’m yours,” she agreed, leaning back into his chest.
They didn’t speak much after that, and they didn’t have to. How much he cared for her, how much she meant to him, was evident in every touch, every breath, every brush of flesh against flesh. He washed her hair, he bathed her, and the whole time he whispered sweet nothings in her ear while he took care of her.
Daria might have been tired, but she wasn’t dead, and by the time he’d washed every inch of her skin, she was heating up in a way that had nothing to do with the hot water they sat in.
Her back was to his chest, his arms were wrapped around her waist, and his lips were playing across her shoulders, but right then she wanted something more.
She reached for his hand and tugged it lower, but it wasn’t until she spread her thighs that he realized what she was doing.
“Daria what—”
“Please?” she asked as pitifully as possible.
He gave her mercy, mouthing at her shoulder as his fingers played with her as lightly as the water lapping at her skin. But when she pressed on his wrist for more, he finally stopped being afraid, and rolled her clit between his fingers until she was gasping. The orgasm that rushed up under his deft touch was gentle, like a rolling wave instead of an explosion. Her walls clenched around nothing, and her body tensed completely, one last time before she slumped back into Misery as it receded.
“That was perfect,” she mumbled, her head loose on her neck where she laid on Misery’s shoulder.
“Yes, you are.”
Fluffy towels came next as Misery dried her off, still as careful as ever. And even though she surely could make it on her own, he carried her from the guest room to her own, where Truth was sitting on the bed.
“Oh good,” Daria mumbled. “I was going to make Misery hunt you down. Thanks for doing the foot work.”
“What is she talking about?” he inquired, but she blinked drowsily in response.
Misery’s chest shook against her side as he chuckled. “I think she’s glad to see you. She wants to cuddle.”
“Yes she does,” Daria confirmed with a short nod.
Truth dutifully held back the covers while Misery deposited her in the middle of the bed, and she blinked drowsily, the call of exhaustion far too adamant to ignore. The bed jostled as Misery slid in behind her, boxers covering his lower half, and Truth slid in on the other side.
She offered her blond demon a sleepy smile, and tucked her head into his chest, with her dark demon wrapped around her back.
And it felt just like home.
    
MISERY
“So, you’re telling me you’ve just been hangry this whole time?”
Misery choked on the black coffee he’d just sipped back and coughed out a laugh.
“Fuck. I don’t know,” he rasped out, clearing his airway between laughs.
Hope barked out a loud laugh before slapping him on the back and bringing him in tight for a hug. “It’s okay, man. I’m just glad you’re okay.”
“I think it’s a work in progress,” Misery admitted. Part of him was still scared to disappoint them, so he didn’t want to get their hopes up, pun not intended.
“What’s cooking? It smells amazing,” Pain interjected, as he stumbled into the room, hair a mess and clearly just falling out of bed to hunt down coffee.
The smell he referred to was whatever Truth was cooking up over the stove. Breakfast enough for… ten people? When had the house gotten so full?
“Where’s Persy at?” Pain asked with a shrug of nonchalance.
But as Misery tilted his head to the side, he realized the demon was a lot less… irritated this morning.
“She went for a run out by the water,” Daria explained, topping off Misery’s coffee. “We’re still waiting on Wrath and Curious to wake up.”
“Since when does she run?” Pain grumbled, and Daria shared a knowing smile with Misery as he watched it all play out.
“Dunno,” Daria replied casually. “She looked stressed though, so maybe it’ll be good for her.”
Pain’s brows dipped low over his gray eyes, and Misery sipped his coffee to keep from laughing.
“I don’t think we’ve officially met,” Pain said, brushing his worries to the side and holding out a hand to Misery. “I’m Pain.”
“I know,” he responded smoothly, and met him in the middle. The handshake was firm and Misery nodded. “Thanks for sticking around.”
“My pleasure,” he rumbled, and Misery resisted rolling his eyes.
He’d been back for ten fucking minutes and even he could see something was going on with him and Persy. If the guy wasn’t an idiot, he’d go hunt her down and apologize for whatever he’d done wrong.
Take it from the expert, he thought to himself. The king of fucking up.
Now that was a funny thought, Misery giving love advice. He chuckled to himself at his own joke and sipped his coffee. It wasn’t until he lowered his mug that he realized everyone in the room was staring at him.
“What?” he asked defensively. “I can laugh, can’t I?”
“I didn’t know you were capable of such things,” Truth smarted off, and Misery rolled his eyes in return.
Movement caught his eye at the kitchen entrance, and he turned to find Wrath frozen in the doorway.
Silence reigned again, and Misery’s thoughts stuttered to a stop. Had Wrath been faking the friendship the entire time, only doing Pandora’s bidding? Or did he actually care and feel remorse over what he’d done?
Misery got his answer almost immediately, when Wrath realized why silence had fallen. Wrath paled, which said a lot considering he was a ginger with a matching complexion.
Even as insecure as he was about where they stood, he was relieved to find his friend still at the house, where at least he was safe. Misery started in his direction.
As he drew closer, Misery didn’t even get a chance to speak before Wrath blurted, “Do you hate me?”
Misery didn’t answer for a long moment, studying the demon who’d become his best friend under the guise of helping, when in reality, all he’d been doing was ruining him. It hurt, Misery couldn’t lie, but he was used to hurting.
Yet, as Wrath’s hand tightened around the smaller one within his, and Misery’s gaze followed it to the tiny brunette that Wrath placed himself in front of, as if to protect her, that hurt eased a little.
“You brought me home,” Misery stated simply, thinking of his own brunette that he wanted safe as soon as possible. Which just meant they needed to get through whatever came next, together. “And you had a damn good reason. So thank you.”
Wrath blinked, as if that had been the absolute last thing he expected to come out of Misery’s mouth, and launched forward. Arms wrapped tightly around him, before instantly loosening and he was smacked on the back by a hand. It almost knocked the breath out of him, and Misery coughed, a smile pulling at his lips as Wrath stepped back and cleared his throat.
“I’m so sorry. I am. I’m glad you’re okay.”
“And I’m glad you stayed. Both of you,” Misery replied, dipping his head to Curious next to him. Daria had filled him in on who all was staying at the house. “Thank you for standing with us.”
“Pandora threatened her,” Wrath said, as if it explained everything. He pulled Curious close, tucking her small frame into him, and Misery’s heart lurched at the way she looked up at him.
It reminded him of Daria, and he suddenly wanted nothing more than to wrap his arms around her. The only reason he was even able to do that was because of the man before him.
“Thanks for bringing me back,” Misery murmured quietly, pushing away the guilt over his actions.
“Thanks for getting your shit together.”
Work in progress, he reminded himself.
Breakfast went smoothly, and as Misery stared at those around him, their smiles, the ease with which they laughed and ate and just… existed with each other—he realized this was home. He had been so stupid to try to look to better himself elsewhere.
Because here? This is where I want to be my best.
After breakfast, everyone went their separate ways… and by that, he meant Misery shot Daria a lascivious smile and tugged her upstairs. Behind the closed door of her bedroom, Misery pushed his hands into her hair and kissed her senseless. It was a slow, drugging kiss, but full of passion and desperation. As he pressed her into the door, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him as close as she could.
“Already?” she asked when they parted.
Misery chuckled and leaned down to nip at her lips. “Not everything is about misery. This time is just for me.”
“Oh,” she replied with a blush, making his lips curl higher with a smile that he was still growing used to.
“Guys!” A loud yell sounded from downstairs, the anxiety lacing the tone dousing the mood between them. Misery stiffened against her. Was that Wrath? With a shred of panic lacing his words? “Pandora’s calling me!”
Misery tugged Daria away from the door, threw it open, and shot through like a rocket. Racing down the stairs, he gripped Daria’s hand in his.
“Answer it,” she insisted breathlessly, as they came to a screeching halt downstairs. The others materialized from random places in the house.
His finger swiped across the screen and Pandora’s smug voice came through the line.
“Good morning, Wrath,” she greeted cheerfully.
Misery’s heart twisted, a dreadful feeling settling in his gut.
Daria gripped his hand tight and he squeezed back, trying to offer her a bit of comfort while they focused on the conversation.
“Pandora.”
Wrath’s eyes flicked over those gathered, sucking in a deep breath as his gaze met Misery’s. Knowing that Pandora had taken his woman captive and threatened her in order to force him to do his bidding, Misery understood why he’d done what he had. The only thing Misery wanted revenge for was Pandora threatening innocents. Wrath wasn’t to blame for protecting his woman, because Misery knew he’d do the same for Daria in a heartbeat.
He was sure similar thoughts were floating around the room, from Death, Hope, Betrayal, and Truth. Even Pain seemed invested in the conversation, but the only person missing was Persy, still out on her run.
“I’m sure you know why I’m calling—and I’m even more certain you know what I want. Today.”
Wrath ran a hand over his face, sending a smile laced with sadness and secrets in Curious’s direction, who wrapped a hand around his bicep.
“No,” he said simply.
Silence aired over the line for a moment, and then Pandora let out a dry laugh that sent chills over Misery’s skin.
“Are you sure you can’t be… persuaded?”
Curious gasped, her hand flying up to cover her mouth, and a small, pitiful sound fell from Daria’s throat. As the words landed like a slap to all of them, Pain’s head jerked up from where he’d been staring intently at the phone, searching the room for the person they all knew wasn’t there.
He darted for the back French doors without a second’s hesitation, slinging them open and rushing outside to search. Persy’s name fell from his lips in a concerned, frantic cry as he yelled for her.
Misery’s stomach twisted, dread curling deep.
“Where are you?” Wrath demanded.
Pandora didn’t make empty threats.
Once Pandora listed the location she wanted to meet at—alone, of course—she abruptly hung up.
The room was silent in the aftermath, and Misery felt the pressure of the worry, hurt, and pain like a physical blow. But instead of all that negative emotion swirling around him and immediately demanding release, it soaked into him like a balm and fell to the back of his mind. It wasn’t pressing and eager, instead it just seemed like part of him.
“You’re not trading yourself,” Misery commanded, reading the look on Wrath’s face. Everyone turned to him and he flushed, trying to lighten the severity of the situation. “You have too much to make up to me. You’re not getting off that easily.”
Yeah, as if turning himself over to Pandora for her to torture and hurt was getting off easy. Misery’s breath came quick as panic and sadness welled up inside him. He didn’t want to lose his friend to that bitch.
Pain entered the house again, the slam of the door a manifestation of his frustration, and the sound pulled Misery out of his thoughts.
“What are we going to do?” he demanded.
“Well we know what she wants, so we don’t have much of a choice,” Wrath answered almost instantly, and Curious’s fingernails dug into his arm, leaving marks.
“No you’re not,” Misery argued, without evening thinking of it. “I don’t know what the solution is here, but giving in to her demands is not it.”
“Misery’s right, we just have to figure out a way around it,” Death agreed with a sense of finality that any sane person would recognize.
But just then, Pain wasn’t very sane, at least not when it came to Persy. “But we’re going to get her back, right? We can’t leave her with Pandora.” Pain ran a hand through his dark hair, recently streaked through with red.
“Fuck no, we aren’t leaving her with Pandora. Who the hell do you think you’ve been living with?” Betrayal slapped the other demon upside the back of his head, and while Pain turned a glare in his direction, it had served its purpose—to distract Pain.
“Shit. You’re right. I’m sorry, I’m just—”
“We’re all worried,” Death told him, filling the silence when Pain trailed off. “But we can make this work, we just have to come up with a plan.”
“Okay gang, let’s make a plan!” Misery clapped his hands together, imitating that cartoon with the mystery solvers and the dog—what was the name of it?
They stared blankly at him before Truth blinked and aimed a beaming smile in his direction. “He’s got jokes now too? Who are you, man?”
Right then, Misery was just someone who wanted to do some good.
And what better place to start than saving one of their own?





WRATH
F or a house so big, and with its constituents spread out among the grounds, the old thing was a bitch to sneak out of. What with the creaking floors and the noisy, groaning doors, it was amazing he made it out of the house without alerting the others.
Sofia had tried to talk him out of it, but her safety was his number one priority, and as long as Pandora was out there, she would never be safe.
Starting the car was a totally different story. The rumble of the engine drew more attention than he needed, and the tires scraping over the gravel driveway weren’t very stealthy either.
It was Misery who came out on the porch, his hands braced on the rails as he watched Wrath pull away. It wasn’t until he bumped onto the asphalt and turned the corner that he lost sight of Misery, the worry evident in the stiff set of his shoulders and the expression on his face.
The drive was short, the downtown area of Maleston not too far away from what he was beginning to call home. Shaking himself of that mindset, he steeled himself for whatever came next. When the warehouse came into view, he slowed and turned, the tires bumping over the cracked pavement none too gracefully.
The car dinged when he threw it into park, opening the door before he took out the keys. No other cars were in the parking lot, but Wrath didn’t expect Pandora to be so obvious.
With a deep breath, he tried to relax his shoulders as he made his way to the side door, as instructed during the phone call. His hands were sweating and he wished his nerves would settle the fuck down.
But this meeting was the difference between Sofia’s safety and her ruin, and nothing was more important.
The cold metal burned against his hand as he gripped the door handle, and Wrath sucked in another breath before he steeled his features and threw the door open.
Pandora and that blond bastard stood in the center of the otherwise empty warehouse, a few boxes and empty pallets abandoned in the corners. But they weren’t alone. Wrath’s heart pounded as his gaze landed on Persy, her hands captured in those of the blond’s.
“Glad to see you are punctual,” Pandora said with a smug twist to her lips. “Where is Sofia?”
“She’s with the car,” Wrath replied, keeping his tone steady, refusing to show just how furious he was. “The car that you are going to allow Persuasion to go to, get inside, and drive safely away in. Sofia will join us afterward.”
Pandora glared at him, but he could see the twisted love she felt for her daughter eating away at the inside of her. The fury she harbored for him curled through the air, seductive fingertips he brushed aside like an annoyance.
“Prove that she’s out there,” Pandora gritted out, and nodded to her companion, that big, blond bastard Wrath hated.
Wrath pulled his phone from his pocket slowly, and dialed Sofia’s number, selecting the video option. His phone screen turned black while they awaited her, and he breathed a sigh of relief when she answered.
“Hey,” he said softly. “Pandora wants to see that you’re here.”
Wrath turned the phone toward Pandora, showing her the live video call that depicted Sofia waiting behind the driver’s wheel of a car. It was too dark to see her surroundings, but hopefully Pandora wouldn’t—
“Go,” she ordered, nodding her head at the blond, and he released Persy with a shove. She scrambled to catch her balance, indecision in her panicked green gaze as she hesitated. And that right there proved he was doing the right thing—she was good and pure, and she cared about others, even above her own well-being. She was worth this risk.
Wrath nodded to her and with a tearful last glance, she ran out of the warehouse. She would get in the car, drive away, and use the phone on the passenger seat to contact the others to meet her and take her to safety.
At least, that was the plan, and if she didn’t follow it, they were all fucked.
That blond asshole sauntered over to him, cocky as all hell, and it took everything in him for Wrath not to deck the bastard. He deserved that and so much more.
Sure, Deceit was deceit, but shit. How twisted did he have to be to work for someone like Pandora?
Though if Pandora was holding someone’s life over his head like she’d done with Sofia, Wrath thought maybe he could find an ounce of forgiveness within his heart. However, the thought of anyone giving Deceit the time of day? He scoffed at the idea.
“The hell are you laughing at?” he snarled as he approached Wrath.
“Just wondering what the hell you’re doing here. Who is she holding over you?” Wrath hoped he would answer his question, but when his lips curled up into a sneering grin, he knew better.
“What would you say if it was just me? If I chose to be here?”
Wrath’s fists clenched with the desire to hit him, to let loose his frustration and anger on the bastard in front of him. But he didn’t. Who knew who else she had waiting in the sidelines to pounce on them. So he behaved… for now.
“Oh, shut up, Deceit,” Pandora growled, and Wrath watched his cheeks concave as he clenched his jaw. Like the dutiful servant he was, he shut his mouth and stepped away from Wrath. Smart decision.
“Where is Sofia?” Pandora asked again, and Wrath tried to think of something to delay. “Maybe she’s saying goodbye. She’s grown attached to—”
Finally.
Overhead, the sprinkler system turned on, raining ice-cold water over them as the red and white lights at each exit lit up. Thankfully, no alarms blared, but the lights and the water were distraction enough.
And then everything happened so fast—nameless faces came out of the shadows, Pandora’s backup, and the exits were thrown open as Wrath’s cavalry appeared. Sofia was nowhere in sight.
Deceit charged Wrath while he was distracted, and he hit the wet concrete with a smack. Instinctively, he shoved the other demon off of him, gaining his footing a split second before the bastard attacked.
Shaking off the first punch, Wrath growled, more to himself than his opponent. There was no time for distractions—his life depended on it.
Hell, all of their lives depended on it.
    
DARIA
“I told you this was a dumb idea,” Daria complained, as they waited outside the warehouse.
Wrath had left alone, as agreed, while they’d talked Curious into staying behind. She had her own part to play, just like Persy did.
“I’m almost through, just another minute,” Persy whispered. Her mascara was smudged and her ponytail was no longer smoothed back like it normally was, and Daria’s heart raced with a mix of anger and sadness. Persy shouldn’t have been caught in the middle of Pandora’s mess.
No one should.
That’s why they were there—to take care of Pandora once and for all.
Daria just had to come to terms with murder, quick, before Persy—
“Got it! Go!”
No time to doubt yourself.
Following the signal, Daria and the others rushed into the warehouse, all from different points of entry. It served two purposes, overwhelming those inside and blocking the exits all at the same time.
The metal door banged against the warehouse wall, but it was barely heard over the downpour of the sprinkler system, the heavy fall of each drop hitting the concrete and echoing around the empty space as if they were in the midst of a storm. Add in the flashing white and red emergency lights, and they might as well have opened a door straight into chaos.
Daria sought out each of her demons, but it was hard to pinpoint who was whom in the midst of the action.
The two people she did immediately recognize were standing in the middle of the warehouse, closest to Daria’s entrance. First, Pandora, who Daria aimed for as soon as she entered, her feet crossing the slick concrete carefully as she advanced from behind. The second shape was the blond guy who’d escorted her up and down the stairs when she’d been held captive alongside Betrayal on Pandora’s orders.
A growl rose in her throat as she thought of all the damage the woman had done—first and foremost, murdering Daria’s mother.
None too delicately, Daria tackled Pandora from behind, all while the fight between Wrath and the blond distracted the woman.
An unladylike snarl came from Pandora’s lips as she rolled into the tackle, somehow ending up on her back with Daria above her. Not taking time to thank fate, or luck, or whoever, Daria cocked back a fist with the intent to let it fly, instinct taking over.
But instead, someone gripped her around the waist and pulled her off, her dream of hitting Pandora momentarily taken away. She kicked and flailed against the person’s hold behind her, knocking her elbow back into their stomach once, twice, three times before their hold finally loosened. Using that slack in her favor, she slumped, using her dead weight against them. It worked—their hold slipped until Daria was able to wiggle free and land in a crouch on the ground. She turned her head to see a stranger, another demon perhaps? One Pandora was threatening to do her work?
It was a young man, and shit, he seemed young to be there, in the midst of that mess. Who was he to Pandora?
Instead of blurting out ways to help him, to make him understand like Daria really wanted, she swept her foot out in a move. His gaze was too busy studying her to dodge quickly enough, and he landed on his back as she swept his feet out from under him.
Shouts and grunts sounded around her, a yell catching her attention, and it took everything in her not to look, to see if that sound of pain had come from one of her demons. Instead, she tried to focus all the panic, anger, hopelessness, and worry into her chaos, but it wouldn’t rumble and shake, or hell, even budge from where she could sense it within herself.
Of course, now that she needed it, it was in no way useful.
Pandora advanced, shaking in her rage, and Daria blanched at the thought of having to do it the old-fashioned way.
Her stomach turned as she drew the knife from her waist, the one Death had showed her how to handle only a few hours earlier.
When they’d made the plan, it wasn’t set in stone who would face whom, they were supposed to approach the nearest enemy and engage, but lucky Daria, she’d gotten Pandora.
It wouldn’t do just to scare them away with their tails tucked between their legs, because Pandora was cold and ruthless, just like Chaos had told her. If she didn’t die today, who knew what would happen in the future.
So with that thought in mind, Daria steeled all her courage and waited patiently for Pandora to approach her.
“You went through all this for little ole me?” Pandora mocked.
When Daria said nothing, trying to ignore her words, she continued, “No, you did this for all your friends. Or lovers, should I say? You’re just like your mother, sacrificing everything for the wrong people, the wrong cause.”
And just like Daria was sure she’d planned, the words caught her attention and held her hostage, twisting the anger and rage inside her like a blade.
Pandora stepped even closer, baiting her with her proximity, but Daria didn’t fall for it… yet.
No, she waited until Pandora’s gaze flicked over Daria’s shoulder, the scrape of feet behind her, for Daria to act. She leapt forward, knocking Pandora to the ground again, her breath wooshing out of her.
With her stomach rolling and a panic shaking her confidence, Daria lifted the knife and tried to plunge it where it was meant to go, but Pandora’s hands reached up to fight her. On her knees over the woman, Daria had the leverage of her weight to press down into her hold, and the knife dropped the tiniest bit.
“You think things will be better when I’m gone? When there’s no one to look after the demons?”
“Look after them? You hunt them down for sport!”
Daria ground her teeth together, her words flying like weapons, and Pandora shoved up with a grunt. It was enough to knock Daria off her balance, and Pandora surged up against her. The knife flew from Daria’s loosened grip to clatter against the wet concrete when she caught herself, and Daria blinked against the spray of water as it prickled against her face. Pandora loomed over her, and Daria scrambled her hands over the ground, searching for the knife in a moment of panic.
“No. I make sure they’re where they belong. You on the other hand… You sacrifice so much of yourself for a lost cause. For Betrayal. Then Misery. Why do you trust demons of such inflictions?”
“They’re more than just demons,” Daria spat, her heart pounding in her chest as it cracked wide for her demons—her men.
Pandora shook her head, dismissing Daria’s words. “It doesn’t matter—I’m not even here for them. I want my daughter back!” she screeched, the words ear-piercing in their fury.
That made Daria pause, and Pandora caught the hesitation as her fingers slipped across the wet concrete.
“My daughter! Sofia. She’s mine, and I want her back!”
She’s off her fucking rocker.
Daria’s fingers brushed against something hard, and she curled her fist around it, the odd shape of the blade hilt chilled against her palm. Sucking in a deep breath, she pretended to be utterly enthralled with Pandora’s monologue, biding her time.
But she should have known it was too good to be true—that she’d really get so lucky.
Pandora’s gaze darted over Daria’s head, and a booted foot stepped on her wrist. She cried out, releasing the knife as she tried to tug her arm away. Glancing up with a rush of dread, she spied the young man who’d first knocked her over.
His gaze was sad, destroyed as he looked down at her, but Daria was more scared of what Pandora would do next.
Where were her demons? The sounds of fighting continued around them, but it was significantly less than when she’d first entered the warehouse.
Pandora’s fingers tickled across Daria’s arm, and her gaze darted back to the crazed look on Pandora’s face.
“I came here for my daughter—that was the deal I had with Wrath, but I should have known better than to trust a demon. So should you,” she sneered, leaning over Daria, so close her eyes almost crossed trying to keep her in her sights.
Her heart pounded, panic reigned, and still her chaos was dormant, what the fuck is happening? she screamed inside her own head. What did Wrath know?
Metal glinted out of the corner of her eye, reflecting off the emergency lights.
Pandora’s warm breath ghosted across Daria’s cheek, her stomach flipping with dread.
“You can’t trust a demon, Daria—they all lie. Just ask Sofia, but I’m sure you know her as Curious.”
Before Daria could even process her words, the familiar feel of a blade sliding through her flesh registered in a bright wash of agony. A scream ripped from her throat in the same way the knife ripped through her stomach, shredding muscles and organs until her only thought was pain. She was barely conscious as Pandora scrambled away, commanding her companions to follow.
Shouts neared, panicked tones and deep voices, and that damned rain kept pattering her eyes until she couldn’t even open them.
No, that was probably blood loss.
Something jostled her and she winced, but then a familiar voice reached her ears and she blinked her eyes open.
It was the best sight—ever. All her demons surrounding her. Misery, Hope, Truth, Death, and Betrayal. Bruised and bloodied, but so damned beautiful she wanted to cry.
“Did it work?” she rasped out, her voice scraping past her throat as if it were shredded instead of her stomach. “Did we find out how many demons she has?”
“Yeah, yeah, Daria it worked. Don’t worry, you’re gonna be okay,” Misery soothed her, brushing her wet hair back from her face.
A shuddering breath made its way past her lips and she winced. “Jury’s in. Death by stabbing is the worst.”
The painful chuckles around her were no comfort at all. Sure, she’d come back, but it still sucked major balls to die. Wait… there was something she needed to remember… what was it? What was it? Something Pandora had said…
The ground fell away beneath her, but two arms held her up, warmth encasing her side as she was carted from the warehouse. The darkness wrapped around her, harder, faster, filling her with pain until with her last breath, she whispered, “Who is Curious?”





AFTERWORD
Dear Reader,
Ooo it’s getting good, right? Misery is the little emo demon in skinny jeans and I’ve always loved him, even if he has struggles. But is it fair to choose a favorite? Good thing we don’t have to! If you didn’t know, this series will be six books. Can you guess who’s next?
And thank you so much for reading! Hopefully you enjoyed it, but even if you didn’t, please leave a review and tell me what you thought on Amazon. I look forward to reading them all!
Then, come squee with us in the Koled Cave, where I love connecting with you guys! But if Facebook isn’t your thing, sign up for my newsletter, where I send updates on only the most important information pertaining releases or works in progress.
Until next time,
Lana
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